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Abstract
Memories are not always accurately recalled, and one factor that influences memory is the goal of retrieval. Evidence suggests that
retrieving amemory to fit a social goal affects the content that is recollected, yet the nature of this effect, andwhether this effect remains
stable over time, is not fully understood. To this end, we compared the effect of retrieving a complex event (i.e., a narrative) motivated
by a social versus an accuracy goal both immediately and after a 24-hour consolidation period. Three groups of young adults encoded
audio narratives and recalled these narratives immediately (Session 1) and again after a 24-hour delay (Session 2). One group recalled
the narratives to meet a social goal across both sessions (social); another group recalled the narratives for an accuracy goal across both
sessions (accuracy); and a final group initially recalled the narratives for a social goal (Session 1) and then for an accuracy goal (Session
2;mixed).We found no effect of group on the number of details that described the overall theme (central details); however, a social goal
significantly reduced the number of specific (episodic) details and altered the order in which the details were described. When the goal
of retrieval changed across session (i.e., mixed group), the reduction in specific details remained but not the effect on detail order. These
results demonstrate that socially motivated memory retrieval selectively alters the specific episodic content contained in the memory,
leaving intact the thematic knowledge and overall structure of the memory.
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Episodic memory retrieval is considered to be a reconstructive
process (Schacter & Addis, 2007), such that the same experi-
ence can be recollected with different content depending on
how it is remembered. This is an adaptive mnemonic function
that allows past experiences to be accessed in a variety of
ways to fit a person’s current retrieval goals (Bluck & Alea,
2002; Pillemer, 2001; Prebble et al., 2013; Sheldon et al.,
2019). Some studies have illustrated this function by showing
that people change how they described memories depending
on the characteristics of who is listening to them (Pasupathi &
Hoyt, 2010; Pasupathi & Oldroyd, 2015). Other studies have
done so by manipulating the questions asked about a memory
(e.g., Rudoy et al., 2009). Finally, a large body of work has
examined how inducing different goals at retrieval can affect
the content recovered from a memory (e.g., Dudukovic et al.,
2004; Wade & Clark, 1993). In the current study, we focus on

examining the effect of retrieving memories to fulfill a social
goal (Alea & Bluck, 2003; Bluck et al., 2005).

It is commonly found that people tend to recall past expe-
riences less accurately when in social situations than when
recalling a memory in nonsocial situations (Marsh, 2007).
One study explored how and why participants spontaneously
recalled memories and found that memories told to friends—
for a social purpose—tended to be recalled with memory dis-
tortions, including exaggerations or oversimplifications
(Marsh & Tversky, 2004). Another study compared how nar-
ratives were recalled when given an entertainment or accuracy
goal (Dudukovic et al., 2004). In the former condition, partic-
ipants were encouraged to recount the story as entertainingly
as possible, which is often the case when recalling memories
socially, whereas in the latter condition, participants were en-
couraged to be as accurate as possible when recounting the
narratives. The narratives recalled in the entertainment condi-
tion contained fewer perceptual details and were less accurate
than those recalled in the accuracy condition, even though the
entertainment condition was associated with higher ratings of
retrieval certainty. These findings suggest that introducing a
social context encourages an individual to recall their experi-
ences in a flexible manner, leading to more distorted
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recollections than retrieving narratives for the purpose of ac-
curacy (also see Marsh et al., 2005; Tversky & Marsh, 2000).

However, there remain open questions as to how social
retrieval goals affect detailed memory recall. One question is
whether a social goal affects certain types of details contained
within a memory, particularly complex memories that contain
a variety of information. An accepted detail division within
complex events is between those that describe the overall
event structure (i.e., the gist or theme)—central details—and
those that describe specific sensory or contextual aspects (i.e.,
details peripheral to the story)—specific details. Studies have
indicated that central and specific details are supported by
different processing mechanisms and prone to different for-
getting rates, with central details retained more robustly in
memory and less subject to distortion than specific details
(Alba & Hasher, 1983; Sekeres et al., 2016; Conway et al.,
1991; Thorndyke, 1977; for related emotional memory re-
search, see Burke et al., 1992; Christianson, 1992; Heuer &
Reisberg, 1992). Since specific details of a memory are more
likely to be forgotten than central details (Sekeres et al., 2016;
Thorndyke, 1977), we reason that recovery of specific details
from a memory is selectively affected by a retrieval goal.

Another question concerning the effects of a social retrieval
goal on memory recall is the duration of the effect. The act of
retrieval can alter the underlying memory trace such that cer-
tain details are added or excluded as a function of the overall
content that is recalled (Dudai & Eisenberg, 2004). In other
words, when a memory is constructed with a certain set of
details, these details will be strengthened within the memory
trace, while any details that are not retrieved will be weakened
and potentially removed from that memory. This hypothesis is
supported by evidence demonstrating that updating a memory
leads to previously encoded events integrating new informa-
tion made available at retrieval, resulting in the distortion of
that memory (for a classic example, see Loftus et al., 1978; for
a review, see Schacter et al., 2011). Thus, we are interested in
how a memory is initially retrieved to an induced retrieval
goal will affect subsequent retrievals.

Current study

The current study sought to explore how a social retrieval goal
affects the types of details recalled from a complex memory, and
whether this effect is maintained over time despite possible
changes to the retrieval goal. We first hypothesized that a social
retrieval goal will affect the number of specific (peripheral) de-
tails used to recall a narrative, but not the number of central
details (i.e., details pertaining to the core structure of a memory).
Secondly, we hypothesized that inducing a social retrieval goal
will impact access to details at a later retrieval time point, even
when the retrieval goal changes. To test these hypotheses, we
designed a between-groups experiment to compare the

performance of three separate groups of participants: an accuracy
group, a social group, and a mixed group. Participants in the
accuracy group were instructed to recollect previously encoded
narratives as accurately as possible, both immediately (Retrieval
1) and 24 hours (Retrieval 2) after encoding. Participants
assigned to the social group were instructed to recall the narra-
tives as if they were talking with a close friend at both time
points. Finally, those assigned to the mixed group first recalled
the narratives as if theywere talkingwith a close friend (Retrieval
1), and then were instructed to recall the narratives as accurately
as possible 24 hours later (Retrieval 2), thereby altering the re-
trieval goal.

The narrative descriptions were scored for central and
specific details, allowing us to examine how certain re-
trieval goals alter the types of details used to recall mem-
ories. Additionally, we examined the order in which par-
ticipants recounted the details when describing the narra-
tives. Finally, as an exploratory analysis, we assessed the
style in which the narratives were described with an auto-
mated text analysis tool (Linguistic Inquiry and Word
Count [LIWC]; Pennebaker et al., 2015). Based on past
research indicating that social retrieval goals affect the
emotional tone and formality of memory recollections
(Dudukovic et al., 2004; Marsh & Tversky, 2004), we
focused on two LIWC metrics that assess these dimen-
sions: tone (positive/negative) and formality (casual, sim-
ple language/formal and logical thinking).

Material and methods

Participants

Sixty-three participants (11 males; mean age = 21.1, SE = 0.35;
mean years of education = 14.6, SE = 0.24) were recruited either
from the McGill University human participant pool or from on-
line advertisements. Four participants were excluded from the
final sample due to attrition (n = 3) and experimenter error (n =
1). Each participantwas randomly assigned to either the accuracy
(N = 24), social (N = 24), or mixed group (N = 15). Our sample
size of 24 per groupwas estimated based on previous studies that
reported similar effects using a between-subjects design (Adams
et al., 1997); however, we were unable to reach our planned
sample size for the mixed group due to laboratory closure from
the COVID-19 pandemic. All participants were fluent English
speakers and free from neuropsychological or psychiatric disor-
ders. Participants were either compensated with course credit or
at the rate of $10/hour.

Stimuli

Two distinct story narratives were adapted from Speer and
Zacks (2005) that depict everyday life events centering around
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a protagonist; a person receiving a present and a person
searching for a job (for full story descriptions, see Speer &
Zacks, 2005). We created two separate versions of each story:
one version narrated and audio-recorded by a female protago-
nist, and a second version narrated and audio-recorded by a
male protagonist. For each version, we created a title that would
serve as a retr ieval cue (e.g. , “Jim Gets a New
Computer”; “Larry Is Searching for a Job”). All stories were
approximately the same length (ranging between 197 to 222
seconds; see Table 1 for story characteristics). The stories were
parsed according to specific details (specific elements of the
story; e.g., “Larry didn’t want to be a doctor”) and thematic
units (overarching themes or “central” details; e.g., “Larry is
thinking of job options”) and were then scored according to
the guidelines informed by the Logical Memory Test, a subtest
of the Wechsler Memory Scale (Wechsler, 2009).

Procedure

This experiment was conducted over two sessions across 24
hours. Session 1 included an encoding and initial retrieval
phase (Retrieval 1), while Session 2 involved an additional
retrieval phase (Retrieval 2; see Fig. 1 for a schematic of the
design). The task was designed and administered using E-
Prime 2.0 software.

Encoding phase Participants were told they were going to
listen to two stories. Female participants heard the female
version of the stories, and male participants heard the male
version. They were instructed to remember the stories in as
much detail as possible for a later retrieval task. Critically,
participants were not informed of the retrieval goal (i.e., so-
cial, accuracy) at this time. Once they were ready to begin,
they were fitted with headphones and began listening to the
narratives. The narrative titles were presented visually on the
computer screen for 5 seconds, followed by the audio-recording
of the story narratives. Each storywas presented twice. At the end
of the second presentation, participants rated how much they
enjoyed the story (1 = not at all to 7 = very much).

Retrieval 1 After an 8-minute delay, during which the partic-
ipants played Sudoku, they were asked to recall the two pre-
viously encoded narratives in as much detail as possible,

according to their assigned retrieval goals (please refer to
Dudukovic et al., 2004, for a detailed description of the
instructions). During this session, the accuracy group received
these instructions: “I would like you to close your eyes and
imagine the story about Jim/Larry you heard earlier. I would
like you to retell this story in a precise manner. It is very
important that you tell the story exactly as it was told to you,
as close to the same words as possible. So be as accurate as
you can. Tell me how you remember this story as if you were
trying to tell someone exactly what happened, almost like you
are narrating a script of the event. It is important to keep this
goal of remembering in mind.” The social and mixed groups
received these instructions: “I would like you to close your
eyes and imagine the story about Jim/Larry you heard earlier.
Now, I want you to imagine a scenario in which you would
talk about this story like it was a memory. I want you to
imagine you are surrounded by your friends. You are com-
fortable and relaxed. One of your friends asks you to tell
everyone about that story of Jim/Larry. Tell me how you
would describe this story in this situation. You don’t need to
tell me the story as it occurred but tell me how you would talk
about the story when socializing with your friends. It is im-
portant to keep this goal of remembering in mind. You may
want to imagine yourself as a storyteller with your friends.”
Participants were given 3 minutes to describe each narrative.
After each recall, participants made Likert ratings about the
vividness of their experience recalling the story (1 = not viv-
idly at all to 7 = very vividly) and the emotional valence of
each story (1 = very sad to 7 = very happy), and then typed out
a short descriptive title for any personal experience they may
have had that reminded them of the story.

Retrieval 2 Participants came back into the lab 24 hours later to
recount the same narratives as the day before, in a randomized
order. As in Session 1, they were given approximately 3 mi-
nutes to recall each story. Participants in the accuracy and
social groups were given the same instructions as in the first
session, thus not changing the retrieval goal. However, partic-
ipants in the mixed group were asked to recall the narratives to
fit an accuracy retrieval goal rather than a social goal, as they
did in Session 1, thereby changing the retrieval goal. After
each recollection, they once again made vividness and emo-
tional valence ratings as well as provided a brief caption of an
associated personal memory.

Scoring

Details The narratives were recorded and subsequently tran-
scribed. They were then scored according to thematic units
and specific details (refer to Table 1). Thematic units, or cen-
tral details, include any details that reflect the general narrative
and broad turning points in the story (e.g., Larry begins build-
ing his CV).

Table 1 Number of specific details and thematic units according to
story

Specific details Thematic units

Jim Gets a New Computer 73 7

Larry Is Searching for a Job 72 7
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Specific details describe the precise happenings of the story
(e.g., recalling the detail “Lauri got a soda”). To further in-
spect how these details were described, we classified any spe-
cific detail that was elaborated upon with information implied
from the story’s details, but never explicitly stated (e.g., stat-
ing “Lauri was sitting at her desk” even though this was not a
detail presented in the narrative) as an “elaboration.” Scores
were tallied for each of these categories and collapsed across
both stories, giving a total score per session for each partici-
pant. Two experimenters coded the stories. Based on a ran-
dom sample of stories, interrater agreement reached 93.6%
(Cohen’s k = .85) for specific details, 100% (Cohen’s k = 1)
for thematic units, and 97.1% agreement for elaboration de-
tails (Cohen’s k = .69), suggesting there was substantial to
near perfect agreement.

Detail order We also examined the order in which the details
were recalled by calculating Pearson correlations between the
order in which the details were recalled and the original detail
order of each story. These correlations were averaged across
stories (i.e., first transformed into Fisher Z scores, averaged,
then transformed back into correlations).

Narrative style scores Participants’ recollections were submit-
ted to the Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count tool (LIWC;
Pennebaker et al., 2015) to examine analytical thinking and
emotional tone (Pennebaker et al., 2014). Analytical thinking
measures the formality of a given text sample, whereas emo-
tional tone measures how positive or negative the overall con-
tent of a text is. These scores are expressed as percentiles,
which were normed over a large sample.

Planned analysis

To test our hypotheses, we ran a series of mixed repeated-
measures analyses of variance (RM ANOVAs) with session (1,
2) as a within-subjects factor and group (social, accuracy, mixed)
as a between-subjects factor on the recollection variable of
interest.

Results

Data cleaning

Visual inspection of the data as well as skewness and kurtosis
scores revealed an adequately normal distribution (skewness <
|3|, kurtosis < |10|; Kline, 2011) based on the number of spe-
cific details recalled, thematic units recalled, and the detail
order correlation for each session. Assumptions of equal var-
iance and independence of datapoints were also satisfied.

Details

Results for each group, detail type (thematic, specific, elabo-
rations) and detail order correlation in Sessions 1 and 2 are
presented in Table 2. We first ran a mixed RM ANOVA, with
group (social, accuracy, mixed) as a between-subjects factor
and session (1, 2) as a within-subjects repeated measures fac-
tor on the average number of thematic units recalled across the
narratives. This analysis revealed no main effect of session,
F(1, 60) = 0.98, p = .331, η2 = .00l, group, F(2, 60) = 16.98, p

Fig. 1 An overview of the experimental design. All participants first
listened to narratives describing life events of two fictional characters.
Participants were then randomly assigned to either the social, mixed, or
accuracy group, which determined their retrieval goals (i.e., the way in

which they were to retrieve the narratives). Each narrative was described
in detail after an 8-minute delay from hearing the stories (Session 1) and
then again 24 hours later (Session 2)
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= .068, η2 = .07, nor an interaction effect between group and
session, F(2, 60) = 1.95, p = .156, η2 = .00.

We ran another mixed RM ANOVA, with session (1, 2) and
group (social, accuracy, mixed) on the average number of spe-
cific details recalled. Although there was no main effect of ses-
sion, F(1, 60) = 2.77, p = .101, η2 = .00, there was a main effect
of group, F(2, 60) = 10.00, p < .001, η2 = .23, which was due to
more specific details recalled in the accuracy than the mixed,
t(60) = 3.63, p < .001, and social groups, t(60) = 3.941, p <
.001. There was also a significant interaction between group
and session, F(2, 60) = 13.93, p <.001, η2 = .03. We ran post
hoc comparisons to further examine this interaction effect, using
false-discovery rate (FDR) corrections (with a false-discovery
rate of .05; Benjamini & Hochberg, 1995). The scores discussed
here remained significant after the FDR corrections, but the un-
corrected p values are reported. In Session 1, the social and
mixed groups reported the same number of specific details,
t(69.4) = −1.55, p = .127, which is not surprising given that both
groups received the same instructions, and both reported fewer
than the accuracy group—comparison to the social group, t(69.4)
= 3.51, p < .001; comparison to the mixed group, t(69.4) = 4.62,
p < .001. In Session 2, the mixed and social groups reported the
same number of specific details, t(69.4) = 1.22, p = .227, while
both the mixed group, t(69.4) = 2.36, p = .021, and the social
group, t(69.4) = 4.10, p < .001, reported fewer specific details
than the accuracy group (see Fig. 2).

We then ran amixedRMANOVAwith session and group on
the average elaboration details recalled. We found an effect of
group,F(2, 60) = 7.81, p < .001, η2= .18, where the social group
differed from both the accuracy, t(60) = −3.92, p < .001, and the
mixed groups, t(60) = −2.15, p = .036, such that more elabora-
tions were generated in the social group than in the other groups
(see Fig. 3). There was nomain effect of session,F(1, 60) = 1.36,
p = .248, η2= .00, nor an interaction between session and group,
F(2, 60) = 2.88, p = .064, η2 = .10.

Finally, to examine the order in which these details were
recalled, we correlated the original detail order for each story
(from 1 to 73) with the participants’ recollection detail order

(from 1 to the last detail recalled) and computed an average
score across stories to obtain averaged correlations for each
session. We conducted a mixed RM ANOVA with group
(social, accuracy, mixed) and session (1, 2) as factors on the
average detail order correlations (see Table 1). There were no
main effects of session, F(1, 60) = 0.12, p = .731, η2 = .00;
however, there was a main effect of group,F(2, 60) = 12.1, p <
.001, η2 = .18, where participants in the social group recalled
details with a lower detail order correlation than the mixed,
t(60) = 2.96, p = .004, and accuracy, t(60) = 4.83, p < .001,
groups. There was also an interaction effect between session
and group, F(2, 60) = 3.73, p = .030, η2 = .04, such that the
mixed and social groups did not differ in detail order in
Session 1, t(118.2) = 0.43, p = .668, but were significantly

Table 2 Means (M) and standard errors (SE) of thematic units, specific details, elaborations, and detail order correlations.

Group Thematic units Specific Elaboration Detail order correlation

M SE M SE M SE M SE

Session 1

Accuracy 10.50 0.31 68.00 3.00 2.21 0.45 0.88 0.01

Mixed 9.67 0.49 42.80 3.61 4.00 0.74 0.79 0.03

Social 9.46 0.38 51.20 3.59 7.08 1.05 0.78 0.03

Session 2

Accuracy 10.20 0.38 62.80 3.42 2.63 0.60 0.85 0.02

Mixed 10.00 0.40 50.00 4.18 3.80 0.73 0.87 0.01

Social 8.88 0.48 43.40 3.77 5.63 0.98 0.71 0.03

Fig. 2 Boxplots of the average number of specific details recalled from
the narratives as a function of group for each retrieval session. The lower
and upper box boundaries represent the 25th and 75th percentiles and the
middle line represents the median
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different in Session 2, t(118.2) = 4.00, p < .001. Thus, the
detail order correlation was higher for the mixed than social
group during this session (see Fig. 4).

Ratings Table 3 describes the averages and standard errors for
the collected ratings of the narratives as a function of group
and session. For the enjoyment ratings, we ran an ANOVA
with group (social, accuracy, mixed) as a factor and found no
effect, F(2, 60) = 0.78, p = .462, η2 = .03. Mixed RM
ANOVAs, with group and session (1, 2) as factors, were run
on the vividness and emotional valence ratings that were col-
lected across sessions. For the vividness ratings, we found an
effect of session, F(1, 60) = 43.95, p < .001, η2 = .11, where
stories were rated as less vivid in Session 2, but no effect of
group, F(2, 60) = 0.10, p = .901, η2 = .003, or interaction
between session and group, F(2, 60) = 0.36, p = .702, η2 =
.00, emerged. For the emotional valence ratings, we found an
effect of session, such that the stories were rated as less pos-
itive in Session 2, F(1, 60) = 12.32, p < .001, η2 = .02. There
was no effect of group, F(2, 60) = 0.1, p = .912, η2 = .003, nor
an interaction effect, F(2, 60) = 0.45, p = .641, η2 = .00.

Narrative style Table 4 describes the means and standard er-
rors for the analyzed variables from the LIWC analysis—
Analytical thinking (hereinafter referred to as Analytic) and
Tone—as a function of group and session. The Analytic score

describes how much a speaker uses formal and logical think-
ing, where a low Analytic score suggests more narrative-like
descriptions. Past research has shown that a social retrieval
goal encourages more narrative-like recollections. The litera-
ture also indicates that there is often a difference in Tone when
comparing an accurate versus a social retrieval orientation,
showing that social retrieval orientations induce more positive
narratives than accurate ones (Dudukovic et al., 2004). Here,
higher scores in Tone reflect more positive narratives.

To examine the Analytic scores, we ran aRM ANOVA,
with session (1, 2) and group (accuracy, social, mixed) as
factors. There was a main effect of group, F(2, 60) = 8.78, p
< .001, η2 = .18, where narratives in the accuracy group were
more formal than narratives in both the mixed, t(60) = 3.12, p
= .003, and social groups, t(60) = 3.89, p < .001. There was
also an effect of session, such that narratives were described in
a more formal fashion in Session 2, F(1, 60) = 4.72, p = .034,
η2 = .02. There was no significant interaction, F(2, 60) = 1.19,
p = .31, η2 = .01. Next, we ran a RM ANOVA on the average
Tone scores. We found an effect of group, F(2, 60) = 3.74, p =
.03, η2 = .08, indicating that the narratives described in the
social group were more positive than those described in the
accuracy group, t(60) = −2.59, p = .012.

Discussion

The current study provides new insight into the influence of
retrieval goals, particularly social retrieval, on the content
recalled from complex episodic memories. In a between-
subjects design, we compared the impact of two retrieval

Fig. 3 Boxplots of the average number of elaborations given for the
recalled narratives as a function of group, averaged across retrieval
session. The lower and upper box boundaries represent the 25th and
75th percentiles and the middle line represents the median

Fig. 4 A line graph illustrating the average detail order correlation in how
the narratives were recalled as a function of group for each retrieval
session. Standard errors are shown
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goals, a social and accuracy goal, on the type and order of
details recalled from narratives as well the narrative style used
during retrieval. We further examined whether the effect of
retrieval goals would persist after a 24-hour delay period,
allowing for deeper consolidation of the narratives, as well
as whether the effect would persist despite a change in the
retrieval goal.

First, we found that a social goal reduced the number of
specific details, but not central details (thematic units),
recalled from a narrative when compared with an accuracy
goal. A social goal also led to a higher number of detail elab-
orations (i.e., details not originally presented at encoding), in
line with previous work suggesting that people in social con-
texts tend to add details or exaggerate a story (Marsh &
Tversky, 2004). Second, we found that a social goal altered
the order in which these details were recalled, such that the
details contained within a narrative recalled for a social pur-
pose deviatedmore from the original order inwhich the details
were encoded than when recall was guided by accuracy.
Following suit, we found that narratives recounted to fit a
social goal were described in a more positive and less formal
style than narratives recounted to fit an accuracy goal.

In general, these results are in line with research indicating
that retrieving a complex episodic memory—in this case, a
narrative—is a dynamic process (Schacter & Addis, 2007;
Sheldon et al., 2019) that is influenced by retrieval context
and goals (Pasupathi & Hoyt, 2010; Dudukovic et al., 2004;

also see Elward & Rugg, 2015; Gurguryan & Sheldon, 2019).
More specifically, we found that retrieving a memory with a
social goal in mind enhanced memory distortions.
Specifically, details reflecting the happenings of a story were
removed or reordered, and narrative elaborations (i.e., false
details) were more abundant (Dudukovic et al., 2004).
Moreover, narratives recalled for a social retrieval goal led
to more idiosyncratic recollections, as indicated by the detail
order correlation analysis. A social goal did not, however,
affect the central thematic elements (details) of a memory,
suggesting that social recollections do not change the plot or
overall gist of a memory. The lack of an effect on the central
details suggests that these details are not prone to distortion,
likely because they are important details that represent what
occurred in a memory (Pillemer, 2003).

We also tested whether the effect of a social retrieval
goal persisted when that goal was changed after a period
of consolidation. When examining how these narratives
were recalled in a second session, 24 hours after encoding
and initial recall, we first found that the effect of a social
retrieval goal on hindering recall of specific details was
maintained. More importantly, when the retrieval goal
was changed to an accuracy goal in Session 2 (mixed
group), there was still a significant reduction in the ability
to generate specific details. That is, initially retrieving a
memory for a social goal impacts the content that can be
recovered at a later timepoint, even when that goal has
changed. There are several explanations for why the effect
of a social retrieval goal in Session 1 led to fewer specific
details recalled in Session 2, particularly for the group in
which the goal had changed (mixed group). One possibil-
ity is that the retrieval goals given to participants induced
a different strategy to recall the narratives. While we did
not find that the mixed group recovered details when their
goals had changed in Session 2, we did find that the
mixed group changed how they recalled the narratives in
Session 2. This was indicated by an enhanced tendency to
recall the details in the same order as they were originally
encoded, and provides new evidence that individuals alter
how they recall narratives under different retrieval goals.

Table 3 Average (M) and standard errors (SE) for the enjoyment (Session 1 only), vividness, and emotional valence ratings of the narratives by
retrieval session and group (each Likert rating was captured on a scale from 1 to 7)

Group Session 1 Session 2

Enjoyment Vividness Emotional valence Vividness Emotional valence

M SE M SE M SE M SE M SE

Accuracy 3.52 0.26 4.17 0.21 4.90 0.19 3.48 0.23 4.63 0.15

Mixed 3.70 0.37 4.33 0.38 4.80 0.18 3.50 0.31 4.57 0.18

Social 3.98 0.24 4.42 0.23 4.88 0.14 3.50 0.21 4.73 0.15

Table 4 Average (M) and standard errors (SE) for LIWC Analytic and
Tone scores separated by session and group

Group Session 1 Session 2

Analytic score Tone score Analytic score Tone score

M SE M SE M SE M SE

Accuracy 52.8 3.41 49.20 2.33 55.60 3.52 49.20 2.11

Mixed 34.3 4.31 49.80 4.02 44.10 4.68 51.20 2.72

Social 37.00 3.21 55.60 3.17 38.50 3.49 59.30 2.75
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Another explanation could be that it is a result of retrieval
induced forgetting (RIF, e.g., Anderson, 2003; Anderson
et al., 1994; Murayama et al., 2014). According to RIF, when
cued to retrieve partial content of a memory, automatic inhib-
itory processes will impair access to the nonretrieved content.
This effect is thought to reflect a retrieval strategy (Storm,
2011) and thus could explain why the mixed group could
not recover previously unrecalled details from the narratives
in Session 2; these details were inhibited during Session 1.

A final explanation could be that participants in the mixed
group could not recover specific details from the narratives in
Session 2 because the memory trace was altered during the
initial retrieval session (for some related ideas, see Hardt et al.,
2009; Loveday & Conway, 2011; Tulving & Pearlstone,
1966). Although an intriguing proposal, we cannot confirm
whether participants were simply omitting details or that cer-
tain details were removed from a memory. To answer this
question, a follow-up study could probe for specific details
from the narratives with a recognition memory paradigm in
Session 2.

Conclusions, future questions, and limitations

Our study adds to a body of work showing that we can flexibly
retrieve a memory in a way that is congruent with our current
goals and context. Here we show the effects of a social retriev-
al goal, an essential goal, for accessing and describing our
experiences (Conway & Pleydell-Pearce, 2000; Haque &
Conway, 2001). We found that memories recalled to a social
goal were more simplified, idiosyncratic, and less formal in
style than those recalled to an accuracy goal. We speculate
that the reason for these changes in memory is to provide an
entertaining story, which could help foster social bonds. To
follow-up on this speculation, future research should examine
how an individual’s recollection of these narratives is per-
ceived from an outside observer’s perspective (e.g., are less
accurate memories judged as more entertaining?). It is also
important to note that we induced a social retrieval goal within
a laboratory setting. Future research should test the effects of
this type of retrieval in a more naturalistic setting (i.e., exam-
ining how a person recalls a narrative to a friend) as some
research has done before (e.g., Pasupathi & Hoyt, 2010;
Pasupathi & Oldroyd, 2015).

Future research could also address some of the methodo-
logical limitations of our study. First, we used retrieval cues
that were general narrative titles. It is unclear how the results
would have changed if participants were given more specific
cues or asked more pointed questions about the stories. In
addition, our instructions, though informed by previous re-
search (Dudukovic et al., 2004), might have been somewhat
leading, meaning participants’ choice of omissions may have
been partially influenced by the instructions rather than their
own retrieval tendencies (i.e., implicit goals). Finally, the

experimental conditions were tested in a blocked fashion,
which make our results liable to biases based on the time of
semester during which the students were tested.

While we focused on the social functions of memory,
recalling experiences serves other useful purposes. Of note,
memories are often recalled to inform a person’s understand-
ing of themselves (Conway & Pleydell-Pearce, 2000;
Habermas& Bluck, 2000; McAdams, 2001).Whether retriev-
ing memories for such a function similarly leads to inaccurate
remembering is an interesting avenue for future work.
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