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Assessing the impact of Micro-phenomenology 
on Memory Specificity and Re-experiencing

Zishan Jiwani1, Evan Henritze2

1UW-Madison
2The New School

Episodic autobiographical memories are associated with the subjective sense of a self as 
continuous over time. Individuals diagnosed with depression or PTSD show cognitive alter-
ations and maladaptive processes associated with autobiographical memory. One of these 
impairments is the tendency to recall episodic autobiographical memory with decreased 
specificity, also known as overgeneralized memory (OGM. OGM is associated with  
a limited capacity to mentally “time travel” or re-experience the past with vivid sensory  
and perceptual details. This study aims to assess whether the micro-phenomenological  
interview (MPI may be effective in improving overgeneralized memory and access to 
sensory-perceptual details. MPI is a semi-structured interview that assists participants in 
directing attention towards visual, auditory, and affective dimensions of experience and 
focuses on a few seconds of experience within an autobiographical memory. It was hypoth-
esized that the application of the MPI would increase the accessibility of episodic details 
which, in turn, would lead to the reduction of overgeneralized memory. The efficacy of MPI 
was assessed relative to the free recall of a positive memory using the Autobiographical  
Memory Test (AMT and Autobiographical Memory Questionnaire (AMQ with adults 
(N = 7 between ages 24-30. Preliminary results indicate that the MPI led to a significant 
increase in memory specificity (p < .05 and increases in the re-experiencing of visual 
imagery (p < .05. These findings demonstrate the potential of the MPI as a clinical tool 
to improve memory specificity in populations suffering from disorders such as depression 
and PTSD.

Keywords: micro-phenomenology, memory, overgeneralized memory, 
autobiographical memory

Assessing the Impact of Micro-Phenomenology on 
Memory Specificity and Re-Experiencing

Episodic autobiographical memory is considered an  
important human evolutionary achievement and a  
central feature associated with the experience of a self 
that is continuous overtime (Markowitsch & Staniloiu, 
2011; Tulving, 2005). Research on episodic autobi-
ographical memories, a term which is used interchange-
ably with episodic memory, has demonstrated how the 
self is experienced through space and time (Conway & 
Jobson, 2012; Markowitsch & Staniloiu, 2011). In their 
attempt to describe the nature of autobiographical mem-
ories, Conway and Pleydell-Pearce (2000) describe three 
hierarchical levels of representation of autobiograph-
ical knowledge: lifetime periods, general events, and 
event-specific knowledge (ESK), or episodic memories 
respectively. ESK differs from the other levels of repre-
sentation as it consists of sensory-perceptual information. 

The term was intended to “refer to any highly specific 
knowledge unique to a single or extended representation 
of experience(s)” (Conway & Jobson, 2012, pp. 55-6). 
Williams et al. (2007) describe ESK as experience-near 
records of sensory-perceptual and conceptual features of 
experience. Given the importance of visual processing to 
human cognition, ESK has been described to be mostly  
conceived and accessed as visual images while also  
containing other sensory and affective information 
(Conway, 2009; Conway & Jobson, 2012; Greenberg & 
Knowlton, 2014). 

However, complex episodic memories con-
taining a high degree of detailed sensory-perceptual and  
affective features are harder to retrieve as it may be  
difficult to stabilize attention on a single autobiographical  
episodic memory and produce a verbal description  
(Petitmengin, 2006). This study explores the nature  
of episodic memories through the use of a recently  
developed interview method known as the micro-phe-
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nomenological interview (MPI; Petitmengin, 2006) which 
assists interviewees in exploring and sustaining access to  
sensorial and affective content of memory and providing 
a verbal description. It is hypothesized that the MPI will 
lead to a greater re-experiencing of memory. Additionally,  
this exploration and sustained access to autobiographical 
memory is hypothesized to lead to an improvement in  
episodic specificity of memory and future imagination. 

Episodic Autobiographical Memories and  
Future Imagining
Tulving (2005) argues that only human beings possess 
the ability to engage in autonoetic consciousness, a phe-
nomenon which describes the awareness of one’s exis-
tence across time. Through this unique ability, humans 
can project themselves back into a specific moment in 
time and reexperience happenings that occurred pre-
viously in one’s life as well as project oneself into the 
future and imagine future self-referential events (Klein, 
2015; Lehner & D’Argembeau, 2016). Lemogne et al. 
(2006) described autonoetic consciousness as a) neces-
sary for episodic memory retrieval and b) “the ability to 
relive subjective experiences from the encoding context 
by mentally traveling back in time,” (p. 260). Episodic 
memory has also been described as a confluence of auton-
oetic consciousness, subjective time, and the experience 
of self (Markowitsch & Staniloiu, 2011). However, a dis-
tinction has been drawn between semantic autobiographi-
cal memory (such as time and place of birth) and episodic 
autobiographical memories which presuppose autonoetic 
consciousness (Markowitsch & Staniloiu, 2011).

Tulving (1985, 2001, 2002) also proposed a 
relationship between episodic memory and episodic  
future imagining through the presence of autonoetic 
consciousness in both constructs. Recent studies have 
demonstrated neural and cognitive resemblance between 
episodic memory and episodic future imagining (Addis 
et al., 2007; Beaty et al., 2019; Schacter et al., 2017).  
Szpunar (2010) describes episodic future imagining as 
“the ability to simulate specific personal episodes that 
may potentially occur in the future.” (p. 142). Schacter 
and Addis (2007) argue that given the neural and func-
tional correlates between episodic memory and episodic  
future thinking, a shared memory system (SMS) is at 
work. Thus, understanding the nature of episodic autobi-
ographical memories is important to a deeper understand-
ing of the nature of a continuous individual self which  
exists in the past and the future (Conway & Jobson, 2012). 

In an attempt to develop a process model to better  
understand episodic autobiographical memory systems, 
Conway and Pleydell-Pearce (2000) proposed a hierar-
chical level of SMS, as noted earlier. Acknowledging the 
similarity between ESK and episodic memory, Conway 
(2009) further refined the model by suggesting that there 

is likely a more complex system at work at this level of 
the SMS. Within ESK, the most basic unit of memory is 
described as an episodic element, which is fragmentary  
sensory perceptual information. This information is rap-
idly lost unless attached to a conceptual frame (Conway & 
Jobson, 2012). The combination of a conceptual frame and 
episodic element constitutes a simple episodic memory  
whereas a complex episodic memory organizes one or 
more simple episodic memories together with a common 
higher order conceptual frame (Conway, 2009). As such, 
what was previously described as a single layer ESK, 
is now described as a far more complex, multi-layered 
structure. 

Additionally, while episodic elements may 
contain a variety of sensory perceptual information,  
visual imagery has been described as the most important 
for memory (Greenberg & Knowlton, 2014). Most epi-
sodic memories are believed to contain predominantly 
visual imagery data and visual imagery purportedly can  
integrate widely distributed memory networks which 
may facilitate long-term episodic memory (Conway, 
2009; Conway & Jobson, 2012). To access this layer of 
memory, Conway and Pleydell-Pearce (2000) describe a 
generative retrieval process whereby a top-down search 
can be activated using a conceptual representation which 
can lead to the identification of a lifetime period or a  
general event followed by ESK. The disruption of 
this search process has been a suggested symptom of  
emotional disorders (Conway and Pleydell-Pearce, 2000; 
Williams et al., 2007).

Overgeneralized Memory
Overgeneralization is the disruption of the genera-
tive search process whereby it stops before reaching  
ESK and remains at the level of life or general event 
(Williams et al., 2007). Many research studies have 
found that Major Depressive Disorder (MDD) and Post 
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) are characterized by  
retrieval of autobiographical memory in an overgeneral-
ized way (Dalgleish & Werner-Seidler, 2014; Hitchcock et 
al., 2017; Williams et al., 2007). Attempting to explain the 
emergence of overgeneralized memory (OGM), Conway  
and Pleydell-Pearce’s (2000) SMS model emphasizes 
the impact of the working self, whereby a person’s past 
knowledge as well as current and future goals inhibit  
access to autobiographical memories that do not align 
with self-views. Williams et al., (2007) proposed a new 
model which considers OGM as a consequence of mal-
adaptive processes such as capture and rumination, func-
tional avoidance, and impairments in executive control. 

OGM is typically measured using a cueing 
methodology, whereby participants are provided with 
cue words that vary in their emotional valence and asked 
to recall an autobiographical episodic memory that is  
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specific to a single time and place (Williams et al., 2007). 
Those exhibiting OGM typically tend to recall categorical 
memories (events that have occurred multiple times) or  
overgeneralized memories (memories that describe a  
period longer than a single day) rather than a specific 
memory (Brown et al., 2013). The impact of OGM is 
not limited to memory but also episodic future thinking, 
which is the act of imagining future events. Miloyan et 
al. (2014) propose the Reconstructive Memory Model  
(RMM), which suggests that the future imagining is  
dependent on the nature of present episodic retrieval.  
In other words, how we recall memories (overgeneral-
ized or not) impacts future imagining, and thus improving 
OGM can have a dual effect on improving both memory 
and future imagining specificity. OGM may also have a 
causal link with other psychological functions including 
impaired problem solving and increased risk of onset and 
slower recovery from affective disorders (Dalgleish & 
Werner-Seidler, 2014; Williams et al., 2007). Additionally,  
overgeneralized memory is considered an important 
phenomenon because of its presence in individuals with  
a history of emotional disorder even if the individual is 
not currently experiencing an episode and thus might  
indicate a future vulnerability to such disorder (Williams 
et al., 2007). 

There is limited evidence that Cognitive  
Behavioral Therapy (CBT) resolves overgeneralized 
memory (Barry et al., 2019) and, as such, a number of new  
interventions have been developed that target specific  
impairments such asto attention and memory to treat 
and prevent affective disorders. These include memory  
specificity training (Raes et al., 2009), concreteness train-
ing (Watkins et al., 2009), mindfulness training (Heeren 
et al., 2009), competitive memory training (Korrelboom 
et al., 2009), imagery-based training of future autobi-
ographical episodes (Blackwell & Holmes, 2010), life 
review/reminiscence therapy (Arean et al., 1993), and 
episodic specificity induction (McFarland et al., 2017). 
A number of studies focused on healthy populations 
have demonstrated underlying mechanisms that drive 
improvements in specificity such as increased cognitive 
flexibility (Heeren et al., 2009) and improved executive 
function (Madore & Schacter, 2014). Many of these inter-
ventions support the participants in improving access to 
episodic details of memories. 

Even amongst a healthy population, accessing,  
sustaining access to, and verbally describing episodic  
details or subjective experience can be incredibly chal-
lenging for several reasons. First, stabilizing attention 
on a concrete experience beyond a few moments is  
incredibly difficult as objects or images in a memory may 
cue other memories and divert attention (Petitmengin, 
2006). This is particularly challenging for depressed and  
dysphoric individuals who are likely to have their atten-

tion captured by ruminative thinking (Williams et al., 
2007). Second, while describing memories, one tends  
to focus on what might be referred to as the “satellite 
dimensions” of experiences, such as conceptual or pro-
cedural knowledge, evaluations, or commentaries, rather 
than the internal process of the experience (Cavaletti & 
Heimann, 2019; Petitmengin, 2006). This is supported by 
Conway’s (2009) model which hypothesizes that episodic  
elements are attached to a conceptual frame. As such, 
in retrieving memories, one often recalls the conceptual  
aspect of the memory without fully exploring the epi-
sodic elements attached to the conceptual frame. Third, 
even if attention is stabilized and the focus is on the inner 
experience, it may be difficult to know what to focus on 
within the inner experience without training and under-
standing of various sensory-perceptual and transmodal 
dimensions of experience (Petitmengin, 2006, 2007).  
Petitmengin (2007) describes the transmodal dimension as 
characteristics of experience (such as intensity or rhythm) 
that are not tied to a specific sense but rather can be  
experienced across multiple senses. This may be especially  
true for autobiographical memories laden with emotion.  
In a comparison of freely recalled memories versus mem-
ories recalled via cognitive interview, Engelberg and 
Christianson (1999) demonstrated a persistent underesti-
mation of emotional intensity in the free recall of memory 
versus the cognitive interview. As such, a guided inter-
view may help expand access to more sensory-perceptual 
data from autobiographical episodic memories. 

Micro-phenomenology Interview
One tool that has not yet been tested to improve OGM 
is the micro-phenomenological interview (MPI). 
Initially developed as an elicitation interview by  
Vermersch (1999), the MPI is a technique to guide a  
person to recall a very specific experience and examine 
it with great precision (Valenzuela-Moguillansky, 2013). 
The interview method has been used in the context of 
cognitive science (Braboszcz, 2012) to better under-
stand mind wandering, a term used to describe drifting 
of attention when trying to focus. It has also been used 
in pedagogical settings (Maurel, 2009), to study medi-
tation (Petitmengin et al., 2019a), and in clinical fields  
(Petitmengin et al., 2007; Valenzuela-Moguillansky, 
2013). The MPI begins with the assumption that a large 
part of our experience is unnoticed. The experience of 
touching or seeing an object, listening to music, imag-
ining or remembering something is largely difficult to  
access for reflection or verbal description. Our conscious 
minds are focused on the object or content of our atten-
tion. The difficulty of access is not because access to this 
experience is out of reach but that accessing it requires 
certain expertise. The MPI was developed in order to 
assist those being interviewed to become more aware 
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and describe precisely the unrecognized part of their  
experience (Petitmengin, 2006; Petitmengin et al., 2019b; 
Valenzuela-Moguillansky, 2013). 

The MPI is conducted as a one-on-one interview 
with a trained micro-phenomenological nterviewer. A  
micro-phenomenological interview begins with iden-
tifying an epoché or bracketing (developed by German  
philosopher Edmund Husserl) by helping participants 
select a very specific moment in time and place (which 
may last just a few seconds) and exploring the sensory  
dimensions of this specific experience (Beyer, 2018;  
Petitmengin, 2006; Vermersch, 1999). Once a specific  
moment is chosen, the interviewee is supported into 
an evocation state whereby a given past experience is  
recalled as if re-enacted from an “embodied position” 
(Vermersch, 2009). The goal of the evocation is to 
mentally time travel to the experience being described 
and for that experience to become more vivid than the  
present moment. This vividness is achieved by retrieving  
the temporal and spatial context followed by the  
visual, auditory and tactile sensations associated with the  
experience (Petitmengin et al., 2019b). The level of  
evocation of the interviewee can be measured by the  
interviewer using previously identified non-verbal, 
verbal, and para-verbal markers (Petitmengin, 2006; 
Valenzuela-Moguillansky, 2013). Once the evocation 
state has been established, the interviewer can ask ques-
tions to create an outline of the temporal evolution of a 
memory followed by directing attention to finer levels  
of the episodic element. These processes have been  
described as diachronic and synchronic dimensions of  
experience, respectively (Valenzuela-Moguillansky, 
2013). The diachronic dimension is engaged by asking 
questions that assist the participant in explaining the un-
folding of the experience. These questions, such as “How 
did you start?” and, “What happened then?” are used to 
better understand the progression within the epoché. The 
questions exploring the synchronic dimension focus on 
a specific moment of the unfolding (Petitmengin et al., 
2019b). 

Exploring the finer dimensions of experience 
may also involve exploring the sensory dimension of 
abstract emotions through questions to locate and/or  
describe the sensory experience of emotion. For example, 
if an interviewee describes feeling sadness in an experi-
ence, the interviewer might ask, “Is this sadness located 
somewhere?” or, “When you feel sad, what do you feel?” 
The questions in the MPI method are “content-free,” in 
that the interviewer does not introduce any new language 
or make any inferences in asking about the experience 
(Petitmengin, 2006). It is likely and expected that the  
interviewee may revert to the satellite dimensions during 
the interview and is gently guided back to the internal  
processing of the chosen experience (Cavaletti &  

Heimann, 2019; Valenzuela-Moguillansky, 2013). The 
iterative structure of the MPI is designed to ensure  
consistent evocation of the experience.  

Relative to free recall, the MPI may be bet-
ter suited for the experience of assisting participants in  
accessing autonoetic experience or mentally time travel-
ing into episodic autobiographical memories for several 
reasons. First, the MPI method supports participants to 
direct attention beyond the visual dimension of episodic 
elements as suggested by Conway (2009) towards other 
sensory content such as the auditory dimension and body 
positioning and sensations. Conway and Pleydell-Pearce 
(2000) cite a number of studies where the more sensory  
detail available for recall, the greater likelihood of  
accuracy in recall of autobiographical memories. The 
use of the MPI method has been shown to improve the  
accuracy of recall and decision-making processes relative 
to free recall (Petitmengin et al., 2013). The MPI sup-
ports participants in bringing attention to and expanding 
the sensory understanding of what Williams et al. (2007) 
describe as “conceptual-affective” components of expe-
rience. Second, the MPI begins with the generation of 
an evocation which helps stabilize attention on a single 
memory and avoids interviewees from being able to use 
a cue from one memory to jump to another memory or  
experience. Third, the MPI helps interviewees from 
veering into the satellite or conceptual dimensions of a 
memory whereby the participant may speak about the 
conceptual frame of a memory rather than the sensory  
perceptual content of the episodic element. Finally,  
unlike other tools such as mindfulness-based interven-
tions, the MPI method helps participants in producing a 
verbal description of the sensations and mental contents, 
something which requires guided support and training 
(Petitmengin, 2006).

Given the intensive and embodied nature of 
the MPI exploration into autobiographical memories, 
the experience of MPI may serve as an episodic spec-
ificity induction. While other methods such as memory 
specificity training (Raes et al., 2009) and concreteness 
training (Watkins et al., 2009) focus on training partici-
pants to focus on specific memory retrieval which lasts 
less than a day, participants in a MPI are trained to direct 
their attention precisely on just a few seconds of expe-
rience. Training the mind towards more specificity has 
shown to reduce symptoms of depression (Watkins et 
al., 2009) and a logical hypothesis might be that greater  
specificity and precision may lead to an increased  
reduction in symptoms. Additionally, by directing  
attention beyond the visual dimension, interviewees may 
expand cognitive flexibility by expanding attentional 
awareness beyond habitual patterns as well as expanding 
the capacity of awareness, a key component of increasing 
cognitive flexibility (Martin & Rubin, 1995). Cognitive 
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flexibility has shown to explain some of the impact of 
mindfulness training on improving memory specificity 
(Heeren et al., 2009). Finally, similar to guided mindful-
ness training, the MPI helps participants direct attention 
towards sensations, thoughts, and emotions. However, 
unlike mindfulness training, the MPI also assists partici-
pants, as stated above, in producing a verbal description. 

The Current Study and Hypotheses
Given the potential of the MPI in improving the explo-
ration of episodic autobiographical memories, the cur-
rent study aims to assess the impact of the MPI on en-
hancing autonoetic consciousness, episodic specificity  
of memories, and future imaginations relative to free  
recall of memories. This pilot study included participants 
from the community and utilized positive memories. 
Four hypotheses were tested as part of this study and are 
described below. 
	 The first hypothesis (H1) is that the MPI will 
improve the autonoetic consciousness in participants rel-
ative to free recall. In other words, participants will have 
a greater sense of re-experiencing a past event after the 
MPI. The rationale for this hypothesis is multifold. First, 
the MPI allows participants to stay close to the experi-
ence of the memory and avoid the satellite dimensions 
such as describing the context, procedural knowledge, 
judging, or commenting on the experience (Cavaletti & 
Heimann, 2019; Petitmengin, 2006). Second, the MPI 
will also assist participants in staying with a memory and 
not using a cue from one memory to jump off to another 
memory. Thus, the ability to stay with the experience of a 
memory for a longer duration is hypothesized to improve 
autonoetic consciousness. 
	 The second hypothesis (H2) assessed in this 
study is that the MPI will improve access to sensory 
perceptual and affective content of memories. Specif-
ically, this study assesses participants’ awareness of  
visual, auditory, and emotional dimensions of experience 
in a memory. This is hypothesized because the evocation 
component of the MPI directs and guides participants 
to retrieve the sensory and perceptual content of mem-
ories. Additionally, Conway (2009) and Conway and  
Pleydell-Pearce (2000) point out that the nature of ESK or 
episodic elements is predominantly visual. While visual 
content may be easier to access, this study aims to further 
this theory and contend that other dimensions and content 
of memories exist but are difficult to access without guid-
ance. Engelberg and Christianson (1999) point out that 
free recall of autobiographical memories led to underesti-
mates of emotional intensity while a guided interview led 
to a more accurate recall of emotional intensity. 
	 The third hypothesis (H3) is that the MPI will 
improve episodic specificity in memories and future 
imaginations in unrelated autobiographical memories 

and imaginations. This was hypothesized because the 
MPI induces participants to explore sensory and affective 
components of memory in a highly specific way, focus-
ing only on a few seconds of experience. Additionally, it 
assists participants in stabilizing attention which is more 
difficult to achieve with free recall. The high degree of 
specificity and attention that is practiced with the MPI  
is believed to improve participants’ capacity to recall 
memories and project imaginations with more specificity. 
	 The fourth and final hypothesis (H4) is that 
the improvement in autonoetic consciousness or expe-
rience of reliving a memory will be correlated with the  
improvement in specificity. This hypothesis is based on the  
assumption that support for H1 and H3 will be found. 
The demonstration of H1 may be an indicator of whether  
the MPI was effective in the induction of autonoetic  
consciousness and that induction may lead to an improve-
ment in episodic specificity more broadly.

Method
Participants
Due to the lockdown caused by the proliferation of 
COVID-19, data from only seven participants (4  
female) were collected relative to the initially anticipated 
25 participants. Participants were recruited either through 
social media or flyers. Any adult who spoke English was 
eligible to participate in the study. Participants expressed 
interest via email and were scheduled for the study via 
email. All participants were students at The New School 
and received either a $20 gift card or research credits for 
participation. Sample demographics are reported in Table 
1. The age of the participants ranged from 24-30 years  
(M = 26.7, SD = 2.56). Fifty-seven percent (n = 4)  

Table 1

Sample Demographic Characteristics

Variable N = 71

Age 26.71 (2.56)

Male 3 (42.86%)

Non-Hispanic White 2 (28.57%)

Asian 4 (57.14%)

Multiracial 1(14.29%)

College 7 (100%)

Income

    Less than $20,000 4 (57.14%)

    $50,000-$74,999 2 (28.57%)

    $75,000 - $99,999 1(14.29%)

Note. Mean (SD); n (%); College = Bachelor’s degree or above
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described themselves as Asian, 28% (n = 2) as white, and 
14% (n = 1) as multiracial. All participants confirmed that 
English is their primary language. 

Measures
Autobiographical Memory Questionnaire (AMQ).
The AMQ was developed by Fitzgerald and Broad-
bridge (2013) to better understand and explore the phe-
nomenological properties of episodic autobiographical 
memories. The AMQ is based on a theoretical model  
that tests four latent constructs of belief, recollection, 
impact, and rehearsal. Of the four, recollection was the 
construct most relevant in this study as it assessed the 
self-reported phenomenological experience of autonoetic  
consciousness as proposed by Tulving (1972). As part 
of this construct, the authors include the experience of  
reliving, traveling back in time, seeing, hearing, and emo-
tionally embodying the memory in question. In order to 
fit the needs of this study, the instructions in the AMQ 
were modified. The original AMQ instructed participants 
to imagine a past stressful memory. The instructions for 
the present study asked participants to report on their 
experience recalling a memory during the experiment.  
An acceptable level of internal consistency was  
demonstrated (α1 = .76).

The Autobiographical Memory Test (AMT). 
The AMT was also applied in this study to assess epi-
sodic specificity. Introduced by Williams and Broadbent 
(1986) in their study to assess memory-mood phenom-
ena, the AMT aims to assess memory specificity by  
offering valenced cue words to participants and asking 
them to retrieve specific memories that occur at a specific 
time and in a specific place and that did not last more 
than 24 hours. Participants suffering from overgeneral-
ized memory tend to respond to these instructions with 
either categoric memories, which are memories that  
happen repeatedly, or overextended memories, which  
refer to events that last longer than a day (van Vreeswijk 
& de Wilde, 2004). Six positive and six negative valenced 
cue words were used to assess memory specificity and 
an additional six positive, and six negative valenced cue 
words were used for future imaginations. The words were 
drawn from previous studies on the AMT (Dritschel et al., 
2014) and Affective Norms for English Words (ANEW): 
Instruction Manual and Affective Ratings (Bradley & 
Lang, 1999). The memories and future imaginations were 
coded as either specific (score of 2), not specific (score of 
1), or non-answer/non-response (0). To assess inter-rater  
reliability, 28% of the responses were re-coded by an  
independent coder blind to the two conditions (free  
recall, MPI). An acceptable level of inter-rater reliability 
was found (α1 = .75). 

Experimental Procedure and Analysis
The experiment lasted approximately 90 minutes 
per participant. Participant responses were collected  
via Qualtrics. The experiment began with participants first 
providing consent and then demographic information.  
Next, participants were instructed to provide free recall  
of a specific positive memory from their recent past. To en-
courage specificity, participants were instructed to share a 
memory that they directly experienced at one time and in 
one place and asked to provide as much detail as possible 
(see free recall script in the Appendix). After completing  
the free recall, participants were given a math filler and 
asked to complete the AMQ and AMT, respectively, for 
the memory that they shared during the recall. After 
completing the AMQ and AMT, participants were given 
another math filler before the MPI was conducted. The 
MPI was conducted using a different positive memory  
from their recent past. Participants were instructed that 
they were free to not respond to any question and/or stop 
the interview at any time for any reason (see MPI script in 
the Appendix). At the conclusion of the MPI, participants 
were given another math filler f ollowed b y t he AMQ  
using the memory explored through the MPI and the AMT 
for memory and future imaginations. All procedures were 
reviewed and approved as part of a supervised research 
methods class. Paired-sample t-tests were conducted to 
test H1-H3 and a correlational analysis was conducted 
to test H4. All analyses were carried out using statistical 
software SPSS.

Results

The skewness and kurtosis of the average score on 
the cue-word memory test after free recall (n(7),  
skew = .361, SE = .794, kurtosis = -.738, SE = 1.587) 
and after the MPI (n(7), skew = -.556, SE = .794, 
kurtosis = -2.234, SE = 1.587) were higher than the 
acceptable average. See Table 2 for a summary of results 
from the first hypothesis (H1). H1, which posited 
that the MPI will improve the autonoetic 
consciousness in  participants relative to free 
recall, was supported.  Participants reported a 
significant increase in the  experience of reliving 
the original event (Mdiff = -1.571,  SD = 1.134, 95% 
CI [-.2.620, -.523]), t(6) = -3.667,  p = .010) and 
traveling back in time (Mdiff = -1.429,  SD = 1.397, 
95% CI [-.2.721, -.136]), t(6) = -2.705,  p = .035). 
H2, which predicted that the MPI will  improve 
access to sensory perceptual and affective  content 
of memories relative to free recall was partially  
supported. The experience of seeing the memory was 
significant (Mdiff = -.571, SD = .535, 95% CI [-1.066, 
-.077]),  t(6) = -2.828, p = .030), while the experience 
of hearing the event was not significant (Mdiff = -.571, 
SD = 2.507, 95% CI [-.2.890, 1.747]), t(6) = -.603, p 
= .569), and  
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neither was a question around feeling the emotions that 
were felt (Mdiff = -.429, SD = 1.988, 95% CI [-2.267, 
1.410]), t(6) = -.57-, p = .589). However, in attempt to 
gain a comprehensive view, the recollection construct 
as described by Fitzgerald and Broadbridge (2013), 
which included reliving, time travel, seeing, hearing, 
and emotion, was averaged and a t-test was conducted to  
compare the mean responses on this construct versus 
free recall, which was found to approach significance  
(Mdiff = -.91429, SD = .99235, 95% CI [-1.832, .00349]), 
t(6) = -2.438, p = .051). 

H3, which predicted that the MPI would  
improve episodic specificity in memories and future 
imaginations in unrelated autobiographical memories 
compared to free recall, was also partially supported.  
Looking at past memories, specificity improved  
significantly in participant recall of positively valenced  
memories (Mdiff = -.428, SD = .317, 95% CI [-.721, -.135]),  
t(6) = -3.567, p = .012) and specificity in improving 
negatively valenced memories approached significance 
(Mdiff = -.142, SD = .178, 95% CI [-.30764, -.021]),  
t(6) = -2.121, p = .078). Looking at the total AMT, 
specificity improved significantly relative to free recall  
(Mdiff = -.285, SD = .230, 95% CI [-.498, -.072]),  
t(6) = -3.286, p = .017, see Figure 1). Episodic specificity 
in future imaginations did show a mean improvement but it 

was not statistically significant for the positively valenced 
cue words (Mdiff = -.142, SD = .325, 95% CI [-.443, .158]),  
t(6) = -1.162, p = .289), negatively valenced cue 
words (Mdiff = -.047, SD = .125, 95% CI [-.164, .068]),  
t(6) = -1.00, p = .356), or overall average (Mdiff = -.095, 
SD = .212, 95% CI [-.291, .101]), t(6) = -1.188, p = .280). 
See Table 3 for a summary of the results.

Finally, H4 proposed that the improvement 
in autonoetic consciousness or experience of reliving 
a memory would be associated with the improvement 

Item Mean SD t p

Reliving the Original Event  -1.571 1.134 -3.667 .010

Traveling back and participating in the event -1.42857 1.39728 -2.705 .035

Seeing the Event in the mind -.571 .535 -2.828 .030

Experiencing the event spatially -.286 .756 -1.000 .356

Feeling the Emotions that were felt then -.429 1.988 -.570 .589

Hearing the Event in the mind -.571 2.507 -.603 .569

Note. SD = Standard Deviation; df = 6 for all comparisons.

AMT Categories Mean SD t p

Past Positive -0.43 0.32 -3.58 0.012

Past Negative -0.14 0.18 -2.12 0.078

Past Total -0.29 0.23 -3.29 0.017

Future Positive -0.14 0.33 -1.16 0.289

Future Negative -0.05 0.13 -1.00 0.356

Future Total -0.10 0.21 -1.19 0.28

Note. SD = Standard Deviation; df = 6 for all comparisons.

Table 2

Paired Samples Test Assessing Difference in Perceived Autonoetic Consciousness.

Table 3

Paired Sample T-Tests comparing AMT after free recall and MPI	

Figure 1

Avg AMT score difference for past memories	
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in specificity. Although statistically significant support 
for H4 was not found, average AMT scores appeared to  
correlate negatively with the average total recollection 
score, contrary to the predicted direction (n = 7, r = -.727, 
p = .064). 

Sensitivity Analysis
Given the small sample size and resulting high skew and 
kurtosis, we also ran the Wilcoxon’s rank-sum tests which 
is a non-parametric test, in addition to the t-tests. The re-
sults did not change such that all significant findings were 
the same for both t-tests and Wilcoxon’s rank-sum tests.

Discussion

Despite a small sample size, several important findings 
have emerged from this study.  The aim of this study 
was to assess whether the MPI may be able to assist in 
improving access to autonoetic sensory recollection 
of episodic memories and reduce OGM by improving 
episodic specificity. The MPI did improve autonoetic 
consciousness in participants relative to free recall, as 
participants’ responses to traveling back in time and re-
living the experience significantly improved. Autonoetic 
consciousness is a critical element necessary for episodic  
memory retrieval and improvement in participant’s  
ability to travel back in time is likely to improve retrieval 
of memories (Conway & Jobson, 2012; Lemogne et al., 
2006). The second hypothesis was partially supported as 
participants significantly improved in accessing visual 
imagery but were not able to improve their experience 
of auditory or emotional recall significantly. The finding 
of improvement in access to visual imagery aligns well 
with Conway’s (2009) argument that episodic memories 
are often stored and represented in the form of visual 
images. Thus, if episodic memories are visually domi-
nated, then the improvement in visual imagery using the 
MPI relative to free recall makes sense. Improvement 
in access to emotional and auditory dimensions was not 
significant, though both factors were showing trends of 
improvement. Post-hoc power analysis suggests that the 
study with the present sample size was only powered to 
detect large differences. Finally, the recollection subscale 
developed by Fitzgerald and Broadbridge (2013) showed 
a trend toward an improvement in the MPI relative to 
free recall. Overall, a larger sample size may demonstrate 
that MPI improves autonoetic consciousness and access 
to sensory-perceptual data. Future research may want to 
assess whether improvement in self-reported autonoetic  
consciousness is accompanied by improved executive 
functioning as has been seen in episodic specificity  
inductions in other studies (Jing et al., 2016, 2020;  

Madore et al., 2019). Additionally, capturing physiolog-
ical data such as heart rate variability or assessing for 
interoceptive awareness may also explain the underlying  
mechanisms associated with improved autonoetic  
recollection.  
	 The third hypothesis was also partially  
supported. The current study found that episodic specific-
ity significantly improved after the MPI when recalling 
past memories using the AMT cue word paradigm. These 
results demonstrate the potential of the MPI as a useful 
tool in improving episodic specificity in a community 
sample. Looking at the results, specificity improved more 
with positively valenced cue words relative to negatively  
valenced cue words. This may be due to the fact that the 
MPI and free recall memory tasks asked participants to 
recall positive memories. However, the study did not 
show a significant improvement in episodic specificity 
in future imaginations. This may be due to a number of 
reasons. First, the sample size in the study might be too 
small to capture an effect. Second, as the MPI induced a 
memory,  the impact on future imagining may be less than 
on memories. Finally, the study design had ordered the 
past cue-words before the future cue-words and that may 
have led to some participant fatigue. Counterbalancing 
past and future may have yielded different results. 
	 The final hypothesis, which attempted to  
identify the improvement in self-reported autonoetic  
recollection as an underlying mechanism for improve-
ment in episodic specificity, was not supported. This 
may imply that improvement in self-reported autonoetic  
consciousness and accessing more sensory perceptual data 
does not lead to an improvement in memory specificity. 
However, this result may also be due to different mech-
anisms at play within the MPI in improving autonoetic  
consciousness and episodic specificity. Finally, this result 
may also be due to the small sample size. 
	 The findings have important implications for  
research and clinical practice. From a research per-
spective, the findings build on the work by Engelberg 
and Christianson (1999) which suggests that guided  
interviews may help access greater memory content  
relative to free recall of memories. Additionally, given that  
visual recall improved in participants following the MPI 
supports prior work which contends that visual imagery  
may be critical to how autobiographical and long-term 
memory is stored. From a clinical perspective, this 
study demonstrates that the MPI may be able to improve  
autonoetic sensory recollection and episodic specificity. 
Our findings provide preliminary evidence for a novel 
clinical method that can be integrated into future inter-
ventions for several memory-related psychopathologies 
including depression and PTSD. By applying commonly 
used measures for autobiographical memory not previ-
ously assessed in prior work with the MPI, the findings 
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from the current study contribute to the growing body of 
literature on micro-phenomenology and its potential for 
clinical utility. 

Limitations and Future Directions

The major limitation of this study was the sample  
size. The small sample size led to greater skewness and 
kurtosis in some of the assessed variables. This limitation 
can be addressed by increasing the size of the sample, 
which may lead to a more normal distribution of data. 
Our study provides the basis for several lines of future 
research. First, comparisons between inducing neg-
ative or neutral memory with the MPI on positively or 
negatively valenced cues may indicate ways to reduce 
avoidance of negative memories. Additionally, future 
studies might focus on the impact of the MPI on clinical  
populations (such as people with depression, PTSD, 
and/or anxiety) to assess if similar results are found.  
A comparison of the MPI to other inductions such as the 
episodic specificity induction (Jing et al., 2016, 2019; 
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Appendix A
Induction Scripts

Free Recall Induction 

Today, I’d like to invite you to think of a positive memory from the last one year. It can be any memory where you felt 
positive emotions. Please think of something that happened to you and that you directly experienced at one time and 
in one place. Choose something that you remember well. When you are ready, I would like you to recall the memory 
and share it with me in as much detail as possible. 

Micro-phenomenology Interview Induction

Now I would like to invite you to think of a positive memory from the last one year. It should be different from the one 
you recalled and shared with me directly earlier. 

It can be any memory where you felt positive emotions. Please think of something that happened to you and that you 
directly experienced at one time and in one place. Choose something that you remember well. When you are ready, let 
me know and we will proceed further. 

Today, if you agree, we are going to do something called a micro-phenomenological interview. This interview is a way 
for us to explore your memory in great detail and precision. In order to do this, I will ask you a series of questions to 
help you go back to the experience. I will also at times re-state what you have shared to assist you in going back and 
also to ensure that I have correctly understood what you have shared. 

You are free to choose to not respond to any question and you may ask to pause or stop the interview at any time for 
any reason. 

So if you agree, I would like to invite you to give me a brief description of the memory you have chosen. 

(wait for the description)

Is there a particular moment that you would like to focus on in this experience?

(once agreed, proceed to the interview guide)
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A Systematic Review of the Relationship 
Between Event Centrality and  

Posttraumatic Growth
Shane Graham

Trinity College Dublin

This paper applied a systematic review methodology to investigate the relationship between 
event centrality (EC) and posttraumatic growth (PTG). Five databases were searched with 
18 papers included for review. Results indicated a robust, positive correlation between 
EC and PTG (r range = 0.34 - 0.59, all p < 0.001). Event centrality was also consistently  
observed to be positively associated with a maladaptive posttraumatic outcome, posttrau-
matic stress (PTS; B range .38 - .68, all p < 0.001). Several cognitive factors–deliberate  
rumination, intrusive rumination, psychological flexibility and negative self-cognitions–
were observed to differentiate pathways between PTG and PTS in cases of high EC.  
Several of these relationships were not observed to be significant in cases of low EC,  
highlighting the clinical significance of these factors within the EC-PTG/PTS relation-
ships. Results suggest that these cognitive factors may be useful targets for intervention 
within applied/clinical settings, pending further experimental research. 

Keywords:  event centrality, posttraumatic growth, posttraumatic stress

Introduction

Exposure to traumatic events (an event that  
results in an experience of overwhelming stress) is an  
unfortunate, and ubiquitous, part of the human experience.  
Epidemiological data supports the omnipresence of 
trauma, with Frans et al. (2005) estimating that 90% 
of the world’s population will experience at least one  
traumatic event in their lifetime. While specific popula-
tions are exposed to an increased risk of experiencing  
traumatic events (such as refugees, soldiers, and  
emergency workers), traumatic experiences often strike  
indiscriminately and can result in clinically significant  
psychological distress and impairment (Kessler et al., 
2017). Trauma-exposed individuals are observed to be 
at increased risk of developing post-traumatic stress  
disorder (herein PTSD; American Psychiatric Asso-
ciation, 2013), amongst a range of other metal health  
difficulties (e.g. mood and other anxiety disorders; Brooks 
et al., 2020). While psychological research has typically  
focused on the negative phenomena associated with  
trauma exposure, some research has identified positive, 
adaptive outcomes for individuals that have been exposed 
to traumatic events. Tedeschi and Calhoun (2004) offered 
a seminal paper on the concept of posttraumatic growth 
(PTG), defined as “The experience of positive change 
that occurs as the result of a struggle with a highly chal-
lenging life crisis” (p.1). Tedeschi and Calhoun (2004) 

observe that PTG can manifest in five domains: increased 
appreciation for life; improved relationships; increased 
sense of personal strength; identification of new core  
values; a richer existential and spiritual life. Indeed, 
while the concept of PTG is relatively new to psychology,  
it should be noted that the notion of benefit emerging from 
suffering is long-standing across many philosophical  
and spiritual traditions (Whitehead et al., 2018). 

Another trauma-related psychological concept 
that has received significant attention from researchers 
is that of event centrality (EC). EC is a cognitive con-
struct that is defined as the extent to which an individual 
perceives an event as central to their identity (Berntsen 
& Rubin, 2006). An event that is highly centralized with 
respect to one’s identity functions as a reference point 
for an individual’s sense of self, view of the world, and 
consequent behavior within it. Early research on EC 
identified a robust positive correlation between EC and 
symptoms of posttraumatic stress (PTS), a finding that 
has been consistently supported by previous literature 
(Boals & Ruggero, 2016; Kramer et al., 2020; Roland  
et al., 2014). Symptoms of PTS include intrusive thoughts, 
flashbacks, nightmares, emotional dysregulation,  
hypervigilance, and difficulty maintaining close  
relationships (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). 
That withstanding, research has also identified a pos-
itive correlation between EC and PTG (Barton et al., 
2013; Blix at el., 2014; Boals et al., 2010), and a flurry of  
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research on the EC-PTG relationship has been published 
over recent years. While the EC-PTG research base 
has grown, no respective systematic review has been  
published focusing on the relationship between the two 
concepts. Tangentially, the existing literature base has 
consistently applied the same measurement instruments–
the Centrality of Events Scale and Posttraumatic Growth 
Inventory. The Centrality of Events Scale (CES; Bernsten 
& Ruben, 2006) is a seven-item questionnaire designed 
to measure EC, or the extent to which an event is viewed 
as central to one’s identity. The Posttraumatic Growth  
Inventory (PTGI; Tedeschi et al., 2017) is a 21-item 
scale designed to measure PTG, or the degree of reported  
positive changes experienced in response to major life 
crises. Both instruments are consistently observed to 
be highly reliable, with Cronbach’s α values of > 0.8  
typically reported.
	 Given the ubiquity of trauma exposure, iden-
tifying factors that lead to adaptive posttraumatic  
outcomes (i.e. PTG) is extremely desirable. Consequently,  
in light of the recent increase in publications exploring 
the EC-PTG relationship–and the lack of an associated  
systematic review–this paper will systematically review  
the literature base that explores the relationship  
between EC and PTG. This paper aims to investigate the 
direct relationship between both factors and identify any  
factors that may influence the relationship (i.e., medi-
ating or moderating variables). Given the established 
positive associations between EC and PTS (e.g. Boals &  
Ruggero, 2016), this paper also aims to identify any factors 
that may differentiate the EC-PTG relationship from the  
EC-PTS relationship. The clinical implications of find-
ings will also be considered, along with any suggestions 
for future research. 

Methods

This paper implemented a systematic review methodoogy 
and narrative synthesis approach to address its research 
question. The study was not preregistered due to author 
oversight.

Databases
The search databases utilized for this systematic  
review were: Embase, MEDLINE, Web of Science,  
Google Scholar, and PsycINFO. All databases were 
searched in September 2021. No date range was set 
during the search.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
The following inclusion criteria were selected: giv-
en the selected topic of investigation, all included  
studies must have utilized a sample population of  
individuals that have experienced a traumatic event 

or events; all included studies must have utilized the 
PTGI and CES measurement instruments (as they are  
validated scales that measure the phenomena in question; 
by extension included studies must have an empirical  
element, either entirely quantitative or mixed-methods); 
all included studies must have been published in English.  
Publications from any year were included.
	 With respect to exclusion criteria, qualitative 
studies were excluded; studies investigating the relation-
ship between event centrality and posttraumatic stress 
only (i.e. without considering posttraumatic growth) 
were excluded; studies that did not utilize the PTGI and 
CES measurement instruments were excluded. 

Search strategy
Given the discussed inclusion and exclusion cri-
teria, this systematic review applied an adapted  
SPIDER framework (Cooke et al., 2012) to build its 
search terms. The primary selected search terms were: 
trauma, event centrality, posttraumatic growth, posttrau-
matic growth inventory, and centrality of events scale. 
Several derivatives were also inputted (see Table 1 in  
Appendix A for full list). A SPIDER framework was used 
over PICO as the research question was not concerned 
with intervention, comparison, or outcomes, rather  
particular phenomena of interest (EC and PTG). 
	 Using the “advanced search” features of the  
databases selected for search, the search terms identified 
in Table 1 were linked with logical Boolean operators to 
search for all possible combinations of the search terms. 
Search terms within a particular SPIDER heading group 
(e.g. Post Traumatic Growth Inventory; PTGI) were 
linked with the operator “OR”. The groups themselves 
were linked by the operator “AND”. Table 2 displays the 
search terms and Boolean operator combinations that 
were applied for each database, and any database-specific 
filters that were applied. 

Study Selection
Following database searches using the search terms 
detailed in Table 2 (see Appendix B), the titles and  
abstracts of search results were manually browsed by 
one reviewer and assessed with respect to inclusion and  
exclusion criteria. Papers that met inclusion criteria were 
recorded within a tab of a Microsoft Excel document; 
each database’s included search results were recorded  
within a respective tab. Once publications that met  
inclusion criteria were identified for each of the five  
databases selected for search, results were combined 
within a master tab of the Microsoft Excel document, 
and any duplicates were removed. Each of the remaining  
papers was then accessed fully and reviewed in line with 
inclusion/exclusion criteria, and then either selected for 
data extraction/review or excluded. A manual reference 
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search of all articles included for review was also con-
ducted in an effort to identify any remaining publications 
that met inclusion criteria. The publication date of studies 
included for review ranged from 2011-2021.

Assessment of Quality
In order to assess for quality/risk of bias  
within the studies selected for review, this study utilized 
STROBE checklist tools to assess for reporting transpar-
ency (the specific STROBE checklist tool applied will 
depend on the research design of each reviewed study; 
e.g. cross-sectional, time-series etc.; Cuschieri, 2019). 
Risk of bias was then assessed for using the Effective 
Public Health Practice Project (EPHPP) quality assess-
ment tool for quantitative studies (Thomas et al., 2004).

Results

Selection Process
Database searches using the discussed search terms 
and filter provided a total of 1,685 results. Following  
a manual title and abstract search, combined results from 
the five databases selected for search totaled 58 papers, 
of which 19 duplicates were removed (total n = 39). 
These papers were fully accessed, and 20 further papers 
were excluded from analysis. Of the 20 papers that were  
excluded, six were removed as they did not contribute to 
this paper’s research objectives beyond associating EC 
and PTG using correlational analyses; four were removed 
as they did not consider event centrality; two did not  
consider PTG; three did not explore trauma-related  
phenomena; five did not apply the PTGI, or did not clearly 
discuss results related to the measure. Following abstract/
title screening, one full-text paper could not be accessed 
for review (Wolfe & Ray, 2015). Consequently, a total of 
18 papers were included for review. A manual reference 
search was also conducted for the papers included for  
review, but returned no new publications for inclusion 
(only duplicates/excluded articles). Figure 1 shows a 
flowchart of the selection process (see Appendix C).

Participant Characteristics 
The total number of participants across each of the  
papers included for review totaled 8,077. The majority 
of participants were female (65.4%) and white (49.2%). 
The weighted average age across each of the studies was 
22.98 years. Of the 18 studies included for review, 12 
sampled participants living in America, nine of which 
sampled American university students. Table 3 shows a 
breakdown of participant characteristics by paper selected  
for inclusion, along with descriptive statistics for the total 
data set (see Appendix D).

Study Results
The common factor shared by each of the 18 stud-
ies included for review was an analysis of the  
relationship between event centrality and posttraumatic  
growth, with each of the studies exploring a distinct  
factor (or factors) with respect to the EC-PTG relation-
ship. The following subsections will first detail extracted 
results with respect to the EC-PTG relationship, and then 
detail extracted results with respect to emergent themes. 
Each paper’s results are detailed in Table 4 (Appendix E). 

The Event Centrality-Posttraumatic Growth  
Relationship
Allbaugh et al. (2016) observed a significant pos-
itive correlation between EC and PTG (r = .47,  
p = .01). Bakaitytė et al. (2020) applied a longitudinal  
design and observed consistent EC-PTG positive  
correlation for their total sample across three time points  
(t1: r = .34, p < .001; t2: r = .34, p < .001; t3: r = .37,  
p < .001; 6-month follow up between time periods).  
Barton et al. (2013) found significant positive correlations 
between EC and PTG in an undergraduate subsample  
(r = .59, p < .001), but did not find a significant  
correlation within a treatment-seeking subsample; they 
posit that the validity of this result is limited by a small 
sample size for the treatment-seeking subsample, and its 
restricted range of EC scores (EC scores were high for 
the subsample, with little variation). Glad et al. (2020) 
observed a significant positive association between EC 
and PTG. Kramer et al. (2020) observed the total effect 
of EC on PTG within a serial mediation model to be  
significant (β = .43, SE = .06, p < .001). Interestingly, 
Onu et al. (2019), investigating a sample of HIV-diag-
nosed outpatients in Nigeria (of which the HIV diagnosis  
was explored as the index traumatic event), observed  
a significant negative correlation between EC and PTG  
(r = -.48, p < .001).

Posttraumatic Growth and Posttraumatic Stress  
in Cases of High Event Centrality
Clauss et al. (2021), applying structural equation 
modelling, observed that EC predicted both PTS 
and PTG, (B = .42 and .40, respectively, p <  .001).  
Roland et al. (2014) observed via regression analysis that 
EC uniquely predicted both PTG and PTS outcomes in a 
sample of El Salvadorian teachers exposed to pervasive 
violence. Applying a multivariate regression model, they 
observed that when added to a model predicting PTG,  
EC increased the level of variance explained by the  
model (ΔR2 = 0.14, ΔF(1, 246) = 43.17, p < 0.001); when 
EC was added to a model predicting PTS, it also increased 
the level of variance explained by the model, though  
the R2 change was comparably small (ΔR2 = 0.01,  
ΔF = (1, 246) = 4.88, p = 0.05). Schuettler et al. (2011) 
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applied a stepwise regression to predicted PTS and PTG; 
the final models accounted for 48% of PTG variance 
(F(3, 101) = 29.54, p < .0001) and 66% of PTS variance, 
with EC observed to be a significant predictor variable in 
both models (B = .38, p < .001 for PTS; B = .52, p < .001 
for PTG). These results were also replicated in a similar 
paper by the same authors when applying a wide range of 
control variables, with EC observed to be the strongest 
predicting variable of PTG (Boals et al., 2011). Applying  
Structural equation modelling to test a hypothesized  
mediation model, Wang et al. (2020) observed that EC 
was positively associated with PTS (β = .68 p < .001, 
95% CI = .636 - .730), and PTG (β = .45, p < .001, 
95% CI = .34 to .54), and EC was found to significantly  
mediate the path between PTS and PTG (indirect  
effect = .305, p < .001, 95     % CI = .23 to .37). Groleau  
et al. (2013), applying hierarchical linear regression,  
observed that EC uniquely contributes to both PTG and PTS  
after controlling for rumination and several other  
factors. EC was observed to uniquely contribute to 4% of 
the variance in PTG (ΔF = 10.91, p = .01), and 2% of the 
variance in PTS (ΔF = 8.29, p = .01). Boals et al. (2011) 
also observed the correlation between EC and PTG to be 
stronger when participants’ PTS scores were below the 
clinical cut-off range (r = .57, p < .0001), relative to when 
PTS scores were above the clinical cut-off range (r = .25, 
p = .01). 
	 Regarding the relationship between PTG and 
PTS, Clauss et al. (2021) observed a significant associ-
ation (r =.19, p = .05); Roland et al. (2014) observed no 
significant correlation; Schuettler et al. (2011) observed 
a significant correlation (r = .40, p < .001); as did Boals 
et al. (2011; r = .44, p < .001); Wang et al. observed a 
significant negative association between PTS and PTG  
(β = -.31, p < .001, 95% CI = -.45 to -.18); Groleau et al. 
(2013) observed no significant association between PTG 
and PTS (p>.05).

Aspects of Cognition as Differentiators of  
PTG/PTS Pathways
Results related to aspects of cognition are  
reported in Table 5 (Appendix F). Results are then  
discussed in detail individually, and will be synthesized 
in later discussion.
	 Allbaugh et al. (2016) applied hierarchical 
multiple regression analyses in order to investigate the 
effects of rumination type (differentiated as brooding, 
reflecting, intrusive, or deliberate) and EC on PTG and 
PTS outcomes: they observed that their regression model 
significantly predicted PTS (F = 11.94, p = .01; R2 = .40), 
with EC (b = .32, p = .01), brooding (b =.19, p = .05), 
and reflecting (b = .23, p = .01) identified as significant 
positive predictors of PTS. Their model also significantly 
predicted PTG (F = 8.53, p = .01; R2  = .32), with EC  

(b =.36, p = .01) and deliberate rumination (b =.41,  
p = .01) identified as significant positive predictors  
of PTG.
	 Barton et al. (2013) examined the effect of post-
traumatic cognitions (negative cognitions about the self, 
negative cognitions about the world, and self-blame) on 
PTS and PTG. Their hierarchical regression analysis  
revealed a significant model that predicted PTS  
(F = 218.37, p < .001, R2 = .46), with both event centrality  
(β = .40, p < .001), and posttraumatic cognitions  
(β = .41, p < .001) observed to be significant predictors. 
Event centrality was observed to have a significant positive  
interaction effect with posttraumatic cognitions (β = .14,  
p < .001), where a combination of high EC and posttrau-
matic cognitions was associated with the highest level of 
PTS symptoms. A second hierarchical regression model 
also significantly predicted PTG (F = 147.87, p < .001, 
R2 = .37), with event centrality (p < .001, β = .65) and 
posttraumatic cognitions (p <.001, β = −.14) identified 
as significant predictors. When separate multiple regres-
sion analyses were rerun for high EC and low EC groups 
predicting PTG, both regression models were found  
to be significant, with EC identified as a positive predictor  
of PTG; however, posttraumatic cognitions were not 
identified as a significant predictor of PTG in the  
low EC model.
	 Boykin et al. (2020) investigated the role of 
psychological flexibility (a concept derived from the 
third-wave psychological intervention acceptance and  
commitment therapy [ACT], defined in-text as “the ability  
to persist in a behavior despite urges to do otherwise”) 
within the PTG/PTS relationship. They observed a  
significant interaction between event centrality and psy-
chological flexibility on PTS severity (B = 2.10, p = .01), 
with slope analysis indicating that low psychological 
flexibility is associated with greater PTS symptoms as EC  
increased. There was no observed association between 
EC and PTS at high levels of psychological flexibility.  
Thus, the effect of EC on PTS is interpreted to be 
moderated by psychological flexibility. While event cen-
trality and psychological flexibility also independently  
predicted perceived PTG (both relationships were  
positive and significant), no significant interaction  
effect was observed (B = -4.68, p = .08), suggesting that  
psychological flexibility does not moderate the relation-
ship between EC and PTG.
	 Clauss et al. (2021) investigated the effects 
of positive and negative trauma-related metacognitive  
beliefs on EC and PTS/PTG. They defined positive  
metacognitive beliefs as active appraisal of a traumatic  
event (e.g. “I must go over events to make sense of 
them”), and negative metacognitive beliefs as intrusive, 
distressing cognitions (e.g. “I could lose my mind if I 
continue to think this way”). Applying structural equation 
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modeling and path analysis to test for interactive effects, 
the authors observed that EC (B = .37, p < .001) and the 
interaction term (EC x negative metacognitive beliefs;  
B = -.13, p =.04) significantly predicted PTG, but  
negative metacognitive beliefs alone did not (B = .13, 
p = .14; R2 =.17, p < .01). Slope analysis indicated 
that the positive association between EC and PTS was  
significantly stronger at higher (B = .54, p < .001), versus 
lower (B = .20, p = .05) levels of negative metacogni-
tive beliefs. Inversely, the positive association between  
EC and PTG was significantly stronger at lower (B =.55, 
p < .001), rather than higher (B = .21, p = .05) levels of 
negative metacognitive beliefs. Positive metacognitive 
beliefs did not significantly predict either PTG or PTS. 
The EC and positive metacognitive beliefs interac-
tion term significantly predicted PTS (B = .18, p = .03;  
R2 =.28, p < .001), but not PTG. Slopes analysis indicated 
that the EC and PTS positive association was significant 
at higher (B = .62, p < .001), but not lower (p > .05),  
levels of positive metacognitive beliefs.
	 Kramer et al., (2020) applied a serial multiple 
mediation model, and identified several mediating path-
ways. Deliberate rumination was found to significantly  
mediate the relationship between EC and PTG; the  
EC-PTG relationship was also sequentially mediated by 
PTS and then deliberate rumination (all at p < .001). 
	 Lancaster et al. (2015) applying path analysis,  
observed good model fit with their final model PTG  
(R2 = .55) and PTS (R2 = .35) were strongly predicted 
by this model). Event centrality was observed to have a  
direct effect on both PTG and PTS, and an indirect  
effect on both outcomes via negative cognitions about the 
self, which had a positive effect on PTS and a negative 
effect on PTG; deliberate rumination was also found to  
mediate the pathway between CES and PTG, via intrusive  
rumination, which also had a direct effect on PTS – 
though the authors note that longitudinal research is  
required to clarify the relationship between intrusive and 
deliberate rumination, and whether intrusive rumination 
leads to deliberate rumination. All paths were significant 
at p < .01. Refer to p. 12 of the article for graphic.
	 Applying structural equation modelling, Brooks 
et al. (2017) observed that EC mediated the positive  
relationship between intrusive rumination and deliberate 
rumination (z = 2.82, p < .001), and the positive relation-
ship between intrusive rumination and PTS (z = 2.60,  
p = .009); intrusive rumination was also observed to have 
a direct effect on PTS (B=.66, p < .001). However, while 
their model observed a significant positive association 
between deliberate rumination and PTG (r = .20, p = .01), 
it did not find that deliberate rumination significantly  
predicted PTG as hypothesized. 

A Longitudinal Perspective on the  
EC-PTG  Relationship	
Bakaitytė et al. (2020) examined group differences  
over time (assessing three time points, each 6 
months apart) between a sample of females that had  
experienced intimate partner violence (IPV) within 2 
years of sampling at t1, and a sample of females that had 
experienced IPV more than 2 years before t1. Those who 
experienced recent IPV had lower levels of PTG at t1  
relative to the comparison group, but experienced a  
significant increase in PTG between t1 and t3. The  
comparison group (< 2 years since IPV at t1) had higher  
initial levels of PTG, but no significant PTG change  
occurred between t1 and t3. EC was the only significant 
(positive) predictor of t1 PTG for both groups, yet it was 
not a significant predictor of the rate of change in PTG 
across either group.
	 Blix et al. (2015) examined the longitudinal  
relationship between EC and PTG in a sample of  
workers exposed to a 2011 bombing attack. Applying a 
cross-lagged autoregressive model, data was collected 
at two time periods (t1 = 9 months after bombing event;  
t2 = 21 months after bombing event). Results indicated 
that both EC and PTG levels were stable across time.  
A significant positive association was observed between 
EC and PTG at both t1 and t2, however, the relationship 
appeared to attenuate across time (t1: r = .46, p = .01;  
t2: r = .30, p = .01). No time-lagged effects of EC on 
PTG, or PTG on EC were observed. Glad et al. (2020) 
hypothesized that EC would mediate the association  
between terrorist attack survivor’s peritraumatic reac-
tions during the attack and later PTG, but did not find 
evidence to support this hypothesis.
	 Sapach et al. (2019) adapted the CES to  
record event centrality valence (whether the traumatic  
index event was appraised positively or negatively), and  
investigated if time since trauma influenced EC valence.  
Their investigation found no significant effect of time on 
EC valence. 

EC as a Moderator Between PTG and Mental  
Health Outcomes
Investigating a sample of HIV positive participants, 
Onu et al. (2019) applied a regression moderation 
model that predicted health-related quality of life.  
The model depicted the interaction of PTG and EC,  
revealing a positive prediction for the intimate/social  
relationship (b = .23; t = 3.7; p < .001) and cognitive/
mental health (b = .24; t = 3.65;  p < .001) dimensions 
of the health-related quality of life instrument. Results  
suggested that the more an individual centralized their 
identity with respect to their HIV diagnosis, the more 
likely that their PTG would yield better mental health and 
relationship-related outcomes.
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Event Valence
Sapach et al. (2019) adapted the CES to  
record event centrality valence (whether the traumatic  
index event was appraised positively or negatively). Their 
published regression analyses indicated that positive  
appraisals of traumatic events were negatively related to 
PTS, and positively related to PTG; negative and central  
appraisals of traumatic events were positively related to 
PTS, and negatively related to PTG. Post-hoc ANOVAs  
and Tukey’s HSD tests indicated that the positive  
valence event centrality group reported significantly higher 
scores on all PTGI subscales relative to the negative event  
centrality group (all p < 0.001).

Trauma Type
Sapach et al. (2019) adapted the CES to  
record event centrality valence (whether the traumatic  
index event was appraised positively or negatively) and  
assessed if trauma type had an effect on EC valence.  
Post-hoc Tukey’s HSD tests revealed that the sexual  
assault index trauma group was associated with  
significantly higher negative EC relative to a natural  
disaster index trauma group (p = 0.01, 95% CI [− 15.79, 
 − 0.96]). There were no other statistically significant 
group differences.
	 Wamser-Nanney et al. (2020) investigated if 
trauma type moderated the effect of EC on trauma-related  
outcomes (PTG and PTS). Applying moderation  
regression analyses, they observed that EC was positively  
related to PTS for all trauma types, but there was a  
significant interaction term for sexual trauma (B = .24, 
SE  = .11, p = .05), suggesting that the positive rela-
tionship between EC and PTS is strongest when the  
index traumatic event is a sexual trauma. No significant  
trauma-type interaction terms were found for the PTG 
model, with PTG found to be significantly predicted (all 
p < .05) by EC for all trauma types. Boals et al. (2011) 
observed that excluding participants from their data set 
whose index trauma event did not meet “conventional”-
standards for being considered a traumatic event had no 
effect on their results.

Discussion

The EC-PTG Relationship
Synthesis of results that directly investigate the relation-
ship between event centrality and posttraumatic growth 
reveals a largely unified picture. With the exception  
of Onu et al. (2019), each reviewed study observes a 
significant, positive relationship between EC and PTG. 
Significant effect sizes (Pearson’s r when interpreting 
correlational analyses, or Beta values when interpreting 
regression analyses) range from .30 (Blix et al., 2015) 

to .59 (Barton et al., 2013), with the majority of results  
appearing to fall around ~.4. This indicates that a medium,  
positive effect size is consistently observed across 
the studies included for review–many of the observed  
effect sizes can also be interpreted as large, when they 
are considered within the context of resulting from social  
science research (Funder & Ozer, 2019). Consequently,  
the reviewed body of literature largely observes that high 
EC is associated with high PTG. 
	 As noted, Onu et al. (2019) offered the only 
contrary result with respect to the positive association 
between EC and PTG. The result was highly significant 
(p < .001), with a medium-to-large effect size (r = -.48). 
Interestingly, despite this markedly contrarian result with 
respect to the consensus of the literature body-at-large, 
the result is not discussed in the text, and is only observ-
able within the paper’s tables and mentioned within the 
abstract. It is possible that the specificity of the paper’s 
index trauma event (HIV diagnosis)–which is unique 
with respect to the articles included within this paper for 
review – may have limited the external validity of the 
paper’s results. It is also possible that cultural factors  
may have played a role in this result, as the paper was 
also the only article included for review that utilized a 
Nigerian (and indeed, African) sample population (the 
potential impact of cultural factors on the EC/PTG  
relationship will be discussed in more detail later, as there 
is an important point to be made). That withstanding,  
significant, positive associations were observed  
between EC and PTG across a range of culturally diverse 
samples– Lithuanian females (Bakaitytė et al., 2020),  
Norwegian citizens (Blix et al., 2015; Glad et al., 2020), 
British citizens (Brooks et al., 2017), El Salvadoran teach-
ers (Roland et al., 2014), Chinese adolescents (Wang et 
al., 2020), and a host of American samples (e.g. Sapach 
et al., 2019), perhaps suggesting that Onu et al.’s (2019)  
observation of a significant, negative EC/PTG relation-
ship may be a product of their unique index trauma event. 
	 That withstanding, the relationship between EC 
and PTG is largely observed to be significant–from both 
a statistical and clinical perspective. Boals et al. (2011) 
observed EC to be the largest predictor variable of PTG 
relative to a host of correlated variables; Groleau et al. 
(2013) estimated that 4% of PTG variance is uniquely  
(positively) predicted by EC; Roland et al. (2014)  
observed that adding EC into a multivariate regression 
model that predicted PTG caused a 14% increase in the 
model’s explanatory value (as measured by the R2), with 
EC observed to have a significant, positive relationship 
with EC. Synthesis of results overwhelmingly indicates 
that a significant, positive relationship exists between EC 
and PTG, perhaps with the caveat that the index trauma 
event is not related to HIV diagnosis.
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Considering PTS
As noted in the introduction, the positive relationship 
between EC and PTG is particularly intriguing when 
considered within the context of EC’s relationship with 
alternative posttraumatic outcomes–i.e. posttraumat-
ic stress. When considered in isolation, the conclusion  
that EC and PTG are positively associated can be  
interpreted to suggest that high EC is an entirely posi-
tive psychological variable, as it is associated with an 
adaptive posttraumatic outcome, PTG. However, when  
considered within a wider context–particularly with  
respect to PTS, a maladaptive posttraumatic outcome–
the nature of the EC/PTG relationship is revealed to be  
considerably more nuanced. Indeed, Boals et al. (2011) 
conceptualized high EC to be a “double-edged sword”, as 
it is observed to be positively associated with both PTG 
and PTS–apparently contrasting outcomes. This relation-
ship was confirmed by the articles included for review, 
with each of the studies that included a measure of PTS 
as an outcome variable observing it to have a significant,  
positive association with EC, with the observed effect 
sizes falling within the medium-to-large range (min  
observed: B = .38 for Schuettler et al. (2011); max  
observed: B = .68 for Wang et al., (2020). Each of the 
articles included for review that investigated the EC/PTS 
relationship also explored the EC/PTG relationship, and 
consistently observed significant, positive associations. 
	 With respect to the relationship between PTG 
and PTS, the reviewed literature revealed a range of  
conflicting associations–some observed significant,  
medium effect sizes that were positive (e.g. Schuettler et 
al., 2011), some observed significant, medium effect sizes  
that were negative (e.g. Wang et al., 2011), and some  
observed no significant relationship between PTS 
and PTG (e.g. Groleau et al., 2013). Perhaps the best  
potential explanation for this range of contrasting results 
is suggested by Roland et al. (2019) who posit that inde-
pendent factors are involved in the pathways between EC 
and posttraumatic outcomes. Consequently, these factors 
would act as confounding variables, and account for the 
inconsistent correlations observed across the reviewed 
literature. The reviewed literature supports Roland  
et al.’s (2019)  assertion, with various cognitive  
phenomena observed to independently mediate (and in 
some cases moderate) the pathways between EC and PTG/
PTS (these factors will be discussed in detail shortly).  
Indeed, the independence of positive and negative  
trauma-related outcomes has been empirically supported 
for some time (Linley et al., 2003).

Consideration of Longitudinal Data
Given that the majority of the research included  
for review applied cross-sectional designs, no causal 
conclusions were drawn with respect to the relationship 

between EC and PTG. That withstanding, three studies  
included for review applied longitudinal designs.  
Bakaitytė et al. (2020) observed PTG grew over an 
18-month period for participants who had recently  
(< 2 years) experienced intimate partner violence, while 
PTG levels did not change over the study period for those 
that had experienced IPV > 2 years before the time of 
study. While EC was observed to positively predict PTG, 
it did not affect the rate of change in PTG via time-
lagged effects. Consequently, the authors argued that EC 
and PTG are parallel processes triggered by the same  
index-trauma event, rather than causally related phenom-
ena along a temporal chain. Results of the other studies 
included for review that applied longitudinal designs  
support this conclusion, with Blix et al. (2015) also observ-
ing no time-lagged effects of EC on PTG (or vice-versa), 
and Sapach et al. (2020) observing that EC did not me-
diate the relationship between peritraumatic reactions to 
trauma and later PTG (30-32 months post-trauma). Aside 
from also suggesting that EC and PTG may be parallel 
processes rather than causally related, both Sapach et al. 
(2020)  and Blix et al. (2015) note that it is possible that 
the relationship between EC and PTG is better captured 
by short-term effects that were not captured by their study 
designs. Consequently, in order to robustly conclude that 
EC and PTG are parallel processes, rather than causally 
related, further longitudinal research (particularly with a 
shorter time lag since the index trauma event) is required.  

Cognitive Factors as Differentiators of Posttraumatic 
Outcomes 
As noted earlier, several of the studies included  
for review investigated the effect of a range of cognitive 
phenomena on the EC/PTG relationship, specifically  
exploring if any such factors differentiated the pathways 
between event centrality and adaptive and maladaptive 
posttraumatic outcomes (i.e. PTG vs PTS). Within the 
seven studies included for review that investigated the 
role of cognitive phenomena within the EC and PTG/
PTS relationship, there were two broad approaches to 
analysis: one group applied mediational analyses in  
order to identify if cognitive phenomena sat between EC 
and posttraumatic outcomes within a mediational model;  
the second group applied moderation analyses in order 
to investigate if cognitive phenomena influenced the 
relationship between EC and posttraumatic outcomes. 
The cognitive phenomena investigated can be grouped 
into three categories: rumination (with several subtypes  
considered), beliefs concerning the self, and psycholog-
ical flexibility (a central concept of ACT, defined as the 
ability to pay attention to the present moment and behave 
in accordance with core values; Gloster at al., 2011).
	 Deliberate rumination (conscious cognitive  
appraisal related to the index trauma event) was  
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consistently observed to have a positive, direct rela-
tionship with PTG. Kramer et al. (2020) observed the  
rumination type to mediate the relationship between EC 
and PTG. That withstanding, Brooks et al. (2017) did not 
observe deliberate rumination to mediate the EC/PTG  
relationship. Moderation analyses did not observe 
any moderating effect of deliberate rumination on the  
EC/PTG (or PTS) relationship. Intrusive rumination  
(automatic, unwanted, distressing thoughts related to 
the index trauma event) was consistently observed to be  
positively related with PTS, with some results suggest-
ing that intrusive rumination mediates the relationship 
between EC and PTS (Lancaster et al., 2015), though 
this was not observed by all mediation models included 
for review. Consequently, results suggest that deliberate 
rumination is strongly associated with PTG, and intru-
sive rumination is strongly associated with PTS, and 
that both rumination types may act as mediating factors  
between EC and their respective associated posttraumatic  
outcome. While more research is required to confirm 
the mediating effect of these factors, these results have  
potential clinical significance as they differentiate hypo-
thetical pathways between EC and PTG/PTS outcomes. 
	 Barton et al. (2013), Lancaster et al. (2015), 
and Clauss et al. (2021) investigate three fundamentally  
similar cognitive constructs: posttraumatic cognitions, 
negative self-cognitions, and negative metacognitive  
beliefs (respectively). Each of these constructs encom-
passes negative appraisals of the self, and will be grouped 
under the term negative self-cognitions. Results across 
each of the studies paint a consistent picture: negative 
self-cognitions are positively associated with PTS, and 
negatively associated with PTG. Mediation analyses  
indicate that negative self-cognitions act as a mediating 
factor between EC and both PTS and PTG. Moderation 
analyses by both Barton et al. (2013) and Clauss et al. 
(2021) suggest that negative self-cognitions act as a 
moderating variable, where high EC interacts with high  
negative self-cognitions to increase PTS; Clauss et 
al. (2021) also observe an effect where high EC inter-
acts with low negative self-cognitions to increase PTG. 
Accordingly, results consistently suggest that negative  
self-cognitions act as both mediating and moderating 
factors between EC and posttraumatic outcomes, with  
increased negative self-cognitions associated with  
increased PTS in cases of high event centrality, and  
decreased negative self-cognitions associated with  
increased PTG in cases of high event centrality. The  
observation by Barton et al. (2013) that negative self-cog-
nitions did not impact PTG in cases of low EC highlights 
the point that cognitive factors do not impact posttrau-
matic outcomes alone; the index trauma event must also 
be interpreted to be central to one’s identity in order 
for cognitive factors to have an effect of posttraumatic  

outcomes. As discussed by Barton et al. (2013), if a  
negative event is construed as highly central, then subse-
quent “self-talk” (i.e. posttraumatic cognitions) become 
critical in determining (and differentiating) posttraumatic  
outcomes. 
	 The final, broad cognitive phenomena discussed 
by the research included for review is that of psycho-
logical flexibility, which was investigated by Boykin et 
al. (2020) only. Psychological flexibility was observed 
to have a positive direct relationship with PTG and a 
negative direct relationship with PTS. An interaction  
effect was also observed with EC, where high EC and low  
psychological flexibility combined to predict increased 
PTS. No significant interaction effect was observed  
between EC and psychological flexibility on PTG. Thus, 
results suggest that increased psychological flexibility 
can act as a moderating factor that reduces PTS in cases 
of high EC. 

Trauma Type
Sapach et al. (2019) and Wamser-Nanney et al. (2020) 
investigate the effect of index trauma type on post-
traumatic outcomes (in cases of high event centrality),  
with both studies observing sexual trauma to be the only 
trauma type that is significantly (positively) associated 
with PTS relative to other trauma types (no other index 
trauma type was observed to have a significant effect on 
posttraumatic outcomes within either study). A potential 
moderating factor of the association between sexual trauma  
and PTS in cases of high EC is suggested by Sapach 
et al.’s (2019) investigation, which applied an adapted  
version of the CES which recorded event centrality  
valence (whether the index trauma is appraised as a  
positive or negative turning point in life). Results  
indicated that negatively appraised events with high EC 
are most closely positively associated with PTS (and neg-
atively associated with PTG), and that sexual traumas are 
most likely to be negatively appraised relative to other  
index trauma types. These results suggest that an  
objective factor (index trauma type) is moderated by a  
subjective factor–cognitive appraisal of the index trauma 
event. The power of subjective factors (relative to objec-
tive trauma exposure) is also highlighted by an observa-
tion by Boals et al. (2011), who noted that the exclusion 
of participants from their study whose index trauma event 
did not meet “conventional” standards of trauma expo-
sure had no effect on their results. Consequently, these 
results can be interpreted to suggest that objective trau-
ma exposure (i.e. type of trauma experienced) has much 
less of an impact on subsequent posttraumatic outcomes 
(or the lack thereof) relative to subjective factors such as 
event centrality, trauma appraisal, or the previously dis-
cussed cognitive factors. 
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Applied Significance of Findings
	 Primarily, this review finds strong evidence 
that suports the existence of a positive relationship  
between event centrality and posttraumatic growth, with 
event centrality also observed to have a strong, positive  
relationship with posttraumatic stress. From a clinical 
perspective, this “double-edged sword” effect is con-
founding–event centrality, itself a cognitive variable, 
can be manipulated via psychological intervention  
(Vermeulen et al., 2019), however, any changes to an 
individual’s event centrality following trauma exposure 
would simultaneously reduce (or increase) potential  
exposure to maladaptive and adaptive posttraumatic  
outcomes. Consequently, it is arguably more useful to 
identify mechanisms/targets of intervention whereby 
the risk of maladaptive outcomes is reduced, without 
effecting (or even while increasing) a client’s potential 
for adaptive outcome development. This review’s results 
appear to have differentiated several such mechanisms/
targets of intervention.   
	 Results suggest that for clients with a high 
level of EC following experience of a traumatic event, 
encouraging deliberate rumination, while attempting to 
mitigate negative self-cognitions, are evidence-based  
objectives for psychological interventions that are likely  
to encourage posttraumatic growth. Meanwhile, attempt-
ing to reduce negative self-cognitions and intrusive  
rumination, and encouraging the development of  
psychological flexibility (as per ACT) are evidence-based 
objectives for psychological interventions that are likely  
to reduce posttraumatic stress in clients with high EC. 
Consequently, these factors serve as tangible cognitive 
targets for intervention. That withstanding, this conclu-
sion is entirely hypothetical, as research has yet to be con-
ducted that attempts to manipulate the discussed factors 
via psychological intervention for clients with high EC in 
order to observe any potential (differentiating) effects on 
posttraumatic outcomes. This would be a useful area for 
future research. Nevertheless, this paper’s results serve 
as a useful indicator of potential targets for intervention. 
As discussed by Bernard et al. (2015), clinicians can-
not simply erase the memory of trauma exposure from  
clients’ minds, they must instead work with modifiable 
variables that are associated with posttraumatic out-
comes–and therein lies the applied significance of the 
discussed results, as the discussed (subjective) factors  
associated with posttraumatic outcomes are modifiable 
via a range of cognitive-based intervention modalities.

Limitations

This section will first consider the paper’s  
meta-limitations, and then the limitations of the  

studies included for review. The primary meta-limita-
tion of this paper is that a single reviewer completed the 
review process, exposing both the data screening and  
extraction steps to potential bias. Furthermore, systematic 
reviews that apply a narrative synthesis methodology are  
potentially exposed to a lack of transparency (and higher  
degree of subjectivity) relative to other review methods, 
as the data that is reported and subsequently discussed 
is at the author’s discretion. Snilstveit et al. (2012)  
recommend that narrative syntheses should strictly  
adhere to transparent reporting of methods, and  
objective (table-based) reporting of results in order 
to increase transparency. It is hoped that the transpar-
ent reporting of the Methods and Results sections will  
allow readers to clearly identify how data was extracted 
and results interpreted for discussion. Following com-
pletion, this systematic review was itself reviewed for  
meta-limitations using the PRISMA 2020 Checklist  
(Page et al., 2021), meeting its review criteria. 
	 The studies included for review by this paper 
largely share the same set of quality assessment charac-
teristics and limitations, which are specified per paper 
within the Results table. As noted, a STROBE quality 
assessment and EPHPP assessment were carried out for 
each paper, to assess for reporting transparency and risk 
of bias respectively. Regarding the STROBE assessment, 
the only consistently unreported criterion was that of  
sensitivity analyses/consideration of statistical power 
(item 12(e) within the STROBE review checklist). As 
observed by Perugini et al. (2018), this is by far the most 
frequent reporting omission observed across psycholog-
ical studies. Given that sensitivity analyses are observed 
to play a key role in assessing the robustness of statis-
tical model results, it is unfortunate that this analysis is 
typically unreported. That withstanding, Perugini et al. 
(2018) observe that in the absence of discussion of power/ 
sensitivity analyses, one must adopt a “meta-analytic 
mindset” and consider evidence across a broad range of 
studies on a topic, rather than consider evidence from a 
single study alone. It is hoped that such an accumulation 
of evidence within this systematic review–which has re-
vealed a largely cohesive set of results–will help to miti-
gate the risk to validity caused by the widespread lack of 
reporting and discussion of sensitivity analyses. 
	 Aside from underreporting of STROBE item 
12(e), the majority of papers included for review were 
observed to have highly transparent reporting quality. The 
only notable exceptions were that of Blix et al. (2015), 
who failed to give any descriptive data of their sample 
participants (item 14(a) within the STROBE checklist), 
and that of Onu et al. (2019), who offered no interpreta-
tion of a result that negatively associated EC and PTG, 
which was the only result of its kind observed across the 
reviewed literature base – thus failing to meet item 20 
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within the STROBE review checklist.
	 While the quality of reporting across each of 
the studies included for review was observed to be high, 
that is not to say that they are without risk of bias, as 
recorded by the EPHPP tool. Indeed, many of the studies  
share a similar set of limitations. 15 of the 18 studies  
included for review applied cross-sectional designs, 
which means that no cause-and-effect related conclu-
sions can be drawn with respect to the relationship  
between EC, PTG and other related factors. Instead, only 
potential action pathways can be suggested that should be 
explored by future studies that apply alternative research 
designs. Of the three longitudinal studies included for  
review, no evidence was found of a temporal relationship 
between EC and PTG, but these results are far from con-
clusive; the typical data collection period since the index  
trauma experience was varied, and was largely no less 
than nine months (it is possible that the time since index 
trauma was shorter for some participants of Bakaitytė et 
al. [2020], though it is not possible to tell as the index 
trauma event was not shared by participants in this study, 
as was the case for both Blix et al. [2015] and Glad et al. 
[2020]). Consequently, a temporal relationship between 
EC and PTG may occur (and only be observable) within a 
shorter post-index trauma timeframe. Further research is 
required to identify if such a temporal relationship exists, 
or to clarify if EC and PTG emerge as parallel (interact-
ing) processes following experience of an index trauma 
event. 
	 The final key limitation observed by the 
EPHPP tool is that of sample bias. Almost 50% of  
total participants were observed to be of White ethnicity,  
with the second-largest ethnic group (Asian) making up 
only 13.7% of sample participants. Females were also  
overrepresented within the total sample (65.4% of  
participants), and the weighted average age across stud-
ies was 22.98 years old. 12 of the included samples were 
recruited in America, with nine of the studies recruiting  
American college students specifically. Consequently, the 
external validity of results may be limited to young, White,  
American females from non-clinical populations. Given 
that the cross-cultural validity of the EC/PTG relation-
ship has been observed to be inconclusive (albeit with  
a limited research base that applies a novel measurement 
instrument; Taku et al., 2021), this is a significant limita-
tion, and future research would be well advised to utilize 
more demographically and culturally diverse samples.

Conclusions

This systematic review has explored the  
relationship between event centrality and posttrau-
matic growth. There is strong evidence of a robust, 

positive relationship between EC and PTG. There is 
also strong evidence of a robust, positive relationship  
between event centrality and posttraumatic stress, with EC  
observed to be positively associated with both PTS and 
PTG–maladaptive and adaptive posttraumatic outcomes,  
respectively. The pathways between high event centrality 
and these posttraumatic outcomes appear to be differen-
tiated by a range of cognitive factors–most significantly 
deliberate rumination (positively associated with PTG), 
intrusive rumination (positively associated with PTS), 
negative self-cognitions (positively associated with PTS 
and negatively associated with PTG), and psychological 
flexibility (negatively associated with PTS). Results that 
show these cognitive factors to have reduced effect on 
posttraumatic outcomes in cases of low event centrality  
highlight the clinical significance of these cognitive  
factors within the EC-PTG/PTS relationships, rather 
than as independent factors that influence posttraumatic  
outcomes alone. 
	 Results also revealed that there is little asso-
ciation between index trauma event type (i.e. objective 
trauma exposure) and posttraumatic outcomes, with  
robust associations instead observed between posttrau-
matic outcomes and subjective factors (such as EC and 
the other discussed cognitive variables); this highlights 
the power of these subjective factors in the post-trauma  
experience–it is not exposure to trauma that directly 
leads to posttraumatic growth or stress, rather an indi-
vidual’s subjective interpretation of the traumatic event 
leads to posttraumatic outcomes (or the lack thereof). 
This subjective interpretation of events can be targeted  
by clinicians via a range of cognitive intervention  
modalities, with the targets of intervention potentially  
being the very factors identified by this review as  
differentiators of the pathways between EC and PTG/PTS 
(i.e. rumination, negative self-cognitions, and psycho-
logical flexibility). As many of the studies included for  
review were cross-sectional, it would be useful for future  
research to attempt to manipulate these cognitive fac-
tors in participants with high EC. It would also be useful  
for future research to apply longitudinal designs with 
short follow up periods (< 9 months) that investigate the  
EC/PTG relationship to identify if there is a temporal 
(causal) relationship between the two factors, or if they 
exist as interacting parallel processes following exposure 
to trauma.  
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Appendix A

Table 1
Secondary search terms

Criteria Description Search Terms

Sample Trauma-exposed individuals Trauma; traumatic stress; traumatized

Phenomenon of Interest 1 Event Centrality Event Centrality; Centrality

Phenomenon of Interest 2 Posttraumatic Growth Posttraumatic Growth; Post traumatic Growth

Design Any -

Evaluation Post Traumatic Growth Inventory Post Traumatic Growth Inventory; 
Posttraumatic growth inventory

Evaluation 2 Centrality of Events Scale Centrality of Events Scale

Research design Quantitative; mixed methods -
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Appendix B

Table 2
Database Search Procedure

Database Search Terms/String Used Filters Note

Google Scholar

(Trauma OR Traumatised OR Trau-
matic Stress) AND (event centrality 
OR Centrality) AND (post traumatic 
growth OR posttraumatic growth) AND 
(“post traumatic growth inventory” 
OR “posttraumatic growth inventory”) 
AND (“centrality of events scale”)

-
Quotation marks (“”) were applied 
to PTGI and CES search terms in 

order to search for the exact phrase

Embase

(Trauma OR Traumatised OR Trau-
matic Stress) AND (event centrality 
OR Centrality) AND (post traumatic 
growth OR posttraumatic growth) 
AND (post traumatic growth inventory 
OR posttraumatic growth inventory) 
AND (centrality of events scale)

- -

Pubmed/ Medline

(Trauma OR Traumatised OR Trau-
matic Stress) AND (event centrality 
OR Centrality) AND (post traumatic 
growth OR posttraumatic growth) 
AND (post traumatic growth inventory 
OR posttraumatic growth inventory) 
AND (centrality of events scale)

“English” was selected for 
“Language” filter; “Human” 
was selected for “Subject” filter

-

PsycInfo

(Trauma OR Traumatised OR Trau-
matic Stress) AND (event centrality 
OR Centrality) AND (post traumatic 
growth OR posttraumatic growth) 
AND (post traumatic growth inventory 
OR posttraumatic growth inventory) 
AND (centrality of events scale)

“Posttraumatic growth 
inventory” selected for 
“Tests and Measures” filter

-

Web of Science

(Trauma OR Traumatised OR Trau-
matic Stress) AND (event centrality 
OR Centrality) AND (post traumatic 
growth OR posttraumatic growth) 
AND (post traumatic growth inventory 
OR posttraumatic growth inventory) 
AND (centrality of events scale)

“English” applied to  
“Language” filter;  
“Articles” applied to  
“Publication type” filter  
(meeting abstracts,  
reviews excluded)

Using “advanced analysis” feature,  
all non-psychology categories were ex-
cluded from search results (e.g. surgery, 
critical care medicine, orthopedics, den-
tistry, ophthalmology); as a final step, the 
search results were re-searched using the 

term “Centrality”, as initially returned 
results were numerous (n=8,914) and 

repeatedly met exclusion criteria when 
the manual database search commenced.
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Appendix C

Figure 1
Flowchart of Selection Process

Total Database Search Results
(n = 685)

Google Scholar (n = 82)
Embase (n = 4)
Pubmed/Medline (n = 330)
PsychInfo (n = 156)
Web of Science (n = 113)

Papers removed following review in line with  
inclusion/exclusion criteria
(details specified in text)
(n = 20)

One full text paper could not be accessed
(n = 1)

Papers included for final review 
(n = 18)

(Manual reference searches included no  
new articles for inclusion)

Removed following Title/Abstract screening
(n = 627)

Duplicates removed
(n = 19)

Included following Title/Abstract 
screening (n = 58)

Google Scholar (n = 35)
Embase (n = 3)
Pubmed/Medline (n = 1)
PsychInfo (n = 6)
Web of Science (n = 13)

Remaining papers following duplicate removal
(n = 39)
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Embodied Reflection: Emerging Adult  
Women’s Experience in Front of the Mirror

Koret Munguldar1, Anne Pang2, 
Elia T. Goffi1, Miriam Steele1

1Center for Attachment Research, New School for Social Research
2Barnard College of Columbia University

Emerging adulthood, the ages between 18 to 25, is a unique period for the 
development of a woman’s body image. Attachment relationships that are formed in 
early childhood have implications for body image development later in emerging 
adulthood. Especially for young women, this period is unique for the development of the 
body experience because parental and cultural factors inform embodiment and sense of 
self. Issues in body image are common in women in their late teens and early twenties. 
This study reports on a racially diverse sample of 20 emerging adult women (age 18-23) 
who were interviewed using the Mirror Interview (MI) (Buhl-Nielsen, 2006). Data were 
examined using reflexive thematic analysis. The results of the analysis revealed five 
separate themes: 1) pressure to adhere to the Western body ideal, 2) parental influence 
with the sub-themes a) modeling after the parents, and, b) the influence of parental 
attitudes towards the child’s body, 3) discomfort with one’s reflection, 4) the need to 
continually change the body, and, 5) moving towards acceptance. The primary 
implication of the study is that emerging adult women experience a variety of complex 
attitudes towards their own bodies. The way that adult women relate to cultural ideals 
and their parents’ ideals plays a role in their embodied experience. The results around 
self-objectification, versus accepting the body as is, have importance in today’s world, 
where young women are challenged with reflecting on their self-image on a day-to-day 
basis. Our study expands upon body image literature by providing rich first-hand 
accounts of women’s experiences. 

Keywords: embodiment, body image, emerging adulthood, women, mirror interview

Attachment Lays the Foundation for Embodiment 
and Body Image
Attachment theory suggests that the quality of the emo-
tional and physical attunement a child receives from 
their caregiver heavily influences the child’s sense of 
self (Duschinsky, 2020; Fonagy, 2002). The mother has 
been theorized as the infant’s first ‘mirror’ as she inter-
acts with her baby and provides affect attunement. When 
she reflects the infant’s emotions back to them, the in-
fant can differentiate the self and others through estab-
lishing body boundaries (Winnicott, 1971). If there is 
a lack of affect attunement between the mother and the  
infant, the child can form insecure attachments, which 
can manifest later in life as issues in poor boundaries, 
diffuse sense of self, dissociation, and difficulties in  
perspective taking (Cook et al., 2005).

A child’s experience of coming into being, cou-
pled with their understanding of self-worth transmitted 
by their attachment figures, becomes integral to the indi-
vidual’s embodiment as it develops through adolescence 
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and emerging adulthood (Fonagy, 2002). Caregivers thus 
lay the foundation for their child’s bodily sense of self 
through healthy attachment and preverbal affect attune-
ment (Stern, 1985). In the long term, the quality of paren-
tal care and acceptance can be a protective or risk factor 
for body satisfaction and the internalization of cultural 
messages about the body, which are particularly salient for 
young women (Kernberg et al., 2006; Patton et al., 2014). 
	 Embodiment and body image are interrelated 
concepts. While body image refers to the cognitive atti-
tudes one has about their body appearance, embodiment 
describes how one engages with the social world through 
the body’s sensory experiences and stored memories 
(Katznelson et al., 2021). Embodiment, in essence, is the 
experience and expression of the sensations, states and 
consciousness through the body—allowing for a dynamic 
play between the mind, body, and environment, in which 
the body serves as the conduit. Healthy embodiment in-
volves a continuous oscillation and coordination between 
the “self-as-felt” (first-person perspective of the body) 
and “self-as-seen” (third-person perspective) that lays the 
foundation of self-experience (Buhl-Nielsen, 2006).
	 Research demonstrates a correlation between 
attachment, body image, and media internalization.  
Abbate-Daga et al. (2010) found that among a sample 
of people with anorexia nervosa or bulimia nervosa, all  
presented with an insecure attachment style. Further-
more, the need for approval (an element of attachment  
insecurity) was found to be the strongest predictor of body 
dissatisfaction in this sample. Another study of women  
with eating disorders found that maternal care was  
negatively associated with body dissatisfaction. Paternal 
care was indirectly associated with body dissatisfaction, 
and attachment anxiety and media internalization were 
found to mediate this relationship, suggesting that women  
who recollected their fathers as less caring had higher 
levels of attachment anxiety and greater internalization 
of the media (Grenon et al., 2016).
	 Current research on embodiment and attach-
ment primarily uses quantitative self-report question-
naires (Knafo, 2016) such as the Objectified Body  
Consciousness Scale (McKinley & Hyde, 1996),  
Experiences in Close Relationships Scale (Brennan 
& Shaver, 1995), and Sociocultural Attitudes Toward  
Appearance Questionnaire (Thompson et al., 2004)  
to body image experience. This study uses a unique  
interview format, the Mirror Interview (MI; Kernberg et 
al., 2006), that activates attachment relationships through 
an embodied self-reflection process and qualitatively  
explores the influence of parents and culture on body  
image.

Embodiment in Emerging Adult Women 
Following adolescence, emerging adult women expe-

rience high body surveillance (i.e., viewing oneself 
as an outside observer) and self-objectification (i.e., 
viewing oneself as an object to be evaluated; Cary et 
al., 2021; Frederikson & Roberts, 1997; McKinley & 
Hyde, 1996; Vangeel et al., 2018). Given the height-
ened body consciousness adolescents experience, issues  
regarding the body are likely to carry into emerging adult-
hood (Kilpela et al., 2015; Pope et al., 2014). However,  
since emerging adulthood is full of new pursuits and  
realities in the areas of love, work, and worldviews, there 
are also changes in women’s self and body experiences  
(Arnett, 2000). Emerging adult women in a study exploring  
distress described themselves as “living close to the edge” 
(Wiklund et al., 2014, p.5) where they have an embodied  
experience of stress, feel not good enough, physically  
feel like collapsing, socially feel like losing control, and 
existentially feel like giving up. Most of the research 
on women’s embodiment has been conducted with  
regard to body dissatisfaction, disordered eating, and the  
negative ways women inhabit their bodies (Burnette 
et al., 2017; Piran, 2016; Stice & Whitenton, 2002;  
Verschuren et al., 2020). While these topics are critical, 
there is less research that captures the broader spectrum 
of bodily experiences. 
	 Qualitatively exploring embodiment in emerging  
adult women is important since adolescent girls are 
more likely to have body image concerns, and this type 
of exploration allows researchers to track the trajectory  
of body experience from adolescence to emerging adult-
hood while considering similarities and differences  
between the two life periods (Wertheim & Paxton, 
2011; Jung & Peterson, 2007). Moreover, understanding  
women’s embodied experiences can inspire work towards 
positive embodiment in the future—an outcome that is 
particularly important in our current world that sexualizes 
and objectifies women.

Cultural Influences on Embodiment
While attachment relationships lay the foundation for 
embodiment and body image, culture also plays a critical 
role. The tendency in Western cultures to define a woman 
by her body can lead to self-objectification (Chrisler & 
Johnston-Robledo, 2018). Objectification theory posits 
that women are acculturated to internalize an observ-
er’s perspective as the primary view of their physical 
selves, which may include the internalization of a sex-
ualized self-view (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Mora-
di & Huang, 2008; Ward, 2016). These forces lead to 
self-monitoring, causing women to engage in repetitive 
body-improvement projects and beautification practices 
that can defy the historicity of the body (Bordo, 2003; 
Chrisler & Johnston-Robledo, 2018). Self-objectification  
has been studied in numerous populations of women 
and is associated with body shame, appearance anxiety, 
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disordered eating, self-surveillance, and diminished cog-
nitive performance (Calogero et al., 2011; Fredrickson 
& Roberts, 1997; Moradi & Huang, 2008; Schaefer et 
al., 2018). A study examining the situational effects of 
self-objectification found that college-aged women who 
anticipated interacting with a male rather than a female 
had significantly greater body shame and social physique 
anxiety (Calogero, 2004). In sum, though the study did 
not account for potential differences based on sexual  
orientation, women’s embodied practices and their sense 
of being reflects this social structure. 
	 The tripartite model proposes that media, peers, 
and parents are the three main influences that contribute 
to the development of body image and eating disturbances  
because they transmit values regarding ideal beauty,  
weight, fashion, food, and gender roles (Levine &  
Harrison, 2009; van den Berg et al., 2002). Appearance 
ideals involve multiple aspects such as weight, appear-
ance, skin color, skin texture, hair color, and clothing 
(Pope et al., 2014). While these appearance ideals are 
promulgated by the media, they can be either reinforced 
or weakened by peers and parents (Knafo, 2016; van den 
Berg et al., 2002).
	 In Westernized cultures, privileging thinness, 
fitness, and Anglo-Saxon features over other aesthetic 
forms, can profoundly impact the body image of women 
(Rubin et al., 2004). A study of girls aged 14 to 16 found 
that identifying with media images of thin models and 
internalizing thinness as a personal goal predicted body 
dissatisfaction (Bell & Dittmar, 2011). Another study  
examining social media influences in college-aged women  
found that comparisons with those viewed as superior  
to oneself were the most common type of comparison 
made and were most strongly linked to negative body 
image (Fardouly et al., 2017). In the age of social media, 
individuals’ degree of body image and eating concerns 
are found to be positively correlated with engagement in 
activities such as photo-sharing, photo-commenting, and 
viewing “thinspiration” or “fitspiration” images (Rodgers 
& Melioli, 2016). 
	 Western ideals have colonized beauty in various 
locations around the world such as Russia, Central Africa,  
and Fiji, due to the importation, exportation, and mar-
keting of Western beauty (Bordo, 2003; Orbach, 2009;  
Steikunaite, 2011). This phenomenon can deeply impact 
the body image of ethnic minorities, immigrants, and 
people around the globe whose bodies have been deemed 
unattractive by Anglo-Saxon norms (Bordo, 2003). One 
manifestation of the colonization of Western beauty is 
colorism, in which features associated with White people  
such as light skin, straight noses, and straight hair  
represent beauty, while features associated with ethnic 
minorities such as dark skin, broad noses, and kinky hair 
represent ugliness (Hunter, 2005).

	 Acculturation describes the process in which the 
individual adapts to the culture of the country they relo-
cate to and undergoes a change in beliefs and attitudes to 
acclimate to the host country (Barry, 2002). Acculturative 
stress has been shown to predict body image issues among 
young immigrants (Berry, 2006; Kroon van Diest et al., 
2014; Menon et al., 2012). In the present study, half of the 
participants were international college students. For eth-
nic minorities and immigrants who face Western beauty  
standards, acculturation and intersectional identities 
can impact their self and body experience. Specifically,  
immigration can uniquely impact one’s body image, and 
the impact depends on the level of acculturation (Saghir 
& Hyland, 2017; Soh et al., 2006). 

The Mirror Experience
Herein we used a novel paradigm called the Mir-
ror Interview (Kernberg et al., 2006) to explore  
embodiment and body image in college students and to 
capture the cultural and parental matters that arise upon 
reflection of the body (Kernberg et al., 2006). Gazing 
at one’s reflection in the mirror requires reflecting on 
what one simultaneously sees and feels, in addition to 
reflecting on what others may see and feel, thus elicit-
ing emotionally-charged responses (Buhl-Nielsen, 2006; 
Sommerfeld et al., 2017). The MI is based on the Mirror 
Paradigm (Kernberg, 1987), initially developed as a pro-
cedure to observe mother-infant interactions. During the 
MI, the participant looks at their reflection in front of a 
body length mirror while the researcher asks about the 
participants’ feelings about their bodies, selves, and the 
influence of caregivers (McBirney-Goc, 2016). 
	 The MI assesses both embodiment and body im-
age, which enables the researcher to capture self-expe-
rience with a wider lens and thus has an advantage over 
self-reports or face-to-face interviews. The MI’s profound 
method of assessing the embodied self is consistent with 
the psychoanalytic thought that the self is affective and 
inseparable from the body rather than purely cognitive 
(Ensink et al. 2016). One study using the MI with people 
with anorexia nervosa demonstrated that difficulties in  
affective experiences of embodiment were related to  
attachment insecurity and self-objectification (Katznelson  
et al., 2021). These findings indicated that participants’ 
overall parental and cultural influences inform their 
relationship with their bodies (Buhl-Nielsen, 2017; 
Buhl-Nielsen & Kernberg, 2015; Ensink et al., 2016; 
Erdem, 2019; Kahya & Munguldar, 2021; Knafo, 2016; 
McBirney-Goc, 2016; Munguldar et al., 2020; Muzi et 
al., 2021). Traditionally, the MI is coded based on a man-
ual and yields quantitative scores on multiple dimensions 
such as cognition, self-worth, and nonverbal behavior. 
However, the present study takes a different approach and 
utilizes the MI qualitatively. 
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The Present Study
The purpose of this study was to advance the explo-
ration of embodiment and body image in emerging 
adulthood women. Specifically, we aimed to examine 
the factors that affect body image and young women’s  
embodied affective experience as they looked at their  
reflection in the mirror.
	 Attachment relationships and culture influence 
how emerging adult women feel in their bodies and view 
themselves in the third person. For this reason, the present  
study utilized the MI as it has been shown to facilitate 
(a) the process of integrating the self-as-subject and 
self-as-object (a foundation of women’s self and body  
experience), (b) activate attachment representations, and 
(c) elicit reflections on one’s internalized body ideals.  
Embodiment and body image were explored via an  
inductive thematic analysis; thus, no specific hypoth-
eses were tested. This inductive approach, in addition 
to the diversity of the sample, are unique contributions 
to the literature on body image in emerging adulthood.  
Inductive inquiry allows responses to be flexibly mapped 
onto existing constructs in the literature while allowing 
novel nuances in these constructs to emerge (Bingham &  
Witkowsky, 2022). In other words, when analyzing the 
data the researchers did not use specific embodiment and 
body image related concepts as categories to fit the data 
into. This is particularly important given the potential for 
cultural differences in body image representations that 
may remain uncharacterized. The study provides a novel  
way to explore the embodied experience of a diverse 
sample of emerging adult women and characterizes their 
lived experiences as they reflect on how they feel, what 
they see, and what they wish to see.

Method

Participants
Twenty English-speaking participants aged 18 to 23 
(M = 20.2; SD = 1.4) were included in this study. 
The inclusion criteria were that participants speak  
English fluently and be over age 18. Participants were 
both American (n = 10; 50%) and international under-
graduate students (n = 10; 50%). The sample included  
a diverse group of students from the United States,  
China, Egypt, India, Jamaica, Kazakhstan, South Korea, 
The Dominican Republic, and Venezuela. Participants 
were instructed to choose all the racial/ethnic groups 
that applied to them. With respect to race and ethnicity,  
participants identified themselves as Asian or Asian 
American (n = 6; 30%), Non-Hispanic White or Euro- 
American (n = 5; 25%), Latinx or Hispanic American  
(n = 4; 20%), Black, Afro-Caribbean, or African American 
(n = 3; 15%), Middle Eastern or Arab American (n = 2; 

10%), and Biracial Asian and European (n = 1; 5%). Two  
participants indicated having a physical illness (one  
person indicated a history of asthma and migraine, 
one-person reported a history of Irritable Bowel  
Syndrome [IBS]), and five indicated having a psycho-
logical condition (two people self-reported a history of 
anxiety, two self-reported depression, and one reported 
a history of obsessive compulsive disorder). Given that 
emerging adults are at a high risk for developing psycho-
logical disorders, with 1 in 3 young adults experiencing 
a mental illness in the U.S. (National Alliance on Mental 
Illness, 2023), participants who disclosed having a history  
of a psychological condition were included in the sample 
for the purposes of inclusivity and representativeness.

Procedure	
Participants were recruited through online forums and  
flyers posted at community centers and colleges in 
New York City. Prior to the study, participants were 
told that the study was investigating the self and body 
experience. Participants received $20 gift cards for 
taking part in the study. Ethical approval was obtained 
by the IRB (protocol #2018-1084) at The New School 
for Social Research. Before participating in the study,  
participants were given informed consent forms explain-
ing the risks and benefits and the confidentiality policy.  
Participants were informed that they could end their 
participation at any time during the research process 
and, given the sensitive nature of the study, were given 
opportunities to take breaks as needed. The interviews 
were conducted by the principal researcher in-person at 
the research lab at The New School for Social Research. 
The interviews took place in a quiet room that included a 
full-length mirror and two video cameras. Each interview 
lasted approximately 20 minutes (range 10-40 minutes). 
At the end of the interview, the researcher conducted  
a brief debriefing with the participants and answered 
any questions that they had on the process. While some  
participants indicated feeling uncomfortable during the 
interview, others noted feeling curious and engaged 
in the process. To support participants’ psychological  
well-being they were given a list of mental health clinics. 
The recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim by the  
research assistants and all of the participants’ names and 
personal details were redacted.

Data Collection 
Data was collected using the MI (Buhl-Nielsen, 2006). 
Participants were asked to stand in front of the mirror 
and look at themselves while answering the questions. 
Participants were not given any other instructions as to 
their use of the space. The interviewer sat behind the 
participant so that they were not visible to the partic-
ipant in the reflection in the mirror. Participants were 
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first asked to take a moment and share what they saw. 
They were then asked a series of questions, such as  
“Do you like looking at yourself in the mirror?”; “Do you 
feel your mother/father has influenced the way you feel 
about your body?”; “Do you feel that the image in the 
mirror reflects who you are?”; “How have you felt stand-
ing and seeing yourself in the mirror?” (see Appendix 
for full list of MI questions). The interviewer probed the 
questions as necessary to elicit a detailed account of the 
participant’s internal experiences.

Data Analysis 
The study used reflexive thematic analysis based 
on Braun and Clarke’s six-phase guide to thematic  
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2013, 2019). This method 
was selected because it offers epistemological flexibility,  
an approach not bound by pre-existing theoretical orien-
tations. Further, as the purpose was not to generate a new 
theory but to examine patterns and meanings within the 
data, the reflexive thematic analysis approach was decided  
as the best fit (Braun & Clarke, 2019). The analysis was 
conducted by following the recommended steps outlined 
by Braun and Clarke (2013). The data was coded using 
Dedoose (2016), an online coding system for qualitative 
research. The research analysis was conducted by the 
principal researcher and her team of five research assis-
tants. In order to maintain rigor, the coders engaged in 
reflexivity and discussed the ways in which their iden-
tities could impact their interpretation of the data. The 
consensus coder was the principal researcher and reached 
the final code based on discussion.
	 The interviews were first transcribed verbatim 
by the research assistants and then were shared with 
the research team consisting of research assistants and 
the principal investigator. Each research team member  
re-read the data to fully immerse themselves and to  
understand the breadth of the content. In this familiar-
ization process, researchers individually searched for 
broad patterns and meanings and took notes to share with 
the group. In the second phase, the researchers worked  
systematically through the entire data set and they  
individually generated short codes. Then, the researchers 
met to review the potential short codes and generated an  
initial list of 15 short codes such as “perfection,”  
“positive maternal impact,” “negative maternal impact,”  
“media influence,” “comparison with peers,” “Western 
ideal,” and “body acceptance.” The final list of the short 
codes were transferred to Dedoose (2016) and the whole 
dataset was marked with the initial short codes. The tran-
scriptions were distributed equally amongst the research-
ers and each researcher coded their own sample. Then, 
the group had a discussion and reviewed each others’ cod-
ing to ensure reliability. In the third phase, the research 
team analyzed the short codes together and aggregated 

them into an initial list of seven sub-themes. The defining  
aspect of each theme was written down (e.g., the theme 
“Parental Influence” was created which described posi-
tive and negative influences from the parent’s behavioral 
modeling, process of individuation and enmeshment, and 
the influence of verbal comments made by the parents on 
their child’s body). In the fourth phase, the whole dataset 
was reviewed again and some of the overlapping themes 
were collapsed, generating five themes. In the analysis, 
the researchers considered both the quote’s semantic con-
tent and latent content. Finally, vivid examples from the 
data set were chosen to provide a meaningful narrative.

Results
In this exploratory analysis, five themes were iden-
tified (see Table 1): (1) pressure to adhere to the  
western body ideal, (2) parental influence, with the sub-
themes (a) modeling after the parents and (b) the influence of  
parental attitudes towards their child’s body, (3) the need 
to continually change the body, (4) concerns about body 
perception, and (5) moving towards acceptance.

Theme 1: Pressure to Adhere to the Western  
Body Ideal
Many participants reported feeling inadequate in light of 
cultural beauty standards and internalized cultural expec-
tations. They reported feeling dissatisfied with their bod-
ies, especially when there were discrepancies between 

Theme Description

Pressure to Adhere to the 
Western Body Ideal 

Feeling inadequate in light of 
cultural beauty standards and 
internalized cultural expectations

Parental Influence

a) Modeling After the Parents

b) The Influence of Parental  
     Attitudes Toward Their     
     Child’s Body

a) Comparison with the mother’s  
    body and modeling after the  
    mother’s attitude towards her  
    own body
b) Parents’ comments both posi- 
    tively and negatively impacted  
    the child’s body image and  
    self-talk

Discomfort with One’s  
Reflection

Feeling uneasy while looking 
at one’s body, wanting to hide 
the body, and feeling discon-
nected from one’s reflection

The Need to Continually  
Change the Body

A desire to attain “flawless”  
looks and a preoccupation with  
achieving the perfect self and body

Moving Towards Acceptance Accepting the body through a 
long, slow, and difficult process; 
coming to appreciate the body

Table 1
Theme Description
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what they saw in the mirror, what they wished to see, and 
what is socially desirable.
	 Participants often expressed a wish to appear 
skinnier. One participant (age 20, White) said “I happen 
to have a little bit of a pouch and that bothers me and my 
arms are a little too big.” Similarly, another participant 
(age 18, African American) stated “I wish everything 
about myself was smaller … I wish my nose was smaller 
and maybe my face was narrower. I wish my chest was 
smaller and also my thighs.” Another participant (age 19, 
Middle Eastern) said “I have wide hips and I wish it could 
be smaller.” The wish to be smaller seems to stem from 
cultural messages that idealize and promote thin bodies. 
Another participant referenced and compared herself to 
celebrities to judge what is considered beautiful.

A lot of it’s [beauty standards] influenced by the 
media, like what bodies are trendy right now.  
I would look at celebrities like Britney Spears, 
for example, and I’d be like well I’m bigger 
than Britney Spears so then I guess I must be fat  
(age 20, biracial Asian and European).

I recently lost a lot of weight so I feel a lot more 
confident and I feel like people can see that or 
can sense it at least and I just feel like lately, I’ve 
been getting a lot more attention than I used to 
get (age 19, Latinx). 

When I have enough money, I will get my facial 
features fixed into a more appropriate way, ones 
that match how I want myself to look on the  
exterior. Kind of like a skinnier face, maybe like 
bigger eyes, like a major insecurity for Asian 
women. Facial features could be a little bit more 
Western because I guess that that’s the main-
stream standard of beauty is Western standard.

Yeah, that’s true as well… a lot of the Asian 
women I see in the media who I would consid-
er as beautiful, the way that I look is far below 

Some women cited advantages when they comply with 
cultural beauty standards or are conventionally attractive.

Participants who were racial minorities often compared 
themselves to Western beauty ideals, often wishing to look 
more Western. They also noted feeling not beautiful in 
White contexts. One participant (age 22, Asian) reported  
wishing to change her appearance to fit with Western  
ideals and was insecure about her Asian facial features:

When asked, “Would that be true if you were living in 
Asia too?” she responded, 

The theme further captures external sources that influence  
participants’ body experiences. One participant (age 20, 
African American) said “I don’t like that most of my 
jeans like the ones that I’m wearing are ripped on the 
sides because I have thicker thighs and nobody seems  
to make jeans that are my size.” Another participant  
(age 20, African American) reflected on the messages  
she received from her dentist about closing the gap in her 
teeth: 

what they look… Asian beauty standards are 
heavily influenced by Western standards.

There was a time where I didn’t like them... 
Like every time the dentist would be like  
“Oh, do you want to get them closed?” I’m like 
“No no no like this is who I am. Like why would 
I close them?” Like all of this and then my dad 
also has a gap and so does his mom my grandma 
so it’s just like this generational thing that’s very 
special. 

She’s super thin, weighs like 90 pounds or 
something. And so, I always thought that I 

Theme 2: Parental Influence
The MI has two questions that directly ask about the 
maternal and paternal influence of one’s self and body 
representation: Is there anything about the way you 
look that reminds you of your mother? Father? Others?  
(a) Do you feel your mother/father has influenced the way 
you feel about your body? (b) Do you feel your mother/ 
father has influenced the way you feel about yourself  
in general? In response to these questions participants  
described being influenced by their parents’ view of 
themselves, their comments about their body, and the par-
ents’ own body image. While some noted these influences  
as being critical, some noted these influences as being 
positive and protective.

Modeling After the Parents
Many women, both when prompted and spontaneously, 
compared themselves to their mother’s body and reported  
modeling after their mother’s attitude towards her 
body. One woman (age 19) said “I’ve found her to be  
perfect in a lot of ways and I think I’ve always wanted to  
mirror that… growing up as a teenager I’ve always kind of  
envied her body.” The modeling behavior was also  
present in the wish to get cosmetic surgery, as another 
woman (age 20) pointed out: “She got a breast reduction 
and so, last year, I got a breast reduction. I’m sure there’s 
a connection there.” For women whose bodies are differ-
ent from their mothers’, some reported this difference as 
a source of insecurity:
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In addition to comparing oneself to the mother’s body, 
participants also reported modeling after their mother’s 
body image. One woman (age 20) noted, “I’ve definitely 
been shaped by her opinions of herself and the way she 
views her body.” Another participant (age 20) said:

The following excerpt highlights the intergenerational 
transmission of self-objectification: 

This participant recognized how having similar bodies 
to one’s mother may lead to psychic enmeshment, and 
she stated a wish for individuation. She (age 23) shared 
“When you physically look like your mom, you think that 
you are her and I’m trying to establish myself as my own 
person.”

The Influence of Parental Attitudes Towards the  
Child’s Body
Another pattern was the impact of parents’  
comments on participants’ body appearance such as their 
body weight, hair, facial features, and clothing prefer-
ences. Participants reported that they were heavily influ-
enced by the direct and indirect comments their parents 
made. One woman (age 19) noted how she was affected 
by her father’s remarks on her body weight, and feels  
insecure as a result: “The time when I was struggling a lot 
like the comments my dad made really affected the way 
I saw my body.” 
	 Another participant (age 23) expressed how her 
mother influenced her thoughts towards her body such 
as having self-doubt about looking a certain way, not 
doing enough to achieve a “better” look, and confusion 
around her body weight and its meaning. She stated her 
mother was “always getting me thinking, ‘is there a better  
version of myself out there and I’m not seeking it out?’ 
Am I settling for less if I don’t weigh a certain pound or 
look a certain way?’”

would be that way because I’m a girl. So then 
when I went through puberty and I discovered 
that I was curvier, I was very insecure about that 
because I was never taught to believe that those 
were beautiful (age 20).

She has always been really worried about her 
weight. I think she doesn’t have a very good  
image of her body weight. So, I think that at 
least used to influence me a lot because we have 
very similar bodies.

“These women [mother and grandmother] in 
my life who were always like… we have to look 
good. You have to keep changing yourself… 
how can we be better physically?” (age 19)     

She would be really understanding so every 
time I look at myself in the mirror, I don’t try 
to criticize myself so much but rather think how 
my mom would see it and how kind she would 
be with me.

	 Participants also noted feeling conflicted about 
their personal choices and their parent’s requests about 
their body appearance. As one participant (age 20) shared 
“My dad never allowed me to cut my hair, so every time 
I do my hair in a messy way, I remember his voice telling 
me to get my hair down.” 
	 A significant pattern was the parent’s role in  
protecting their child from body dissatisfaction by  
providing words of encouragement. This role was mostly 
found in the mother and less uncommonly in the father. 
Participants cited how impactful their mother’s words 
were. One participant (age 20) said “She’s always been 
like just be confident and take care of yourself. And that 
goes a long way.” Another woman (age 20) said “It’s  
really good to have someone who lifts you up, constantly  
lifts you up, constantly tells you how beautiful you  
are, how smart you are, how hardworking you are.”  
Another woman (age 20) said “She has always been my 
biggest fan.” 
	 When participants reported feeling insecure 
about their body, they reflected on how their parents lifted 
them up. One woman (age 19) noted, “She always com-
pliments me even if I don’t feel like I look my best… 
she always makes me feel like I look beautiful.” Another  
woman (age 20) reflected on a moment with her father 
“I was saying I’m fat and none of my clothes fit and he 
stopped me and he said that my intrinsic value is not 
about my body.”
	 It seems as though parental encouragement has 
a lasting impact on how women view themselves. One 
woman (age 20) noted how her mother’s acceptance 
shapes how she talks to herself:

Theme 3: Discomfort with One’s Reflection
This theme reflects participants’ difficulty with their 
body’s visible features and their difficulty engaging  
with their own reflection in the mirror. The majority of 
participants referred to their body as if it is a facade to 
prepare and present to the world. They expressed an  
intentional use of clothing and accessories to hide the 
body or appear a certain way. One woman (age 20) said 
“I like that the jeans actually hide my stomach. I don’t 
feel the need to suck in or anything.”
	 In many cases they expressed how they thought 
others would view them. This participant (age 22)  
implied her body insecurity stemmed from comments she 
received about her body during high school:
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Back in high school, my weight was something 
that a lot of people made fun of me for both at 
school and at home. It was definitely a very big 
insecurity for me where I just wouldn’t want to 
look at myself in the mirror.

I’ve never been particularly fond of how I 
looked and I don’t really think it was a big deal 
for me until I started 8th grade. I’ve always 
been a perfectionist but then—the perfectionism  
was kind of projected onto myself and my  
appearance.

	 A number of participants reported feeling  
uncomfortable due to the nature of the interview which 
required them to look at their bodies while answering 
the questions. One woman (age 20) described the experi-
ence as “confrontational” while another woman (age 18) 
found herself looking away from the reflection. Another 
participant (age 19) said “This mirror kind of makes me 
look a little short. I’ve struggled with body image a lot 
so looking at myself for a long-time kind of makes me 
uncomfortable.” They also reported feeling disconnected 
from their body. In answer to the question if the image 
in the mirror reflected who she is, one woman (age 22)  
responded “They’re very detached. Like two opposite 
people.” Another participant (age 21) stated “I feel like I 
don’t always feel so connected to what I see.”

Theme 4: The Need to Continually Change the Body
This theme captures participants’ reported desire to  
attain flawless looks. High performance standards and 
critical self-evaluations are also captured in this theme. 
The desire to perfect the body and the preoccupation 
with achieving that perfect self was apparent as the  
mirror offered an opportunity to contemplate opportuni-
ties to change the body and to reflect on how they are seen 
by others. In reference to their appearance, participants 
expressed their desire to change how they look, act upon 
their body, and alter how they presented themselves to 
the world. These references were most recurrent as all 20 
participants spontaneously mentioned the wish to change 
something about their appearance. Some of these refer-
ences included wishes such as losing weight, dyeing hair, 
changing clothing style, and getting cosmetic procedures 
such as botox, rhinoplasty, double eyelid surgery, and 
breast implants. One woman (age 21) specified “I wish 
my waist was a little smaller and my face was a little thin-
ner. If I had $20,000 more to spend on plastic surgery, 
I would totally take it up.”
	 Another point that participants shared pertained 
to perfectionism and its influence on one’s self and body 
experience, starting at adolescence. One woman (age 18) 
reflected:

	 Another participant (age 21) expressed: “Every 
reflective surface I see, I look at myself, [and] make sure 
I still look presentable. I never wear casual clothes…  
I always just look put together.”
	 In addition to always wanting to look present-
able, another participant cited the comparative aspect of 
perfectionism. This theme captures the worry that other  
people seem to be more desirable and that the self is  
inadequate. One woman (age 20) said “I could always 
look better. There’s always someone who’s more attrac-
tive.”

Theme 5: Moving Towards Acceptance
Many participants implied that accepting their bodies was 
a long, slow, and difficult process for various reasons. As 
one participant (age 19) reflected on this process, she 
shared that looking at her reflection in the mirror “feels 
very therapeutic, but it also brings up a lot of emotion; 
it’s also prideful. [I’m] a little happy because it’s taken 
a long time to get me very comfortable with my body.” 
She described starting to accept her body one part at a 
time: “Just this summer, I [was] really comfortable with 
wearing a bathing suit, which I wasn’t comfortable a long 
time ago just because of my stomach...I feel like that was 
the turning point.”
	 In this process, some participants individuated 
from their parents’ influence and attitude towards their 
body. The same participant contrasted her own body im-
age and that of her mother: “She associated confidence 
with smaller bodies. I have that same mentality, but I’m 
trying to shift that.”
	 Appreciating the body’s functionality suggested 
acceptance of one’s body as one participant shared (age 
20): “I like my hands because they help me to write which 
is how I communicate with the world.” Participants also 
reflected that becoming comfortable with their bodies is a 
learning process: “I learned to like my body and become 
comfortable with it, accept it for what it is because I can’t 
change it if I don’t like the way it is and accept the way 
it is.” Another participant (age 19) said “I’m partial to 
my calves and I’m slowly… learning to love my calves.” 
Another woman (age 20) got teary when she looked in the 
mirror: “I am in this body. I will always be in this body. 
And so of course, it’s integral to who I am.”  
	 Some participants shared that they became more 
comfortable with their bodies as they became aware 
of cultural conditioning and were able to accept their  
natural features. An African American woman (age 20) 
described her realizations about her choices in presenting 
her body, stating “I realized I really don’t like shaving… 
when I talk to her [younger sister in middle school] I’m 
just like ‘No, own it. That’s your hair. Like it’s okay.’” 
Further, she explained how she got her hair straightened 
in America because she had difficulty managing her hair 
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I didn’t get to appreciate my natural hair and 
what it means to me and what it means to my 
sister and how I can show her that she can em-
brace it too. So when I started to realize that,  
I cut it all off and she also cut hers off so we 
were doing it together and just embracing who 
we are and what we’re born with.

but eventually embraced it: 

Participants recognized that their appearance does not 
capture the entirety of who they are. One woman (age 18) 
reflected, “It’s hard to pin myself to my appearance. I feel 
like my appearance doesn’t have much to do with who 
I am.” Another woman (age 19) said “All that is in the 
mirror are looks, but there’s so much more to what”s like 
beyond… all my personality traits, humor, my strength, 
what I can provide for someone, the connection I have 
with people. There’s just a lot more than looks.”

Discussion

This study aimed to explore embodiment and body  
image in emerging adulthood women. More specifically, 
we set out to examine the factors that affect body image 
and the thoughts and feelings that arise in participants as 
they look at their reflection in the mirror. Data demon-
strated a range of experiences surrounding body image, 
and these were qualitatively coded with reflexive thematic  
analysis methodology. 
	 The data revealed that participants expressed 
the desire to be smaller, thinner, and more aligned with 
Western beauty ideals. Participants reported feeling  
inadequate in light of cultural beauty standards. Fur-
thermore, participants compared themselves with their  
mother’s bodies and modeled after their body image.  
Parents’ comments about their child’s body were shown 
to be both a protective and harmful factor for the  
participant’s body image and self-talk. While looking in 
the mirror, some participants felt unease, they wanted to 
hide their body and felt disconnected from their reflec-
tions. They reported a desire and a preoccupation with 
attaining flawless looks. Finally, the last theme suggests 
that accepting and appreciating the body was a long, 
slow, and difficult process. 

Cultural Influences
Themes around cultural and parental influences  
on body image included an abundance of descriptive 
quotes. Particularly evident was the influence of Western 
beauty standards, manifested in participants’ wishes to 
be smaller, their tendency to look at celebrities as mod-
els of beauty, and their citing the social advantages of  

being conventionally attractive. This finding is consistent 
with extant research suggesting that women perceived 
that physical attractiveness and thinness resulted in  
being viewed as “competent, likable, and date-able”  
(Haworth-Hoeppner, 2000; Rubin et al., 2004).
	 Specifically, some ethnic minorities suggested 
feeling inadequate in light of Western beauty standards. 
One Asian American participant wished to change her  
facial features so they looked more Western, as she said, 
“in a more appropriate way.” The internalization of  
Western beauty ideals is linked to body dissatisfaction 
among Asian American women (Jefferson & Stake, 2009; 
Nouri et al., 2011), and the internalization of beauty stan-
dards and body surveillance are factors that lead Asian 
Americans to consider cosmetic surgery (Ko & Wei, 
2020). The influence of Western beauty standards may be 
particularly salient among young Asian women; one study 
found more than 70% of cosmetic procedures in China 
were performed on high school and college-age women 
(Wen, 2013). Additionally, the lack of representation in 
Western media may itself be detrimental to self-image 
(Mok, 1998). However, there is some evidence that Asian 
media influences young Chinese women’s body image 
more than Western media (Jackson et al., 2020) and that 
body image dissatisfaction may be higher among Asian 
American women who identify more strongly with tra-
ditional Asian values (Lau et al., 2006). Additionally, the 
internalization of beauty standards and body surveillance 
are potential factors that influence Asian Americans’  
decisions regarding cosmetic surgery (Ko & Wei, 2020). 
The influence of Western beauty standards may be  
particularly salient among young Asian women; one 
study found more than 70% of cosmetic procedures in 
China were performed on high school and college-age 
women (Wen, 2013).
	 Additionally, African American participants 
implied that certain infrastructures are complicit, know-
ingly or unknowingly, in perpetuating rigid beauty  
standards. One African American woman reflected on 
how her dentist repeatedly asked if she wanted the gap 
in her front teeth closed and another African American 
woman expressed that clothing companies do not make 
jeans in her size. Such statements convey an awareness of 
American elitism and experiences of cultural assimilation, 
often without choice. Western beauty standards are sewn 
into the fabric of society, and literature demonstrates that 
African American women tend to evaluate themselves 
based on Eurocentric ideals (Dunn et al., 2019).

Parental Influences
Another significant influence on participants’ embod-
iment was their parental representations. In the current 
sample, mothers seemed to have more of an influence 
on their daughter’s body image than fathers. Extant re-
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search tends to focus exclusively on maternal influence 
or not differentiate between the respective contribution 
of mothers and fathers to their daughters’ body image  
(e.g., Abraczinskasas et al., 2012; Cooley et al., 2008).
	 Mothers influence their daughters’ body image 
in a variety of ways. Participants were influenced by their 
mothers’ attitudes towards their own body, their mother’s  
bodies, their mother’s view of their daughters, and 
comments made about physical appearance. A study of  
African American girls suggests that their maternal care-
givers may act as beauty standards whom girls measure 
themselves against (Pope et al., 2014). A main finding in 
the current study was that both the mother’s body-related  
behaviors, such as cosmetic surgery, and the mother’s  
attitude towards her own body served as models for 
daughters’ attitudes and behaviors towards their own 
bodies. Recent research also shows that mothers’ mod-
eling of weight concerns and comments about their 
daughters’ weight is linked with elevated body image 
concerns in preadolescent girls (McLaughin et al., 2015).  
Similarly, Walters et al. (2020) suggest that when mothers 
express negative thoughts about their own bodies, their 
daughters develop similar negative attitudes because they 
think that they look like their mothers. In line with this 
finding, Arroyo and Andersen (2016) found that mothers’ 
and daughters’ self-objectification was positively related 
to one another. Additionally, daughters reported higher 
levels of self-objectification when they perceived their 
mothers to be less caring. 
	 Results regarding paternal representations were 
multifaceted: some participants reported that their fathers’ 
comments about their bodies made them feel empowered, 
whereas others reported feeling insecure. Consistent with 
the finding that paternal influence can have an effect on 
body-related outcomes later in life, Siegel et al. (2021) 
reported that fathers’ comments about their daughters’ 
weight were linked with weight dissatisfaction and drive 
for thinness in adolescence and adulthood. Despite this 
potential for negative influence, research also suggests 
that fathers can have a role in cultivating positive body 
image, perhaps by cultivating self-esteem, empower-
ment, and egalitarian ideas of gender roles (Steinhilber et 
al., 2020). 
	 Overall, parents have an important role in the 
development of positive and negative body image.  
Previous research has demonstrated that memories of 
both parents being warm and positively expressive has 
been linked with decreased media internalization, and 
decreased body dissatisfaction in undergraduate women 
(Mc-Birney-Goc, 2016). Similarly, the present study’s 
findings provide a narrative around the ways in which 
young women feel that their parents impact their body 
image, and this can have implications for their overall 
mental health.

Objectification & Body Representations
Multiple themes were highlighted as participants 
looked at their reflections in the mirror. The theme 
discomfort with one’s reflection revealed that partici-
pants felt uncomfortable regarding their body’s visible  
features. Moreover, several participants reported discom-
fort in front of the mirror because it heightened the focus 
on the body and concomitant thoughts about how it is  
perceived by others. For example, one participant  
described the experience as “confrontational,” another 
participant felt herself looking away from her reflection, 
and another participant explicitly stated that looking 
in the mirror for an extended period of time made her  
uncomfortable. Previous studies report similar situational  
triggers for self-objectification and feelings of body 
shame such as trying on a swimsuit in a dressing room 
or even in imaginative contexts like envisioning oneself 
on the beach or in a dressing room (Frederickson et al., 
1998; Tiggemann & Lynch, 2001). 
	 Findings from this study also provided a nar-
rative on how young women experience and internalize 
the ideal body image put forth by the media. Participants 
compared themselves with celebrity figures in the media 
such as Britney Spears, which aligns with the tripartite 
influence model (van den Berg et al., 2002). 
	 More recently, pictures, videos, and live streams 
on social media represent mirrors that, like the MI, could 
trigger self-objectification and uncomfortable feelings.  
In a study by Bell et al. (2018), a third of the participants’ 
most recent Instagram posts were self-objectifying, and 
gaining more likes on selfies was associated with the  
increased posting of objectifying self-images. Our study 
has shown that young women are constantly preoccupied 
with their image and are thinking about how they can  
attain their ideal appearance. The data suggest that young 
women are perfectionistic towards their bodies. Whenever  
they engage in self-reflection, their body surveillance 
increases. This illustrates how objectification may be 
impacting young women in today’s world. One partici-
pant expressed, “If I had, like, $20,000 more to spend 
on plastic surgery, I would, like, totally take it up.” The 
American Academy of Facial Plastic and Reconstructive  
Surgery (2013) reported increased requests for surgery 
such as rhinoplasties due to photo sharing on social  
media (Walker et al., 2019). Existing literature confirms 
that this objectifying stance is persistent and pervasive 
for women (Calogero et al., 2011). In one qualitative  
investigation, participants who were asked to write about 
their appearance frequently made comparisons to the 
norm, evaluative statements of their appearance, and  
described the body as a “project” to be manipulated  
(Alleva et al., 2019).
	 Alongside these themes of objectification ran 
accounts of body acceptance, described as a long process 
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of unlearning body shame. This process is often one of 
individuation, where women evaluate the messages re-
ceived by their parents and culture as they enter emerg-
ing adulthood. As participants developed an awareness 
around the cultural conditioning, they noted developing 
body appreciation and this has particular importance 
for young women of color. For example, one African  
American participant described how she “owned” her  
natural hair. This process is described in the litera-
ture where the negative effects of acculturation may be  
mediated by one’s level of acceptance of the dominant 
culture’s beauty standards (Pope et al., 2014; Rubin et 
al., 2004) Women’s embracement of their ethnic values, 
if it supports a multifaceted view of beauty, can be a  
protective factor against body dissatisfaction. For example,  
Pope et al. (2014) suggested that African American  
adolescent girls experience less body dissatisfaction than 
other racial groups because aspects of African American 
culture emphasize larger body ideals. Another study with 
Latina girls ages 14 to 16 revealed an overwhelming  
consensus that a slender but curvy figure is the ideal 
body type in Latin culture and that European Americans  
value unnaturally thin physiques (Romo et al., 2016). 
While young women’s recognition of their own culture’s 
beauty ideals can support their self-esteem and also  
protect them from internalizing Western beauty ideals 
and body dissatisfaction (Pope et al., 2014; Rubin et al., 
2004), it remains equally important that young women 
are exposed to multiple possibilities of beauty in order 
to promote body appreciation that is not tied to a strict 
body ideal. For instance, a Latina woman who perceives 
a curvy figure as the desirable body ideal may feel inad-
equate if her body does not match this standard, high-
lighting the tie between internalization of cultural ideals 
and individual body image (Romo et al., 2016). How  
cultural beauty ideals impact young women varies, and an 
exploration of what young women perceive as the ideal is  
vital in remediating their body image issues and nurturing 
body appreciation. 
	 Overall, the literature has well demonstrated 
that body appreciation is associated with positive mental  
health outcomes (Andrew et al., 2015; Ramseyer  
Winter et al., 2019). Participants expressed that appreciat-
ing their personality helped them see themselves beyond 
their looks. Our qualitative findings extend the literature 
by illustrating how body appreciation is experienced in 
young women.

Limitations
Some limitations of the present study warrant con-
sideration. Certain demographic information such as  
sexuality was not assessed. The racial and ethnic cate-
gorizations used were broad and may have resulted in 
loss of data surrounding the nuances of certain identities.  

For example, a distinction was not made between “Asian” 
and “Asian American,” which precluded comparisons  
between these groups. Considering that sexual and  
cultural identities play a fundamental role in how one 
engages and experiences the world through their bodies, 
the study remains limited in terms of providing a graded  
analysis of the influence of these on young women’s  
narratives. Secondly, though thematic analysis offers a 
rich point of entry into the experiences of this understud-
ied topic, it is unable to account for within-subject narra-
tive contradictions, and researcher subjectivity inevitably  
influences the interpretation of the data. Finally, another 
limitation of this study was the effects of being videotaped 
on participants’ self-consciousness. While participants 
did not refer to the presence of the video cameras, the 
nature of the MI, coupled with the fact that participants 
were videotaped, could have exacerbated their self-con-
sciousness and negative self-talk. 

Implications & Future Research
The present study’s qualitative use of the MI to exam-
ine the cultural and intergenerational roots of body 
dissatisfaction is a unique contribution to the existing  
literature (Kernberg et al., 2006), and the results are  
relevant to both clinical practice and future research. 
Overall, the findings demonstrated that, for a young 
woman, the mirror experience is nuanced and charged 
with various internalization of messages. It is vital to 
shed light on the range of thought categories, such as  
perfectionism, body ideals, and comparisons that can 
come up in this population’s internal world. Additionally,  
it is important to highlight that healing body image  
issues is a process, and may not be linear. Clinicians and 
community advocates who work with young women can 
expand on these findings by exposing the difficulties that 
young women can experience on a day to day basis when 
interacting with their reflection. In therapeutic work,  
clinicians can benefit from attending to young women’s 
narratives around how parental relationships impact their 
body image, as the data has illustrated that young women 
have experiences of internalizing the messages that they 
have received from their caregivers. 
	 Further, incorporating a cultural lens and help-
ing women develop awareness of the cultural messaging 
they receive appears critical to the development of body 
image. Especially among minority populations, these  
cultural messages are often layered from multiple differ-
ent sources. The present study highlights the potential 
effects of these complexities on young women’s body 
image. Young women’s connection to their culture and its 
embodiment-related values may foster resilience in the 
face of challenging media messages.
	 Future research may seek to explore the nuances 
of emerging adult women’s experiences in other domains, 
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such as in virtual media, as the self-as-seen may be highly 
salient in social media and other virtual domains. Addi-
tionally, more research is needed to understand the pro-
cess of acquiring body acceptance, including the mecha-
nisms, catalysts, or turning points that lead young women 
to develop acceptance and embrace an appreciation of the 
cultural and parental imprints on their bodies. 
	 One vital avenue for such acceptance, for  
instance, has been demonstrated through faith and body 
image research, wherein women who had reported  
to have a more secure relationship with their faith 
were more likely to report body appreciation and love  
(Tiggeman & Hage, 2019; Akrawi, Potter & Touyz, 2015). 
Prospective studies can further explore young womens’ 
experience and relationship with faith, and elicit the  
factors that support a healthy embodiment experience.

Conclusion 

The present study has illustrated some ways that young 
women reflect on their body image. This study included  
racially and ethnically diverse participants, offering  
a platform for minority experiences. The qualitative  
methodology offers a rich, nuanced account  
of participants’ experiences, which is a unique contribu-
tion to the existing literature. Capturing these experiences 
in front of a mirror also potentially increases the saliency  
of body-related issues which is a powerful primer for  
participants. The main themes in our findings are that 
participants struggled with looking at their reflections, 
they had predominantly negative attitudes towards their 
appearance and body image history, and some did not feel 
connected to their reflections. This study has also shown 
that rampant messages that uphold the ideal Western 
body become activated as women look at themselves and,  
often, they cannot comfortably look at their own reflec-
tion and fully accept their bodies. 	
	 In today’s world, where reflections are every-
where, especially in social media, body image-related 
mental health disorders such as eating disorders and body 
dysmorphia are on the rise (Himanshu et al., 2020). Youth 
are seeking out methods such as cosmetics, clothing, and 
surgeries to constantly alter their bodies at a high rate 
(Markey & Markey, 2009). Emerging adult women are 
faced with omnipresent messages from culture and par-
ents that impact their embodied sense of self. It is vital to 
intentionally explore how these messages get reinforced 
and are lived through the bodies of young women so we 
can shed light on the pathways of healing.
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Appendix

The Mirror Interview:
(Kernberg et al., 2006)

1.	 Do you like looking at yourself in the mirror?
2.	 What do you like about the way you look?
3.	 What do you like about what you are wearing?
4.	 What don’t you like about the way you look?
5.	 Is there anything about the way you look that reminds you of your mother? Father? Others?
	 a)   Do you feel your mother/father has influenced the way you feel about your body?
	 b)   Do you feel your mother/father has influenced the way you feel about yourself in general?
6.	 Do you feel that others like you and find you attractive?
	 a)   Do you feel loved and cherished?
7.	 Do you feel that the image in the mirror reflects who you are?
	 a)   Do you feel that the image in the mirror is fatter or thinner than you actually are?
	 b)   Do you feel that the image in the mirror is older or younger than you actually are?
8.	 Do you feel that the image in the mirror reflects how you want to look?
9.	 Do you feel that the image in the mirror has nothing to do with you?
10.	 Do you feel that the image in the mirror can have a life of its own?	
	 a)   Do you feel that the image in the mirror can move when you are standing still 
	       and stand still when you move?
11.	 How have you felt standing and seeing yourself in the mirror? 






