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Abstract 

In this reply to the three commentaries on our target article, we follow up and elaborate upon 

several points raised by the commentary writers.  In particular, we highlight their comments on 

issues concerning (1) the reminiscence bump in word-cued versus important memories, (2) the 

reminiscence bump outside of autobiographical memory, and (3) other effects of cueing on the 

temporal location of the bump in autobiographical memory.  We conclude that our 

demonstration, in the target article, of two different bumps at two different locations, – 

one bump for word-cued memories and another bump for important memories – appears to be 

just the tip of the iceberg, as there is good reason to suspect that the location of the bump is 

sensitive to a wide range of manipulations of cueing procedure.  We suggest that researchers 

should take this apparent flexibility of the bump into account in future studies on the 

phenomenon.  
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Beyond the Distinction Between Word-Cued Versus Important 

Autobiographical Memories: A Reply 

 

 We thank Habermas, Hatiboğlu, and Köber (2015), Janssen (2015), Rubin (2015) and for 

their thoughtful commentaries on our target article (Koppel & Berntsen, 2015).  We would like 

to use this reply to follow up and elaborate upon a few of the points they raise, concerning, 

specifically, (1) the reminiscence bump in word-cued versus important memories, (2) the 

reminiscence bump outside of autobiographical memory, and (3) other effects of cueing on the 

temporal location of the bump in autobiographical memory.  

 

The Reminiscence Bump in Word-Cued Versus Important Memories 

 In our target article, we argue that the mechanisms underlying the reminiscence bump in 

word-cued memories are poorly understood.  We reason that, among other considerations, (1) the 

identity formation, life script, and life story accounts are more consistent with the later bump in 

important memories than the earlier bump in word-cued memories, (2) none of the existing 

accounts accounts say anything about the retrieval strategy (or strategies) used in generating 

word-cued memories, and (3) nor can any of the existing accounts explain the basic finding that 

the location of the bump differs for word-cued versus important memories, though the life script 

account may provide the best explanation for the bump in important memories. 

 Habermas et al. (2015) specifically focus on our claims about the bump for important 

memories.  They argue that this bump is best understood in terms of their account based on the 

life story schema, which shares many features with the life story account (Glück & Bluck, 2007) 
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discussed in our article.  Let us be explicit.  We find that their account provides an insightful and 

valuable description of the development of the life story and its relation to  personal identity.  

However, it suffers from many shortcomings when evaluated specifically as an explanation of 

the bump.  First, as we point out in the target article in relation to the life story account, their 

account is unable to explain the differential locations of the bump for word-cued versus 

important memories.  

Second,  it has difficulties explaining other cue-dependent variations in characteristics of 

the bump (some of which we do not discuss in our article), such as the absence of a bump when 

memories are retrieved in response to a request for negative events (Berntsen & Rubin, 2002; 

Rubin & Berntsen, 2003), and the apparently earlier bumps for odor-cued and vivid memories, 

which we return to later.  Thus, like the life story account (Glück & Bluck, 2007), Habermas et 

al.’s (2015) account is ill-suited for explaining how the bump can be moved (or removed) by 

varying the nature of the cues.  

Third, although we do not make this point in our target article, any account that 

emphasizes highly individualistic meaning-making processes as underlying the bump has 

difficulties explaining the finding that the lifespan distribution of important and emotional 

memories of middle-aged and older people can generally be reproduced by young people, when 

they are asked to generate imaginary memories of a fictitious older person in response to the 

same cues (Berntsen & Rubin, 2002, 2004; Rubin & Berntsen, 2003).  A strength of the life 

script account is that it can account for such findings, as well as for variations in characteristics 

of the bump when memories are sampled in response to requests for emotional events (Berntsen 

& Rubin, 2002, 2004; Rubin & Berntsen, 2003).  In spite of these strengths, as we note in the 

target article, the life script account, like all other existing accounts (including the account 
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advocated by Habermas et al., 2015, and the cognitive account abilities account, advocated by 

Janssen, 2015), fails to directly explain the differential locations of the bump for word-cued 

versus important memories.  

Another respect in which Habermas et al. (2015) pick up on our discussion about the 

individual bumps for word-cued and important memories, and wherein they focus more on our 

contentions regarding the weaknesses of current accounts in explaining the bump in word-cued 

memories, is by putting forth a goal-based account of each bump.  They suggest that, whereas 

conscious life goals are formed in adolescence and help structure the intentional recollection of 

important memories, implicit motives are formed in childhood and play a role in the more 

automatic process of which past events come to mind in association to external stimuli, such as 

word cues (Woike, 2008).  Although this dual-process account of the bumps in word-cued and 

important memories represents a novel and intriguing suggestion, it requires direct testing. 

 

The Reminiscence Bump Outside of Autobiographical Memory 

 As Janssen (2015) notes, the reminiscence bump is not unique to autobiographical 

memory: Reminiscence bumps are also found in memory for public events (for a review, see 

Koppel, 2013), in the distributions of favorite books, movies, and records, and in judgements of 

the best football players of all time (see Schuman & Corning, 2014, for an overview of the bump 

as attained across each of these domains).  We would like to echo Janssen’s contention that, just 

as future accounts of the bump should address whether they apply to the bump in word-cued or 

important memories (or both), future accounts of the bump should also address whether they can 

be applied to the bump in these other domains as well.   
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Indeed, given the broadly privileged status the period of adolescence and young 

adulthood has in human memory, one step towards understanding what makes this period of life 

special would be to gain an understanding of whether similar processes are responsible for these 

various manifestations of the bump.  The most parsiminous explanation, of course, is that there is 

at least some common thread underlying the bump as attained across different domains.  

However, it remains to be established what this common thread is, and whether the most 

parsiminous explanation is also the correct one.  

 

Other Effects of Cueing on the Temporal Location of the Reminiscence Bump in 

Autobiographical Memory 

 In our target article, we distinguish between the two dominant cueing methods used in 

looking at the reminiscence bump in autobiographical memory, namely, the cue word method 

and the important memory method.  However, these are not the only cueing methods that have 

been employed towards probing for the distribution of autobiographical memories over the 

lifespan.  For instance, Rubin (2015) notes that several of the papers we used in calculating the 

average range and midpoint of the bump in word-cued memories also included a condition 

wherein participants generated autobiographical memories in association to odor cues (e.g., the 

scent of tobacco; Chu & Downes, 2000; Willander & Larsson, 2006, 2007) or imagined odor 

cues (i.e., participants were given a cue word and asked to imagine the corresponding odor; 

Willander & Larsson, 2008).  In each case, an earlier bump was attained for odor-cued or 

imagined odor-cued memories than for word-cued memories.   

Rubin (2015) suggests that for odor-cued memories proper, as opposed to memories in 

association to imagined odor cues, this early bump can be attributed to the different neural 
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structures invoked through olfaction than through word cues, as well as the direct, preconscious 

link between odors and emotions.  However, in the case of imagined odor cues, Rubin 

hypothesizes that such cues elicit an earlier bump because, whereas word cues initiate a search 

process that involves looking for a language-based context for the event, some of the memories 

triggered through imagined odors may have less of a narrative context.         

Moreover, there remain any number of cueing methods that have not been applied in 

looking at the distribution of autobiographical memories, but which could be fruitfully put 

towards this purpose.  As Rubin (2015) notes, few other sensory cues have been used in eliciting 

autobiographical memories.  However, future researchers could look at the distribution of 

autobiographical memories in association, for instance, to taste cues or sound cues.  The search 

processes triggered through such sensory cueing methods would not only presumably differ from 

the search processes triggered through non-sensory cueing methods, but may differ from each 

other as well.  Different sensory cueing methods may, in that case, yield bumps at different 

locations.  

 Furthermore, though it was outside the scope of our article to discuss differences in the 

location of the bump within studies using the cue word and important memory methods, 

respectively, it is far from clear that all types of cue words, or all variations on requests for 

important memories, yield bumps at similar locations.  In the case of cue words, as Rubin (2015) 

notes, words that are easier to image produce earlier memories (Rubin, 1980; Rubin & Shulkind, 

1997b).  Therefore, a comparision of the bump as attained in association to highly imageable 

words versus non-imageable words would likely yield an earlier bump for imageable words.        

As to the important memories method, as we discuss in the article, we grouped several 

related cueing methods under this umbrella term.  Methods that were part of this category 
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included simple requests for important memories (e.g., Cuervo-Lombard et al., 2007; Glück & 

Bluck, 2007; Rubin & Schulkind, 1997a), requests for vivid or clear memories (Benson et al., 

1992; Cohen & Faulkner, 1988; Fitzgerald, 1988; Robinson & Taylor, 1998), and free-recall 

procedures, in which participants were asked to freely recall autobiographical memories without 

any explicit instruction that the memories should be important (e.g., Conway & Holmes, 2004; 

Demiray, Gülgöz, & Bluck, 2009; Rabbit & Winthorpe, 1988).  This grouping made sense 

conceptually and was necessary in making the first step in establishing that the location of the 

bump varies according to the method used to cue memories.  However, the location of the bump 

may vary across the different methods we included within this category as well.  The one 

potential indication of this we see in our article is that, of the four articles we included in which 

participants were asked to report vivid or clear memories (Benson et al., 1992; Cohen & 

Faulkner, 1988; Fitzgerald, 1988; Robinson & Taylor, 1998), two of them attained an unusually 

early bump by the standards of studies looking at important memories: Robinson and Taylor 

(1998) found a bump from 5 to 11 years of age, and Cohen and Faulkner (1988) found a bump 

from 0 to 10.   

If we were to speculate as to why vivid memories may produce an earlier bump than 

other types of important memories, we would begin with our contention in the article (as initially 

fully elaborated in Berntsen & Rubin, 2004) that the search processs for important memories is 

structured by the cultural life script.  Thus, the search process for vivid memories may draw less 

upon the life script than the search process for other types of important memories, or it may 

simply yield different types of life script events.  For instance, Rubin’s (2015) hypothesis 

regarding the earlier bump for memories in association to imagined odor cues than for word-cued 

memories may apply here as well: The search process for vivid memories may place less of a 
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priority on finding memories with a strong narrative context than the search process for other 

types of important memories, and therefore may be more likely to yield relatively non-

contextualized memories.  That said, more research needs to be done before it could be 

confidently said that the bump in vivid memories is in fact located earlier than the bump in other 

types of important memories, and, if so, why this is the case.     

 Nonetheless, all of these considerations point to the question that Rubin (2015) alludes to 

in the title of his commentary: Just how many reminiscence bumps are there?  Our demonstration 

of two bumps at two different locations – one bump for word-cued memories and another bump 

for important memories – appears to be just the tip of the iceberg; we imagine that the location of 

the bump is sensitive to a wide range of manipulations of cueing procedure.  This, in turn, 

underscores one of the central points of our article.  Namely, researchers would do well to move 

away from the heretofore common characterization of the bump as a unitary construct.  Rather, 

researchers should make a point not only of acknowledging the bump for the flexible 

phenomeonon it appears to be, but of designing studies intended to investigate this flexibility. 
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