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This study examined whether using different imagery perspectives and modalities plays a role in 

the link between vividness of imagining positive events and positive cognition such as optimism, 

self-efficacy and memory for positive mood. We asked participants to complete self-rating scales 

of positive cognition and to imagine doing various actions in positive situations from the external 

and internal perspectives of visual modality and when using kinesthetic modality. We found that 

vividness of imagining actions in positive situations from an external perspective predicts all 

positive cognitions: optimism and self-efficacy and memory of positive mood. The vividness of 

imagining actions in positive situations from the internal perspective of visual modality and 

kinesthetic imagery predicted only self-efficacy and memory of positive mood but not optimism. 

We discuss the findings in light of existing theories regarding imagery and positive cognition and 

suggest several possibilities of using imagery perspective for imagery interventions. 
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Introduction 
 

Expecting more positive things in life than negative 

(i.e., dispositional optimism) and having high confidence 

of doing things that are important and coping with future 

stress (i.e., self-efficacy) have both been evidenced as 

having a key role in mental health, adaptation and coping 

with strain and illness (Benight & Harper, 2002; Carver & 

Schreier, 2014; Feng et al., 2015; Folkman et al., 1986; 

Rasmussen et al., 2009). Given the importance of positive 

cognitions such as optimism for health and well- being, 

developing theories of the mechanisms underlying positive 

cognitions may prove a fruitful avenue for optimizing the 

existent clinical treatments, and for increasing well-being.  

Research showed that optimism and self-efficacy are 

closely related (Magaletta & Oliver, 1999). Both self-

efficacy and optimism are propositional types of cognition 

that reflect general beliefs of individuals as stable 

propositional descriptions of the future and behaviour, 

rather than the experience of the individual at that 

particular moment. Investigation of the possible 

mechanisms underlying optimism showed that vividness of 

imagery of positive events is a cognitive marker for 

optimism (Blackwell et al., 2013; Ji et al., 2017). Similarly, 

imagery has been proposed as an important mechanism for 

self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997). Although the ability to 

imagine future positive events has been proposed to play 

the role of a cognitive mechanism for optimism in both 

healthy and clinical samples (Blackwell et al., 2013; Ji et 

al., 2017; Sharot et al., 2007) it is unknown whether this 

cognitive marker also underlies self-efficacy. Moreover, it 

is not known whether vividness of imagining the future 

functions as a general imagery mechanism or if there are 

distinct mechanisms linked to different imagery modalities 

(motor or visual imagery) or to different imagery 

characteristics (imagery perspective) underlying the 

differences in imagining positive events in relation with 

optimism and self-efficacy. Understanding how different 

characteristics of imagery for positive events relate with 

optimism and self-efficacy may inform imagery-based 

interventions (Malouff & Schutte, 2016) and specify 

conditions in which they may be more or less efficient.  

One characteristic of imagery is imagery perspective 

(Nigro & Neisser, 1983). Imagery perspective refers to the 

point from which people imagine a situation such as seen 

by their eyes (first person perspective or internal visual 
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imagery) or as seen by another person (observer 

perspective or external visual imagery). Consistently, 

research studies found that imagining situations from an 

internal perspective (compared to an external perspective) 

results in different in emotional, cognitive, and clinical 

outcomes (Nigro & Neisser, 1983; Wallace-Hadrill & 

Kamboj, 2016). For instance, compared to the internal 

perspective, the external perspective is predominantly used 

by depressive people when imagining positive events 

(Williams & Moulds, 2008), moderates the effects of 

imagery based interventions (Burnett Heyes et al., 2017), 

and is related to attenuation in both positive (Holmes et al., 

2008; Gruber et al., 2009; Nelis et al., 2013; but see Nelis 

et al., 2012 for contrary findings) and negative emotions 

(Kross & Ayduk, 2008; Grisham et al., 2011; Wisco & 

Nolen-Hoeksema, 2011, White et al., 2015; but see results 

of Hung & Mukhopadhyay, 2012 and Katzir & Eyal, 

2013). Furthermore, compared to the internal imagery 

perspective, the external imagery perspective does not 

impact movement (Stins et al., 2015), but recruits 

additional neural areas (e.g., lingual gyrus) and processes 

(image transformation) that are not engaged by the internal 

perspective (Jackson  et al. 2006).   

Another important difference found between external 

and internal imagery perspectives is related to their 

dissociated effect on cognitive processing. Previous studies 

showed that requiring participants to use an observer 

perspective when they imagine different situations favours 

the adoption of  a propositional style of processing while 

internal perspective induce an experiential style of 

processing (Libby & Eibach, 2011a; Libby et al., 2014; 

Shaeffer et al., 2015). Imagining situations from an 

external perspective distorts our predictions to reflect 

individual differences in their general beliefs rather than 

nearby experiences and associations while adopting 

internal perspective favors integration of associative 

information and nearby experiences in our thinking (Libby 

et al., 2014). According to the "processing style" view of 

imagery perspective (Libby & Eibach, 2011b), people who 

imagine more vividly positive situations from an external 

perspective would have higher levels of optimism and self-

efficacy, which are propositional types of information, but 

not higher levels of types of cognition based on associative 

type of information such as remembering past positive 

mood (e.g., Kaplan et al. 2016).  

These findings suggest several hypotheses.  Our first 

hypothesis is that higher levels of vividness of imagining 

positive situations from an external perspective will 

correlate with higher levels of dispositional optimism and 

self-efficacy, but with lower levels of remembered past 

positive mood.  

Since previous studies found an internal perspective to 

be related with high levels of positive emotions (Holmes et 

al., 2008), our second hypothesis is that higher levels of 

vividness of imagining using an internal perspective will 

be related to higher levels of remembered past positive 

mood but not with dispositional optimism. Taking into 

account research that found an increase in self-efficacy 

after mental rehearsal training using an internal perspective 

(Buck et al., 2016), and the close link between an internal 

perspective of imagery and movement (Stins et al., 2015), 

we predict that higher levels of vividness from an internal 

perspective will be correlated to higher endorsements of 

beliefs based on action related information such as self-

efficacy.  

Previous research showed that when imagining the 

same situation using different modalities, such as visual 

and kinesthetic modalities, important differences can be 

observed. Imagining actions based on visual or kinesthetic 

task requirements recruits different brain systems (visual 

vs. motor brain systems, Guillot et al., 2009; Sirigu & 

Duhamel, 2001), has different effects on brain 

corticospinal excitability (Stinear et al., 2006) and 

behaviour (e.g. postural regulation, Grangeon et al., 2011). 

Thus, the vividness of imagining actions in kinesthetic 

modality would rather reflect differences in accessing 

motor representations and motor system while vividness of 

imagining actions in visual external modality would reflect 

differences in accessing visual based representations and 

visual system. Self-efficacy references beliefs about the 

confidence of realizing actions (i.e., „I am confident that I 

could deal efficiently with unexpected events"; Schwarzer 

& Jerusalem, 1995) and is presumably based on the 

availability of action information. Optimism indexes 

general beliefs about positive future situations with no 

direct reference for actions presumably not requiring action 

information but visual representations of future (i.e., 

"Overall, I expect more good things to happen to me than 

bad"; Carver & Scheier, 1994). Thus, the levels of 

vividness of action imagery when using kinesthetic 

modality (which is considered to recruit motor information 

in the thinking process) and not in visual modality would 

have an effect on self-efficacy rather than on optimism. We 

hypothesize that higher levels of vividness when imagining 

actions in positive situations using kinesthetic modality 

will be correlated with higher levels of self-efficacy but no 

such relation will be expected for optimism. Based on 

proposition processing perspective approach, no prediction 

regarding the vividness of imagining positive situations 

using kinesthetic imagery and estimations of the level of 

positive situations was made. Yet, kinestetic imagery can 

be assimilated to an internal processing style.  We also 

tested whether the relations between imagery perspective 

and remembered mood are mediated by the level self-

efficacy cognitions. 

 

Method 

 

Participants  

One hundred and ten university students who 

participated in a larger study on mental imagery (Mental 

Imagery and Beliefs Study) were selected for this study. 

Four participants were lost because they did not complete 

the vividness ratings. Our final sample included 106 

participants (84 women and 22 men). Participants ranged 

in age from 18 to 45 years (M = 21.26, SD = 4.93). 

Participants have received course credits for their 

participation. The study was conducted in accordance with 

the Declaration of Helsinki (World Medical Association 

[WMA], 2013). 

 

Procedure 

After signing the informed consent participants 

completed a demographic questionnaire and mood and 

cognitive scales. We administered the questionnaires in 

groups of 10 to 15 participants. In this study, we selected 

data only from Generalized Self-efficacy Scale (Schwarzer 

and Jerusalem 1995), The Life Orientation Test (Scheier et 

al. 1994), and Profile of Affective Distress Scale (David 

and Macavei 2007). Data from the other scales (e.g., 

Patient Health Questionnaire 9; PHQ-9, Kroenke et al. 

2001; and simulation scales) administered in this project 

were included into another study on affective imagery. The 

participants underwent the imagery task for another 15 
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minutes. Visual internal, external and kinesthetic imagery 

tasks were explained by reference to the example of 

"writing a number" ("External imagery is seeing you how 

another person would see you when you write the number; 

internal imagery is imagining what you see when you write 

the number and kinesthetic imagery is the feeling of 

movements in your hand while you write the number"). 

Participants imagined doing twelve actions in positive, 

negative and neutral contexts. Each situation was imagined 

three times: firstly from a visual external perspective, 

secondly from a visual internal perspective and thirdly, in 

the kinesthetic modality. After forming each image, 

participants rated the vividness for the image they formed 

on a rating scale between 1 (Perfectly clear, as you would 

have the seeing now) to 5 (No image or sensation, just 

thinking of that image). At the end, they responded to 

questions following the procedure used in Vividness of 

Movement Imagery Questionnaire-Revised (VMIQ-R, 

Callow and Roberts 2010).  

 

Measures  

Generalized Self-efficacy Scale (GSES, Schwarzer and 

Jerusalem 1995). GSES is a 10-items self-report 

questionnaire which measures perceived efficacy in 

dealing with stress, challenges or novel experiences. 

People rate items on a 4-point Likert-type scale from 1 (not 

true at all) to 4 (very true) items such as "If I am in trouble, 

I can usually think of a solution". In our study, the 

Cronbach alpha (α) coefficient of GSES was 0.81. 

Previously reliability for the Romanian population was 

established at α=0.84 (Jerusalem & Schwarzer, 2007). 

The Life Orientation Test (LOT-R; Scheier, Carver, & 

Bridges, 1994) measures self-reported dispositional 

optimism. Subjects' responses indicate their level of 

agreement on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from 

strongly disagree to strongly agree. In the original scoring 

method, the pessimism items are inversely scored and the 

filler items are not scored. We computed a general 

optimism score (α=.58), in line with previous studies that 

investigated the relationship between optimism and 

vividness of imagery (e.g., Blackwell et al. 2013). 

Previously established reliability (α=.78) and test-retest 

correlation (r=.79) coefficients were acceptable (Scheier et 

al., 1994). 

Profile of Affective Distress (PDA, Opris & Macavei, 

2007). We measured memory of positive mood by asking 

participants to read 39 adjective describing emotions 

(positive and negative emotions) and to rate for each item 

how much they felt each emotion during the last week on a 

Likert type scale. Participants had to indicate on a 0 (not at 

all) to 4 (very much) Likert type scale indicating their 

emotional experience for the last week. For the present 

study we calculated the score for a positive subscale 

containing 10 items of adjectives (α = .82) describing 

positive emotions (e.g., happy, satisfied, joyful, glad, 

content, enthusiastic, delighted, feeling well, cheerful, 

merry). To avoid overlapping items with LOT-R scale, we 

excluded the item (“I feel optimistic”) and items indexing 

arousal (e.g., feeling dynamic and full of vitality). 

Previously established reliability for the general test was 

α=.94 indicating good properties of the scale (Opris & 

Macavei, 2007). 

Prospective Movement Imagery Task.  PMIT is an 

imagery task built for the present study on the structure of 

the Vividness of Movement Imagery Questionnaire-

Revised (VMIQ-R; Callow and Roberts 2010; Roberts et 

al. 2008). We modified VMIQ items by adding to each 

movement item positive, negative contexts based on items 

from Prospective Imagery Task (PIT; Holmes et al. 2008; 

Morina et al. 2011; Stober 2000). VMIQ-R dissociates 

between visual, visual-motor and kinesthetic modalities of 

motor imagery allowing for the study of imagery 

perspective and visual and kinesthetic modalities. It 

comprises twelve items describing movements (e.g., 

"walking, riding a bike"). Participants are asked to imagine 

each movement from a third –person view, then from a 

first-person view and then from a kinesthetic view. For the 

task used in this study, we retained the structure and the 

items of the VMIQ-R but we added positive, negative and 

neutral future contexts for actions. Four positive and four 

negative situations were selected from Prospective Imagery 

Task (PIT) (Macleod et al., 1996; Stober, 2000). For 

instance, we added to an action item from VMIQ-R (e.g., 

Running) a positive item from PIT (e.g., „People will 

admire you"). The resulting item was Running and people 

admiring you. We used a similar strategy for building 

negative items (e.g., „People will find you dull and boring" 

was added to "Jumping sideways" resulting in "Jumping 

sideways and people finding you dull and boring"). A non-

emotional context was added to balance the complexity of 

neutral items depicting only action (e.g., to the item 

"Walking" was added on the street resulting in Walking on 

the street). Participants had to imagine each item (eyes 

closed) and then to rate the vividness and difficulty of the 

image. 

 

Data analyses 

A multivariate regression was computed for each 

hypothesis to control for multiple dependent variables. 

Bootstrapping method based on 5,000 resamples was used 

to test mediation (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). Levene's test 

indicates variation inflation factors less than 3 for all 

variables suggesting the absence of multicollinearity. The 

visual inspection of the plots of the standardized residuals 

and standardized predicted value suggests the 

homoscedasticity condition for each variable. We excluded 

outliers for each variable based on SPSS outlier analyses to 

reduce their effect on the relations. 

 

Results 

 

Table 1 presents demographic data, means and standard 

deviation for the main variables 

Multivariate regression coefficients between vividness 

of imagery for actions in positive situations, dispositional 

optimism, self-efficacy and memory of positive mood are 

described in Table 2. 

As seen in Table 2, the multivariate regression equation 

showed that higher levels of vividness of imagery of 

positive events from the external perspective of visual 

modality predict higher levels of positive cognitions.  

Thus, significant relations were observed for 

dispositional optimism (β= -.117, p =.031), self-efficacy (β 

= -.118, p = .001), and memory of positive mood (β = -

.145, p =.016). In summary, the regression analysis based 

on our data supported our hypothesis that higher levels of 

vividness of imagining positive events from an external 

visual perspective are related with higher levels of 

optimism and self-efficacy. Yet, contrary to our 

hypothesis, higher levels of vividness of imagining positive 

events from an external visual perspective were also 

related to higher levels of memory of positive mood. Since 

memory of positive mood may also reflect positive 

appraisals of the individuals at the moment of assessing 
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mood (Kaplan et al. 2016) we verified whether the relation 

between vividness of imagery and memory of positive 

mood is rather a result of the level of propositional 

cognitions (self-efficacy) at the moment of remembering 

mood. 

 
Table 1.  Descriptive Statistics for the Demographic Data and 

Main Variables (N = 106) 

  Min Max Mean SD 

Age (years) 18 45 21.264 4.938 

Gender (F/M, 

N,%) 

84 

(79.2%) 

22 

(20.8%) 
- - 

Relationship 

(Single/Relation, 

N, %) 

88 

(83%) 

18 

(17%) 
- - 

Vepos 1 5 2.217 .943 

Vipos 1 4.25 2.133 .818 

Kpos 1 4.75 2.198 .894 

Dispositional 

Optimism 
2.83 5 3.962 .505 

General Self-

Efficacy 
2.30 3.80 3.097 .320 

Memory of 

Positive Mood 
1 3.80 2.510 .564 

 

 
Table 2. Unstandardized regression coefficients with 

Vividness of Imagery for Actions in Positive Situations as 

predictor and Optimism, Self-efficacy and Memory of Positive 

Mood as Dependent Variables 

 Disp opt Self-Efficacy Mem 

Vepos 

-.117  

[-.223, -.011] 

p =.031 

-.118  

[-.184, -.053] 

p = .001 

-.145  

[-.262,-.027] 

p =.016 

Vipos 

-.098  

[-.221, .024] 

p =.115 

-.127  

[-.203, -.050] 

p =.001 

-.146  

[-.282, -.010]  

p =.036 

Kpos 

-.082  

[-.194, .030] 

p =.151 

-.093  

[-.163, -.022] 

p =.010 

-.138  

[-.261, -.015] 

p =.029 

Notes: Mem = Memory of positive mood; Disp opt = 

Dispositional optimism; VEPOS = Vividness of visual 

imagery of actions in positive situations from external 

perspective, VIPOS= Vividness of visual imagery of actions in 

positive situations from internal perspective, KPOS= 

Vividness of imagery of actions in positive situations from 

kinesthetic modality. 

We used bootstrapping method based on 5,000 

resamples recommended by Preacher and Hayes (2008) to 

test for mediation. We interpreted the coefficients for the 

indirect path as statistically significant when the 

confidence intervals did not include 0. The indirect effect 

of vividness of external visual imagery on memory of 

positive mood through self-efficacy was statistically 

significant (indirect effect = -.054, SE=.026, 95% CI [ -

.129, -.017]. Since the direct effect of VEPOS on memory 

of positive mood was not statistically significant (direct 

effect= -.090, SE=.061,95% CI [-.212, .031] when 

controlling for self-efficacy, this result suggests a total 

mediation effect of self-efficacy on the relation between 

VEPOS and memory of positive mood.  

Do people with higher levels of vividness of imagining 

actions from an internal perspective have higher levels of 

self-efficacy and of remembering positive mood?  

As seen in Table 2, the multivariate regression equation 

showed that higher levels of vividness of imagery of 

positive events from internal perspective of visual modality 

predict higher levels of general self-efficacy (β= -.127, p 

=.001) and memory of positive mood (β= -.146, p =.036), 

but not dispositional optimism (β = -.098, p =.115).  

The bootstrapping mediation showed that the indirect 

effects of vividness of internal visual imagery on memory 

of positive mood through self-efficacy were significant 

(indirect effect = -.060, SE =.029, 95% CI [ -.135, -.015]. 

Since the direct effect of VIPOS on memory of positive 

mood was not statistically significant (direct effect= -.085, 

SE =.070, 95%CI [ -.224, .053] when controlling for self-

efficacy, this result suggests a total mediation effect of 

self-efficacy on the relation between VIPOS and memory 

of positive mood. 

As seen in Table 2, the multivariate regression equation 

showed that higher levels of vividness of kinesthetic 

imagery of positive events predicts higher levels of general 

self-efficacy (β= -.093, p =.010) and memory of positive 

mood (β= -.138, p =.029) but not dispositional optimism (β 

= -.082, p =.151). The bootstrapping mediation showed 

that the indirect effects of vividness of kinesthetic imagery 

on memory of positive mood through self-efficacy were 

significant (indirect effect = -.044, SE= .024, 95% CI [-

.106, -.006]. Since the direct effect of KPOS on memory of 

positive mood was not statistically significant after 

controlling for self-efficacy (direct effect = -.093, SE= 

.062, 95% CI [-.216, .030], this result suggests a total 

mediation effect of self-efficacy on the relation between 

KPOS and memory of positive mood. In summary, the 

regression analysis based on our data supported our 

hypothesis that higher levels of vividness of imagining 

positive events from an external visual perspective are 

related to higher levels self-efficacy. However, in our 

study, the relation between remembering positive mood 

and kinesthetic imagery is due to the levels of positive 

cognition. 

 

Discussion 

 

The vividness of imagining positive events has been 

found to function as a cognitive marker for dispositional 

optimism (Blackwell et al., 2013; Ji et al., 2017; Sharot et 

al., 2007). Although previous research suggests that 

specific properties of imagery (i.e., visual perspective) may 

play a role in the relationship between positive cognitions 

and imagery (Libby & Eibach, 2011a), to our knowledge, 

no study has yet investigated this issue for optimism. 

Furthermore, it is not known whether vividness of 

imagining positive events is a marker specific for optimism 

or if it is involved in other types of related positive 

cognitions (e.g., self-efficacy). Imagery interventions have 

been proposed as promising in targeting optimism. Finding 

answers to these questions may inform whether the 

imagery is also a marker for other positive cognitions such 

as self-efficacy and memory of positive mood (suggesting 

the potential of interventions targeting vividness of 

imagery for these positive cognitions) and how to design 

imagery interventions according to imagery perspective or 

modality. 

The main finding of our study is that people who 

imagine more vividly performing various actions in 

positive situations are more optimistic, more confident they 

will succeed doing important things, cope better with stress 

and problems, and report experiencing more intense 

positive mood in the recent past. We found that vividness 

of imaging positive events from external perspective 

predicts both optimism and self-efficacy. In turn, the 
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vividness of internal perspective and of kinesthetic imagery 

predicted only the action related positive cognition such as 

self-efficacy. Although vividly imagining actions in 

positive situations predicted remembering higher levels of 

positive mood, this relation is mediated by the level of 

propositional positive cognitions (self-efficacy) at the 

moment of remembering positive mood. We found a total 

mediation of this effect across both visual perspectives and 

kinesthetic modality.  

In other words, people who vividly see themselves in 

their mind as another person would see them are also more 

optimistic and more confident they could do important 

things. Being more confident in their ability to successfully 

overcome difficulties (due to vividly imagining how they 

act in positive situations) is likely to induce a positive 

memory bias making them remember having intense 

positive mood the previous week.  Similarly, people who 

vividly see in their mind what they would see if they did 

those positive actions are more confident that they can do 

important things and cope with stress (but they are not 

more optimistic). Being more confident in successfully 

overcoming difficulties at the time of remembering 

previous positive mood seems to account for the fact that 

people who vividly imagine actions in positive situations 

also remember more positive mood across both imagery 

perspectives and modalities. These findings partially 

support our first hypothesis about the effect of imagery 

perspective on the style of processing. We expected that 

higher VEPOS will be associated with higher levels of 

positive beliefs (optimism and self-efficacy) and lower 

levels of estimations of past positive mood. In turn, 

participants with higher VEPOS remembered having more, 

not less, past positive mood. Yet, it seems that in our study 

this effect is due to the levels of positive cognitions (self-

efficacy) of our participants. Regarding the analyses of the 

imagery modality, participants with higher vividness of 

kinesthetic imagery had higher levels of self-efficacy but 

not of optimism.  

Our results replicate those of previous studies which 

found a relation between vividness of imagery of positive 

events and optimism (Blackwell et al., 2013; Ji et al., 2017; 

Sharot et al., 2007). However, our study adds the finding 

that this relationship extends to imagining different types 

of stimuli (i.e., positive situations involving actions rather 

than just positive situations). Moreover, we show that the 

imagery perspective matters in the relationship between 

vividness of imagery and optimism. Only the vividness of 

imagining actions in positive situations from an external 

but not from an internal perspective predicted optimism. 

We have further extended previous findings by showing 

that vividness of imagery for positive events is a possible 

cognitive marker for other types of resilience cognitions 

such as self-efficacy across both external and internal 

imagery perspectives and visual and kinesthetic imagery 

modalities. 

People who imagine more vividly actions in positive 

situations have higher levels of optimism and self-efficacy  

One way to explain the relationship between the level 

of vividness of imagining positive events and positive 

cognitions (optimism and self-efficacy) is by using the 

mental simulation framework (Hesslow, 2002; Ji et al., 

2017; Kosslyn & Moulton, 2009; Szpunar & Schacter, 

2013). According to this framework, people estimate the 

future by using perceptual simulations of future states 

(Kosslyn & Moulton, 2009). When simulating positive 

future events, the simulation process triggers various 

metacognitive experiences such as ease of simulation, 

perceptual realness or emotional reactions (Ji et al., 2017; 

Tversky & Kahneman, 1973; Mathews et al., 2013). When 

people see with their "mind eyes" more vividly how they 

are performing an action in a positive situation, because 

they will use vividness as information for estimating the 

likelihood of positive future, they will consider future 

positive events as more likely to occur. Similarly, 

information about the vividness of feelings of movement 

(i.e., kinesthetic images) when simulating actions may also 

be used for estimating the confidence of engaging in 

positive actions. This is in line with previous studies 

suggesting an availability heuristic as a foundation for self-

efficacy (Cervone, 1989). Our results suggest a specificity 

of the effect of simulation heuristic on cognition depending 

on the processing style and the content of cognition. Thus, 

an external visual perspective may function as a marker for 

propositional types of positive cognitions while different 

types of markers may be used depending on the content of 

propositional cognition (vividness of visual-motor and 

kinesthetic imagery for action related cognition such as 

self-efficacy). Thus, although optimism may be based 

preferentially on visual simulations, the vividness of 

simulations of kinesthetic dimensions of positive 

experiences may additionally be used as a heuristic to 

estimate the ability for positive behaviors.  

Previous studies showed that the memories of positive 

mood (estimations of the intensity of previous general 

feelings) are based on multiple sources of information such 

as current feelings (Bower, 1981), appraisals of the 

importance of events, and the memory of the intensity of 

their emotional reactions to past events (Kaplan et al., 

2016). From a mental simulation framework (e.g., Tversky 

& Kahneman, 1973) people may base their assessments of 

how positive they felt not only on remembering past 

emotions but also on the vividness of internal feelings and 

visual images at the very moment of estimating the level of 

past positive mood. People who imagine more vividly 

visual images and feelings of movements may use this 

metacognitive experience of vividness of visual images and 

feelings as information to make estimations of the intensity 

of past positive mood. Another possible explanation may 

be that imagining positive situations more vividly will also 

trigger online positive emotional reactions that will be used 

as a basis for estimating the intensity of previous feelings 

(Wyer et al., 1999). This interpretation is also in line with 

previous studies that showed that participants who recruit 

kinesthetic imagery have greater somatic arousal than 

participants who use external visual imagery (Davidson & 

Schwartz, 1977). Our results suggest that the memory of 

positive mood is largely dependent on the level of 

propositional positive cognitions (self-efficacy) at the time 

of assessing past positive mood. As so, higher vividness of 

imagery results in remembering higher levels of positive 

mood because it prompts higher levels of positive 

cognition.  Although it is possible that, in participants with 

lower levels of positive cognitions, the vividness of 

imagery will directly contribute to the memory of positive 

mood, in our sample this effect was explained by 

propositional cognitions.   

The imagery perspective and the effect of vividness of 

imagery on positive cognitions  

Our results indicate that vividness of imagining 

positive actions from an external visual perspective was 

linked not only with optimism but also with self-efficacy 

and memory of positive mood. We predicted that people 

with a high vividness of imagining positive events from an 

external visual perspective will have rather lower levels of 



Mental imagery and positive cognition 

 40 

self-report of past positive mood. Our results may seem 

contrary to previous studies which suggest that an external 

perspective is more likely linked to a blunted positive 

affect (Burnett-Heyes et al., 2017; Holmes et al., 2008) yet 

other studies using non-clinical samples did not find 

significant effects (Nelis et al., 2012).  

One explanation of these differences comes from 

previous studies that show that the effect of perspective on 

emotions may be moderated by associated conceptual 

processing and self-concepts (Libby & Eibach 2011a,b). 

For instance, Libby and her colleagues found that in people 

with positive goals, an external perspective was related to 

an increase in positive emotions such as enthusiasm (Libby 

et al., 2007). According to the processing style theory of 

visual perspective (Libby & Eibach, 2011b), imagining 

events using an external visual perspective will prompt 

propositional processing. In people with high levels of self-

related propositional positive cognitions (e.g., high self-

esteem), using an external perspective when imagining 

positive events will prime positive cognitions and will 

result in endorsing higher levels of positive emotions. In 

our sample, participants had high levels of optimism and 

self-efficacy suggesting also a high level of positive self-

view. Thus, our data comes to support this hypothesis. We 

found that VEPOS predicts higher levels of optimism and 

self-efficacy. Although VEPOS also predicts higher levels 

of the memory of positive mood, when controlling for the 

effects of self-efficacy, the relation between VEPOS and 

remembered positive mood has become non-significant. 

Thus, our results support the idea that higher vividness of 

external visual perspective prompts higher levels of 

conceptual processing, which, when positive, results in 

remembering higher levels of positive mood. This result is 

in line with findings about the effect of interventions 

focused on imagining self to target optimism: repeated 

imagery of what one does in a day at his best (best positive 

self) increases optimism (Meevissen et al., 2011; Peters et 

al., 2010) which in turn result in higher levels of positive 

emotions (Peters et al., 2010). These studies found that the 

relation between imagery and optimism is independent 

from positive affect (Meevissen et al., 2011; Peters et al., 

2010). Studies that found that imagining positive events 

from an external perspective results in a blunted positive 

mood (e.g., Burnette Heyes et al., 2017; Holmes et al., 

2008) used positive stimuli without reference to the self 

(e.g., imagine a positive image of a scene plus word). It 

may be that imagining positive items not including self 

from an observer perspective does not result in priming 

self-related positive processing by imagery (which most 

probably occurs for self-related items, Libby & Eibach 

2011a). Not increasing self-related processing may, in turn, 

deplete the effect of imagery on positive affect.  Moreover, 

recent neuroscience findings further support this idea 

showing that the reductions in emotional intensity 

associated with an observer perspective are not automatic 

but result from appraising the situation in relation to the 

self-concept (precuneus activation, Grol et al., 2017). 

Another explanation of the observed differences comes 

from differences between studies. While previous studies 

looked at the effect of manipulating the imagery 

perspective on experienced positive emotions (e.g., Burnett 

Heyes et al., 2017; Holmes et al., 2008), our study looked 

at trait differences in the relation between vividness of 

imagery and remembered positive mood. Thus, there may 

be a difference between the relation of trait vividness and 

past positive mood (i.e., as measured in our study and 

previous optimism-imagery vividness studies) and between 

vividness and ongoing positive mood (i.e., studies 

measured the effect of vividness of imagining positive 

events on subsequent positive emotions).  

Our findings point to several important implications. 

Firstly, we showed that vividness of imagery is a potential 

mechanism for both optimism and self-efficacy. 

Accordingly, imagery-based interventions targeting 

vividness may act not only for increasing optimism but 

also self-efficacy (Short & Ross-Stewart, 2008). Moreover, 

our result suggests that while only the external visual 

perspective predicts optimism, both the internal and the 

external perspectives of visual imagery and kinesthetic 

imagery may contribute to optimizing self-efficacy 

interventions. 

Secondly, our findings suggest that the use of the 

external and not of the internal visual imagery perspective 

may optimize imagery interventions targeting optimism. 

Previous studies link imagery of positive situations from an 

external visual perspective to blunted affect and reactivity. 

These findings favor an internal perspective of imagery in 

interventions for promoting positive clinical outcomes. 

Combined with the abovementioned findings, our results 

lead to apparent contradictory recommendations about 

imagery perspective for imagery interventions for two 

important positive outcomes: while increasing optimism, 

imagining positive situations from an observer perspective 

may reduce positive mood. Although further research 

should clarify the effect of imagery perspective for self-

related and self-independent items, we suggest that it may 

be two separate mechanisms that can be targeted in 

positive imagery interventions. In the same intervention, 

imagining a positive self-related situation from an observer 

perspective may enhance positive emotions through an 

increase in optimism and positive self-referential 

processing (i.e., "see yourself running while others applaud 

as they see you"), and through an internal perspective when 

imagining experiencing positive situations not related to 

self (i.e., "see that beautiful sunset as you see it through 

your eyes and let your body experience it"). Although this 

may be observed for people that have a positive self-

concept, for people with a negative self-concept, using an 

observer perspective may result in reduced positive affect 

and increased negative affect.  

 

Limitations 

Our results should be interpreted in the context of 

existing limitations. We have not manipulated the 

vividness of imagery. Thus, we cannot identify causal 

relationships between vividness and positive beliefs. In our 

study, participants had a fixed order of imagining each 

situation from the external, internal visual perspectives and 

kinesthetic modality which may have resulted in the 

observed differences between imagery conditions. Previous 

studies (Roberts et al., 2008) showed that this sequence 

yielded a valid measure of imagery perspective and visual 

and kinesthetic modalities. Both action items and task 

structure respected initial recommendations from VMIQ-R 

(Roberts et al., 2008). Yet, further studies may avoid 

possible order effects by randomising modality and 

alternating the order of imagining items. Another limitation 

is that using an internal after an external perspective may 

lead to the use of the external perspective in the internal 

condition as well. Post-hoc analyses of the actual use of 

imagery perspective during external and internal conditions 

suggest that participants used the perspective they were 

asked to use. Our sample represented an opportunistic 

sample selected through local advertising which may limit 
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the generalisability of data. Furthermore, our sample had a 

high level of optimism which may hinder existing relations 

of optimism and impose constraints on interpreting the 

relations of optimism and other variables. Using samples 

with lower levels of optimism may clarify further the 

relationship between optimism and imagery.  

 

Further research 

This study has several suggestions for further research. 

As suggested by present findings, computerized cognitive 

training interventions may use both types of perspectives 

when imagining positive situations: imagining self-related 

scenes from an observer perspective and a shift in the 

attentional focus on experience from an internal 

perspective. Further research may also clarify whether 

using an observer perspective in imagery is able to prompt 

positive self-related processing in people with former 

negative self-image but which underwent cognitive 

restructuring and have more positive self-concepts. This 

opens the possibilities of developing cognitive training 

interventions that strengthen cognitive restructuring. 

Our study suggests that the external imagery 

perspective is at least as important as the internal imagery 

perspective for self-efficacy imagery interventions. 

Furthermore, we suggest that, rather than favoring one type 

of imagery perspective over the other, it is more relevant to 

take into account if individuals have a positive or negative 

self-image. Further research should clarify the relation 

between imagery perspectives and positive cognitions in 

clinical samples.  

Also, our results suggest that whereas using visual 

imagery may suffice for interventions targeting optimism, 

interventions targeting self-efficacy may be improved by 

using also a kinesthetic modality. It is possible that 

increasing the vividness of feelings of movement might 

result in increased self-efficacy. 
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