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tegrated treatment intervention. Such treatment would 
afford couples the opportunity to benefit from either one 
or both of the complementary approaches, depending on 
their own unique needs, at any time during the course 
of treatment. Moreover, such an integration of cognitive 
and behavioral tactics would parallel effective approach-
es already employed with depressed or anxious clients.
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Creative reminiscence is a technique of psychotherapy 
that uses the psychology of memory to help explore, re-
flect, and construct the narratives that make us who we 
are. The technique is used primarily in written and oral 
psychotherapeutic discourse. Creative reminiscence can 
also employ various forms of artistic expression (e.g., 
dance, painting, music) that foster and portray memories.  
When memories are revealed we can gain insight into 
patterns of thought and feeling that create our narratives. 

Key concepts: 
•	 Dynamic reminiscence
•	 Memory
•	 Metaphor
•	 mMetaphor, trauma
•	 Narrative paradigm

INTRODUCTION
Robert Butler, former Director of the Institute on Ag-
ing, was one of the first researchers to recognize the im-
portant role of reminiscence in human development. In 
his work with healthy older adults in the 1950s and 60s, 
he became aware of their reports of an internal process 
of reviewing and coming to terms with the past. Butler 
wrote what has become a classic in reminiscence psy-
chology, “The Life Review: An Interpretation of Reminis-
cence in the Aged” (1963). He describes life review as a 
spontaneous personal process of recalling and evaluat-
ing one’s life and making sense of the life one has lived. 
Butler theorizes that retellings represent a deep psychic 
urging toward a final reckoning. He goes on to note that 
life review is similar to the psychotherapeutic process 
in that a person reviews the past in order to understand 
the present. Useful in the process of creating a life re-
view are such memorabilia as scrapbooks, family photo 
albums, letters, possessions, genealogies, and music.

While there is no clear consensus regarding the dif-
ference between reminiscence and life review, Butler 
and others conceptualize reminiscence as thinking and 
telling about the past, either as a solitary or communal 
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act, thought out, written, or spoken, resulting most often 
in an improved sense of well-being. Life review is a sim-
ilar process, but is more systematic and evaluative, a de-
liberate undertaking for the specific purpose of gaining 
insight and feeling better. More recent theorists have an 
openness to inconsistencies in recall and an acceptance 
of the narrative metaphor of self not as a static entity that 
can be objectively perceived but as one that evolves only 
as it is narrated.  Thus, the memories generated in cre-
ative reminiscence not only reflect one’s perception of a 
past self, but they help create change as the self evolves. 
Scholarly discussion, studies, and methods have surged 
since Butler’s early work, with numerous applications of 
reminiscence to psychotherapy such as structured life 
review therapy, guided autobiography, integration of rem-
iniscence with cognitive behavior therapy by examining 
history of cognitive distortions, reminiscence as a com-
ponent of self-efficacy theory to fortify coping strategies 
with chronic illness, life review and evolving systems ap-
proach groups in prison, and coming to terms perspective 
in nursing homes. 

Reminiscence is also prominent in the fringes of psy-
chotherapeutic treatment. For example, Shaping Voices 
is an organization in Sussex, England, that provides cul-
tural programs for people to recall shared memories and 
stories, often incorporating dance, music, photography, 
poetry, and drama with particular reference to remi-
niscence. The UK Alzheimer’s Society has shown that 
packaging from past decades can be a powerful trigger 
to recall past experience in people with dementia, and 
Nestle UK & Ireland, who said they were inundated with 
requests from caregivers, introduced a “reminiscence 
pack” of items from their archive to create a nostalgic 
sensory experience. The pack consists of a board game, 
old photos, and labels and wrappers and can be down-
loaded free from the Internet.  In the United States the 
late John Kunz, psychotherapist and author, founded 
the International Institute for Reminiscence and Life 
Review in 1995 which promotes research and practice 
of reminiscence and life review and helps preserve life 
reviews through DVDs and other media.  

CREATIVE REMINISCENCE AND PSYCHOTHERAPY
All psychodynamic psychotherapies involve some type 
of reminiscence with the goal of helping people become 
aware of their histories and how they have learned par-
ticular thought or behavioral patterns that may contrib-
ute to present unhappiness. Sometimes people get stuck 
in the past and are burdened with such emotions as re-

gret, grief, or unfulfilled dreams. Traditional therapies 
tend to focus on problematic experience and pathology, 
defining people in terms of illness and then attempting 
to “cure” them. In contrast, narrative therapy, usually 
associated with the work of Michael White and David 
Epston, is an approach to healing mental distress that 
emphasizes strengths and competencies, showing clients 
how to provide their own solutions. Rather than focus-
ing on individual pathology or interpersonal troubles, 
narrative therapists help people review their life stories 
andsee how the details of their lives are social and per-
sonal constructions that are not rigid but evolve as sto-
ries change. The technique of creative reminiscence is 
compatible with the narrative approach to psychothera-
py, with the emphasis on competence and mastery and 
revisioning one’s history. The past provides one with a 
general sense of identity and guides one in imagining the 
future. Character evolves, and one can be part of that 
evolution by coming to terms with the past and paying  
attention to present purposes. With this understanding, 
reminiscence can be therapeutically future-oriented.

Sally Chandler and Ruth Ray conducted life-writing 
groups for an adult community in Detroit.  They make 
the differentiation between fixed and dynamic reminis-
cence. Fixed reminiscence refers to the stories that tend 
not to change with each retelling. They sound well-re-
hearsed, as if the narrator has told them countless times, 
and the core meaning remains unchanged. Repetition 
in fixed reminiscence appears to set the stories in stone. 
Chandler and Ray refer to such reminiscences as frozen 
anecdotes. Fixed reminiscence can become ruminative 
and painful, particularly when what is remembered is 
traumatic. Dynamic reminiscence, on the other hand, is 
change-oriented.  With reflection, the fixed can become 
dynamic, especially in the context of a group session in 
which others help in a shared reconstruction of the past. 
The function of the group is to help one tell a story, to 
evoke different remembered and remembering selves. 
Studies in reminiscence show that listeners shape what 
tellers tell. What one reminisces about one’s life depends 
in part on who is listening and the relationship one has 
with the listener. A group of college alumna, for instance, 
who meet decades after graduation, may describe a 
shared experience, each in different ways from the other. 
Emotions one attributes to the past may sometimes arise 
from the way she or he feels in the present. It is also true 
that some memories may have vanished permanently, or 
perhaps one may be motivated by memories that are in-
accurate. Through retelling the experience, some parts 
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may be deemphasized and some highlighted, creating a 
dynamic landscape, depending on the listener. Thus, dy-
namic reminiscence is more like a painting than a photo-
graph. This post-modern view does not claim a solipsistic 
existence in which there is no objective reality. Rather, it 
gives credence to the social construction of thought, con-
sistent with what psychologist Jerome Bruner calls the 
narrative mode of thinking, with an openness to particu-
lars rather than constructs about variables and classes. 

HOW CREATIVE REMINISCENCE WORKS 
The first step in creative reminiscence is becoming aware 
of life stories through memories.  Soon after a psycho-
therapist meets a client, the two will construct a psycho-
social history (i.e., factual information about the client’s 
past, including date and place of birth, and information 
about past and present home life, e.g., family members, 
family structure, school performance, hobbies, signifi-
cant illnesses, mood or thought problems, religious be-
liefs, substance abuse issues, sexual development, trau-
ma, eating and sleeping). Creative reminiscence is the 
technique of therapeutic conversations that follows this 
history, the interpretations in which the client reflects 
on the past. In this sense, creative reminiscence seems 
synonymous with dynamic reminiscence. The former re-
fers specifically to a therapeutic technique and the lat-
ter to a thought process. Creative reminiscence stirs up 
memory and creates new attempts to interpret the past. 
Creative reminiscence starts with the facts of a psycho-
social history, and much more develops from that. What 
is important to the client’s well-being and construction 
of a better life is not what exactly happened, but what 
exactly it means that something happened. The client’s 
perception will be full of rich experience of everything he 
or she knew before and after what happened. While this 
distinction may seem obvious, it has far reaching thera-
peutic implications. For instance, a client may report a 
history of behavioral issues in childhood or mood insta-
bility in early adulthood.  An unexplored categorization 
such as “oppositional defiant” or “borderline personality” 
does little to advance psychotherapeutic outcome.

Once stories are evident, metaphors can be created. 
For example, a young biracial man (BK) in a prison study 
had labeled himself as an “obese oddball” in childhood. 
His white father was absent, and with freckles and lighter 
skin than his dark mother and half siblings, BK felt dif-
ferent from the rest of his extended family. A narrative 
metaphor he found helpful was life is a battlefield. BK 
grew to have an adolescent preoccupation with mosh pit 

dancing as a way of making fierce physical contact while 
intoxicated in a socially accepted venue. Body slam-
ming, or moshing, is the activity of aggressively hitting 
one’s upper body against another person in a pit during 
a concert. BK felt the mosh pit provided a place for him 
to express his rage about feeling inadequate. He could 
go to the pit by himself and dance in the dark. At one 
concert,BK met drug dealers decided to “experiment.”  
He came to realize that he was also self-medicating his 
depression. He began getting high on speed and co-
caine and was pleased to see that he lost weight. With a 
slimmer body he wanted to try the rave scene. BK chose 
life is a playground as the metaphor for this part of his 
life. He recalled that his mother had described to him the 
disco scene from her youth.  He thought the rave might 
be similar: a large community of youth getting together 
late at night and dancing to a continuous mix of loud 
electronic music and colorful strobes and laser lights. BK 
sold candy and sparkly jewelry at the raves from his knap-
sack and  began to see how easy it was to sell drugs too. 
He made large amounts of money quickly.  One morning 
around 8 a.m. BK was caught by the police as he was 
driving home after a rave with an array of drugs in his car. 
He received a four-year-sentence. Life as a battle for BK 
was a metaphor he thought he outgrew, but he came to 
realize, in a creative reminiscence group in prison, that 
he was in a losing battle, and that the playground meta-
phor was an escape for him and equally as destructive. 

Recreating old stories loosens the hold they have. BK 
asked, repeatedly, in a therapeutic group setting of peers: 
Why am I an outcast because my missing father was ir-
responsible and left me looking like a stranger in my own 
home? Who defined my life as a battle? What makes es-
cape into illegal physical pleasures a solution to my de-
pression? Have my old stories outgrown their usefulness? 
Creative reminiscence of biographical knowledge helps 
one discover a self different from the one based on old 
stories. It is not a process of fact finding but of finding 
the context of the facts of one’s life.

How does creative reminiscence work with trauma?  
Responses to trauma can include obsessive thinking, 
nightmares, flashbacks, and often seemingly random 
startle responses. Numerous researchers, including 
James Pennebaker at the University of Texas, have shown 
the therapeutic benefits of writing about trauma and 
that such writing can result in a significant decrease in 
the negative effects it caused.  Writers are instructed to 
write freely and disregard grammar, punctuation, and 
spelling. The focus becomes not the traumatic event 
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itself (fixed reminiscence)but one’s feelings about the 
event (dynamic reminiscence). Unlike ordinary memo-
ries, traumatic memories tend to be stored as a disor-
dered array of sensory perceptions and negative affect 
(emotion). Emotional expression, and writing in partic-
ular, appears to reduce negative affect by converting the 
chaotic thoughts and feelings into an organized, logical, 
and linguistic understanding of the traumatic event. 
Improvement has been noted on physiological measures, 
including immune system function. In the context of 
talk therapy, reminiscence of a bad experience can be 
validated by a therapist or group. When feelings about 
traumatic memories are validated and understood, they 
are less likely to become fixed in memory and less likely 
to generate obsessive rumination. In trauma work, the 
process of guiding creative reminiscence involves rec-
ognizing the initial damage and making the memories 
dynamic and open to change. This requires attention 
to and respect of a client’s denial or non-reflection as a 
defense mechanism. The clinician must be more than 
well-meaning and understand the importance of timing 
of insight, not rushing clients to review events that may 
overwhelm them and recognizing that denial may be 
adaptive in early bereavement. 

BACK TO THE FUTURE OF REMINISCENCE
In a recent article in the International Journal of Reminis-
cence and Life Review, Jeffrey Webster asks, “Is it time to 
reminisce about the future?”  He discusses the percep-
tion of past and future intertwining and that both are 
infinite while the present is delimited. Moreover,  both 
remembering the past and imagining the future have 
strong cognitive constructionist elements. For instance, 
recall of the past is sometimes distorted by needs, de-
sires, and cognitive limitations, and memories are con-
structed within those distortions. This occurs with the 
future too  which may be distorted by schemas, scripts, 
and prior knowledge.  Furthermore, empirical findings 
show a common neurological network that is triggered 
by both recalling autobiographical memories as well as 
imagining future self scenarios. Webster describes the 
intimate links between memory of one’s personal past 
and anticipated future. For example, reminiscing about 
a past dating experience may bring up thoughts about 
future similar activities such as meeting someone on an 
online dating site. Or while preparing for a blind date, 
one may conjure up a barrage of prior experiences: How 
anxious was I about meeting someone new? What did I 
do to prepare? How much time did I spend on that first 

date? Webster notes the advantage of mentally travelling 
in time from past experience to anticipated future. By 
constantly writing, revising, editing, and recounting our 
life stories as we age, evolving self narratives keep our 
experiences fresh and new.
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Creativity
Type of Psychology: Cognitive; Developmental; 
Neuropsychology; Social

Creativity can be defined as the ability to generate a novel 
idea or product. Creative people tend to be divergent 
thinkers, and tend to be open minded and interested in a 
wide variety of things. Creativity cannot be measured by 
standardized intelligence tests, although more recent the-
ories of intelligence have acknowledged the importance of 
including creative thinking as a type of intelligence. 
There are tests that purport to measure creativity, the most 
popular being the Torrance Test of Creative Thinking 
(TTCT). In recent years, the link between creativity and 
mental illness has been explored, although research has 
not been able to establish causality between the two. 
Overall, more research needs to be done on creativity and 
the creative process so greater understandings can be es-
tablished. 

Key Concepts:
•	 Divergent thinking
•	 Multiple intelligences
•	 Sternberg’s triarchic theory

•	 Positive psychology
•	 Torrance Test of Creative Thinking

INTRODUCTION
Creativity can be defined as the ability to generate novel 
ideas, as well as the ability to think in original ways. Cre-
ative individuals tend to see the “big picture,” and can 
find connections amongst things that others cannot see. 
It can also be defined as the ability to come up with a 
unique approach to create a new product, whether it is 
a piece of music, a poem, a work of art, or a scientific 
theory. Many researchers feel that creative people are di-
vergent thinkers, or individuals who can generate many 
ideas quickly in response to a single prompt. For exam-
ple, divergent thinkers may be quickly able to think of 
new and unique uses for everyday items such as a spoon, 
a brick, or a pencil. Convergent thinkers, on the other 
hand, use only knowledge and logic to answer prompts 
or questions. Another aspect of creativity may be what 
is known as cognitive complexity. Cognitive complexity 
is having a preference for elaborate, intricate, complex 
stimuli and thinking patterns. Creative people on the 
whole tend to have a wider range of interests as com-
pared to non-creative individuals. They tend to be more 
interested in the philosophical, abstract, and outside the 
box ideas. 

Creativity tends to be a neglected research interest in 
the field of psychology, most likely because it is a dif-
ficult construct to operationally define or test. However, 
the latter half of the 1900’s saw a resurgence of interest 
in creativity as a psychological construct, and now, a 
handful of psychological journals and handbooks directly 
deal with research on the science of creativity. 

THE HISTORY OF CREATIVITY
Most all of the world’s religious systems depend on a 
creation story, where one or more gods have the creative 
power to design the world. In Greek mythology, Zeus, 
fathered nine daughters, or “muses”, each of whom rep-
resented a different domain of creative accomplishment 
(i.e., music, drama, comedy, and dance).  Ancient Ro-
mans believed that each individual is born with a spirit 
who watched over an individual’s creative talents. Many 
still see creativity as a “gift from the gods”, or God Him-
self. This aspect of creativity may stunt research, for if 
creativity is considered a spiritual gift, it becomes dif-
ficult to scientifically explain it. 

In the 1960’s however, the emergence of the field 
of Humanistic Psychology brought new attention to 


