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Communicating temporal information about 
autobiographical events
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Abstract

The communication of temporal information about autobiographical events 
was investigated by asking 39 pairs of adults to describe to each other a re-
mote autobiographical event. Each member of the participant pairs was then 
asked to date the event which they had described and also to date the event 
which was described to them. The date when the event narrator stated their 
event happened was compared with the date when the listener stated the event 
happened. Four different temporal communication strategies were identified. 
It was rare for individuals to communicate temporal information by giving a 
calendar date. Rather, the narrator gave either a life theme or chronological 
age, as a cue to when the event happened. The listener appears to use these cues 
in combination with their autobiographical knowledge, and an estimate of the 
narrator’s age to produce a temporal information communication outcome.
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1.	 Introduction

A large number of studies have examined individuals’ ability to date past auto-
biographical events, comparing reported date with a known calendar date. This 
type of objective comparison of a temporal estimate against a known date 
makes for easy application of statistics, and provides a clear indication of event 
dating accuracy. However, this type of memorial assessment perhaps does not 
match the demands that individuals typically have for temporal information. In 
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everyday conversations about past events, are individuals actually giving, or 
are expected to give, a precise date for a past experience? If the answer to this 
question is no, then what language do individuals use to communicate temporal 
information? Burt (2008) described a model of how individuals might com-
municate temporal information about when an autobiographical event occurred 
within a conversation context. This research empirically tests some of the pre-
dictions of Burt’s temporal communication model.

The temporal communication model covers both the positioning of an event 
in time and aspects of its duration. In this paper the focus is on the former as-
pect of the model. In order to explain Burt’s model it is useful to briefly outline 
findings from research work on autobiographical event dating. A significant 
body of research has examined individuals’ ability to position their life events 
in time, to date their life events. Generally, participants are presented with a 
description of an event from their past (often taken from a diary or some other 
personal archival record) and asked for the precise date when the event oc-
curred (e.g. Barclay and Wellman 1986; Bruce and Van Pelt 1989; Burt 1992; 
Burt et al. 2001; Ferguson and Martin 1983; Friedman 1993; Huttenlocher et 
al. 1990; Larsen and Thompson 1995; Linton 1975; Rubin and Baddeley 1989; 
Thompson 1982, 1985a, 1985b; Thompson et al. 1988; Thompson et al. 1996; 
Wagenaar 1986; White 1982). A precise date is one which includes year, month 
and day. The consistent finding is that individuals, rather than recalling an 
event’s date from memory, engage in a series of reconstructive steps in order to 
produce a date response (see Friedman 1993, 2001 for useful reviews).

The first part of ‘date’ reconstruction often involves using the association 
between the target event and a life theme to identify a broad temporal band 
(life time period) within which the event occurred (e.g. the individual knows 
the event happened when they were at university). Life themes are not so much 
an autobiographical experience, as they are a super-ordinate label to which are 
indexed various general events (Burt et al. 2003; Robinson 1992). Following 
this process, and in order to refine the date estimate, a landmark event may be 
used (see Shum 1998 for a discussion of landmark events). Landmark events 
often have considerable life importance, and as such are likely to be celebrated 
as an anniversary, and have their specific place in time maintained in memory 
because of this. If the target event can be recalled as having happened just after 
or just prior to a known landmark event, this will help in refining the date esti-
mate (e.g. the individual knows the event happened before their undergraduate 
graduation ceremony). Finally, if the target event has a particular logical posi-
tion within the calendar year (e.g. skiing is more likely in the winter months), 
this knowledge can also be used in the date reconstruction process.

Burt (2008), in developing his model of temporal information communica-
tion, questioned whether such date reconstructive processes would be used 
when a person, a narrator, is describing or discussing a past experience with 
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another person, the listener. Figure 1 shows the model. The context box on the 
left is divided into two sections. If the context is such that temporal specificity 
is required (e.g. when testifying as a witness in court) the date reconstruction 
processes identified by experimental studies are likely to be undertaken. In 
contrast, if the context is more routine, as in an everyday conversation, the in-
dividual is unlikely to engage in the sequence of reconstructive steps in order 
to produce precise temporal information (year, month and day) which can be 
included in the narrative. Rather, it is argued that a co-constructive strategy 
will be adopted. The link between the context box and the listener characteris-
tic box (shown in Figure 1) is an important determinant here. Co-construction 
of temporal information (which is explained in more detail below) requires that 
the listener has life script knowledge which can feed into the process. If this is 
not the case, for example when having a conversation with an individual from 
a very different culture, the narrator may (and hence the question mark in Fig-
ure 1) revert to a temporal reconstruction approach.

Co-construction of temporal information may offer at least two advantages. 
First it provides the listener with the opportunity to determine approximate 
temporal position for an event being described to them. It seems reasonable to 
expect that a listener may be able to develop a better understanding of an event 
by knowing approximately when it occurred in the narrator’s life by, for ex-
ample, drawing on their understanding of their own experiences around that 
time in their life. If a listener can derive some form of enhanced interpretative 
advantage from knowing temporal information, then narrators are likely to 
recognise this, and attempt to communicate it. Co-construction also allows a 
narrator to tell their story (describe the event) as a continuous narrative, rather 
than pausing as they work through a reconstructive process which would allow 
a specific date to be inserted into the narrative. No studies which have investi-
gated co-construction in temporal information communication were found. 
However the concept of ‘co-construction’, where qualities of the narrator and 
the listener influence the construction of an event in conversation has been 
extensively investigated in relation to other aspects of autobiographical recol-
lection (see Pasupathi 2001 for a useful review).

To help explain the co-construction of temporal information (shown in the 3 
boxes on the right of Figure 1), consider the following autobiographical event 
description, “I met Jane while at University. I was in my first year, and Jane 
was in her second year, and we were both in the drama club. We had spoken at 
lectures a few times, and one day I asked her out. . . . .”. This event description 
contains no numerical temporal information (the narrator did not give a date 
for the event), but it does communicate a lot of temporal information. When 
would a listener think this event happened? To answer this question the listener 
could engage in two types of reasoning: (1) when do people start university? 
(typically in New Zealand this is about age 18), and (2) the listener also needs 
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to estimate ‘how old is the person telling me this story’? Let us assume the 
listener concludes that the event narrator looks to be about 50 years old. Based 
on these two processes, the listener might conclude that the event happened 
about 32 years ago, and given that it is currently 2010 that the event happened 
in 1978. Thus, without actually giving a date for this event (and probably with-
out actually reconstructing the date of the event), the language used by the 
narrator, and what the listener has concluded have provided a temporal loca-
tion for the event (albeit an approximate one).

In the example given above, the narrator used a life theme to anchor the 
target event in time. Using a life theme should allow the listener to place the 
event in the past if the listener shares the same life script knowledge. Berntsen 
and Rubin have extensively researched life scripts, these being a culturally 
shared form of autobiographical knowledge relating to the order and timing of 
major life events across the life decades (see Berntsen and Rubin 2002, 2004; 
Rubin and Berntsen 2003). By linking a life theme into their autobiographical 
event account, the narrator is able to imply when the event occurred, without 
having to give a specific date. As long as the narrator’s life has progressed in 
accordance with their culture’s life script, and the listener has the relevant life 
script knowledge, the listener should, in conjunction with their estimate of the 
narrator’s age, gain reasonably accurate temporal information from a life 
theme. The example above also includes an idiosyncratic life theme (‘we were 
both in the drama club’) which is less useful as a cue to temporal position. This 
is because an individual can be a member of a drama club at any time in their 
life. However, because life themes tend to overlap, generally an idiosyncratic 
life theme will have a typical life theme running in parallel (i.e. occurring at the 
same time). So generally, when it may be important to note an idiosyncratic 
theme, because the event being described is primarily indexed to it, the narra-
tive might well start by linking the idiosyncratic theme to a typical life theme 
(e.g. I met Jane while at University. . . . .”).

One feature of life themes is that they become more frequent across the life 
span. That is, an individual’s life theme experiences increase as they become 
more independent from their parents and become an adult. This is reflected in 
findings that a biographical format for remembering and narrating seems to 
emerge between late childhood and adolescence (Habermas and Bluck 2000). 
Thus events which occur from the teenage years onwards (in adulthood) are 
more likely to be associated with a life theme and, as shown in Figure 1, this 
may be reflected in the temporal communication processes. In contrast, events 
which occur in childhood may be anchored in time by an age-related state-
ment  (e.g. When I was about 8 we went to . . .). The model of temporal in
formation communication thus predicts that accounts of autobiographical 
events which occurred during or after the teenage years will often begin by 
noting a life theme relationship which isolates the life period during which the 
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event occurred, as in “I met Jane while at University . . .”. If the account is of 
an early life event (i.e. childhood years), a chronological age anchor might be 
used.

The model of temporal information communication suggests that the lis-
tener has two key tasks: shown in the right hand box in Figure 1. First they 
need to comprehend, using their life script knowledge, the temporal implica-
tions of the life theme embedded within the narrator’s story (e.g. understand 
that an event which is stated as having happened in the first year of university 
is likely to have occurred around the age of 18). Secondly, if they need or wish 
to place the event onto the temporal scale (i.e. give it an approximate date) they 
need to estimate how old the narrator is now. Only the latter process needs to 
be used to determine a specific date if the narrator anchors the event with a 
chronological age cue (e.g. When I was about 6 we . . .). No literature could be 
found which relates age estimation to any aspect of temporal memory or tem-
poral information communication. However, a number of studies have identi-
fied a range of variables which are associated with age estimation: speaking 
rate (e.g. Harnsberger et al. 2008); facial features (e.g. Bruyer et al. 2007; 
George and Hole 1995; Heness 1991); ethnicity (e.g. Dehon and Brédart 2001). 
Furthermore, a number of biases in age estimation have been identified. For 
example, young people are generally more accurate at age estimation than old 
people (George and Hole 1995); the age of women less than 18 years is over-
estimated to a larger extent than the age of same-age men (Willner and Rowe 
2001). The model of temporal communication predicts that error in age estima-
tion from any cause is likely to be associated with error in temporal informa-
tion communication.

The study reported in this paper tests the predictions of Burt’s (2008) model 
of temporal information communication. Participants were run in pairs, each 
telling the other about an event from their past. These autobiographical event 
accounts were recorded, transcribed and coded for temporal information. After 
the conversational sessions, each participant independently completed a ques-
tionnaire in which they were asked to indicate when the event they had de-
scribed occurred and when they thought the event described to them had oc-
curred. They also gave their age and estimated the other participant’s age. As 
noted above, it was predicted that age anchors would be used by narrators to 
position very remote events in time (i.e. those which occur in childhood), 
whereas life themes would be used for events occurring in late adolescence and 
adulthood. It was predicted that the listeners would use this information in 
conjunction with their life script knowledge and their perception of the narra-
tor’s age to give a date for the event which the narrator described to them. Fi-
nally, it was predicted that if the narrator’s age was underestimated, the listener 
would date their event too recently. On the other hand, if the narrator’s age was 
overestimated, the listener would date their event too remotely.
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2.	 Method

2.1.	 Participants

Thirty-nine pairs of participants (78 individuals) completed the study. Conve-
nience sampling was used to obtain participants, with the only criterion being 
that they were at least 40 years old. This criterion was applied to ensure that 
they could justifiably be asked to recall a remote event, and that it could have 
happened during several different life decades. Forty-six participants were fe-
male with a mean age of 53.0 years, and 32 were male with a mean age of 54.3 
years. Given that conversations about the past can occur with both acquain-
tances and strangers, data were collected within both these social frameworks. 
Fifteen of the participant pairs had never met prior to the experiment (i.e. were 
strangers). The remaining 24 pairs were acquainted (3 were related to each 
other, 6 were friends, and the remaining 15 pairs were in a relationship), with 
a mean overall duration of knowing each other of 26.3 years. The sex match of 
the participant pairs was: 4 were male/male, 11 were female/female, and the 
remaining 24 were male/female.

2.2.	 Materials

Thirteen cue words were used to help prompt memories (accident, fairground, 
church, picnic, bicycle, swings, restaurant, boat, holiday, pet, bus, parade, 
train). There was no particular reason why these words were selected, other 
than to generally help the participants recall an event from their past. Partici-
pants were not restricted to recalling an event which was associated with one 
of the cue words.

A questionnaire was prepared which each participant completed (indepen-
dently) after both event description sessions were completed. This question-
naire asked the participant to provide their age and sex, estimate the age of the 
other member of their pair, and indicate if they knew the other member of the 
pair prior to the study (and if so for how long they had known each other). Each 
participant was also asked to give a date for the event they described (“When 
did this event occur (e.g. 6th June 1963). . . . . . . . . . ?”), and also to give a date 
for the event which was described to them by the other member of their pair 
(“When do you think their event occurred (e.g. 6th June 1963). . . . . . . . . . ?”).

2.3.	 Procedure

Participant pairs were instructed that the study involved each of them describ-
ing an event from their past, as if in a conversation. Thus they were told that it 
was ok to ask questions or otherwise make comments if they wanted to. One 
participant was given the list of cue words and asked to: “Please think of 
a unique and interesting remote event that you experienced, which the other 
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person does not know about, and that you are willing to talk about”. Once the 
participant indicated that they had recalled an event, the researcher started the 
recorder and left the room. The participant was asked to stop the recorder when 
they were finished, and to signal for the researcher to return. The procedure 
was then repeated with the other participant. Once both participants had com-
pleted the event description phase, they independently completed the study 
questionnaire. The procedure produced two types of data for each participant: 
data as a narrator and data as a listener.

3.	 Results

The participants recorded a total of 78 event descriptions. The recording for 
each event was transcribed and the number of words counted. The first member 
of each pair to describe their event used a mean of 307 words (range 32 to 925). 
Similarly, the mean number of words used by the second narrator was 269 
(range 30 to 790). A total of sixteen participants asked questions or made com-
ments during their narrator’s event description. However, none of these ques-
tions or comments related to temporal issues.

3.1.	 Temporal information communication

In order to determine whether temporal information might have been commu-
nicated during the event description process, the participants’ questionnaire 
data were examined. The participants mainly provided just the year of occur-
rence when asked to date their event, with all 78 participants able to provide a 
year of occurrence for the event they had described. Likewise when playing the 
role of the listener, the participants generally only indicated year of occurrence 
when asked when they thought their narrator’s event had happened. Overall 72 
(92.3%) of the ‘listeners’ were able to provide a year of occurrence for the 
event which was described to them. As a description of the frequency with 
which other temporal information was given: 46 narrators provided month of 
occurrence for their event and 25 listeners provided this information for their 
narrator’s event, while 10 narrators provided day of occurrence information for 
their event, as did 5 of the listeners for their narrator’s event. Given that all the 
narrator data, and most of the listener data, included year of occurrence, and 
that the model of temporal information communication focuses on this level of 
temporal resolution, the analysis focuses on the year of occurrence data.

A significant positive correlation was found between the year which the nar-
rator stated their event occurred and the year which the listener stated they 
thought the event had occurred (r = .85, n = 72, p < .01). A similar result was 
found when this correlation was computed separately for the acquainted par-
ticipants (r = .76, n = 47, p < .01), and the stranger participants (r = .94, n = 25, 
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p < .01). Clearly these results suggest that approximate temporal position in 
terms of year of occurrence may have been communicated between the par-
ticipant pairs. It is unlikely that the observed degree of consistency would have 
been achieved if the listeners were simply guessing.

Absolute dating accuracy was calculated (absolute dating error = year given 
by narrator minus year given by listener and ignored the sign of the answer), 
and its relationship to the length of participant pair acquaintance time was ex-
amined. It is worth noting that in this case, absolute error is relative to the date 
given by the narrator, rather than an objective calendar date taken from some 
record. Absolute date error was not significantly correlated with the length of 
time the participants had known each other (r = .13, n = 72). Furthermore, 
comparison of the absolute dating error between the stranger and acquainted 
participants indicated no significant difference: stranger M = 4.7, SD = 5.0 
years, acquaintance M = 3.7, SD = 8.2 years, F(1, 71) = .31, p = .57. These re-
sults suggest that the majority of the participants followed the study instruc-
tions, as they were asked to describe a unique and interesting event which the 
other person did not know about (if the acquainted pairs were describing events 
already known to each other, it might be expected that this would reduce error).

3.2.	 Event description temporal markers

The transcripts of the event recordings were examined to determine what lan-
guage the narrators had used to communicate temporal information. Table 1 
shows a breakdown of the temporal markers which were identified in the event 
descriptions, the number of event descriptions which contained each category 
of temporal marker, and for each category the mean year the narrator gave, the 
mean year the listener gave, the correlation between the narrators’ and listeners’ 
year estimate, the mean temporal marker percentage score (defined below), 
mean age of occurrence in years, and mean relationship length in years. Only 
one event description contained more than one temporal cue (“At boarding 
school, when I was about 17 . . .”) and this was coded as an age cue. To deter-
mine if the relationship between the participant pairs influenced the temporal 
communication strategy, the time a narrator had known their listener (relation-
ship length) was compared across the 5 temporal communication strategies, 
and found not to vary significantly (F(4, 72) = 1.13, p = .35).

Inspection of Table 1 indicates that 10 event descriptions (12.6%) included 
a calendar date to indicate when the event happened. In all cases this was just 
the year (e.g. “It was maybe in 2000 . . . .”, “It was about, must have been 
about 1993 . . .”). This finding is consistent with the prediction that the inclu-
sion of a calendar date within an event narrative is rather rare. In fact, a precise 
calendar date (year, month and day) was never given in a narrator’s event de-
scription. Inspection of the 10 event narratives which included a date indicated 
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that this strategy was not associated with a particular type of event. The domi-
nant strategy for communicating temporal information was for the narrator to 
give their age at the time when the event happened, with 48.1% (n = 38) of the 
event descriptions containing this information (e.g. “This was when I was 6 
years old . . .”, “I would have been probably about 7 . . .”). Eleven of the event 
descriptions which included age information gave a range (e.g. “. . . probably, 
I don’t know, 9, 10, 11, something like that . . .”), with the remaining 27 giving 
a precise age. The average age given as a temporal marker was 9.6 years 
(SD = 3.8, range 3 to 18). Note that where an age range was given, the youngest 
age was used to calculate the mean.

As indicated in Table 1, 20 event descriptions (25.5%) provided a life theme 
marker. Six of these life themes were related to schooling (e.g. “. . . when I 
started Form 1 . . .”, “when I was at high school . . .”), while the others covered 
a wide range of life themes. Four event descriptions used a distance from the 
present marker (e.g. “. . . happened more than 10 years ago, could be up to 14 
years ago . . .”). Finally, no temporal cue could be identified in 6 of the event 
descriptions. Interestingly, inspection of the correlations between narrator date 
and listener date (shown in Table 1) for these 6 events suggests that temporal 
information was communicated. However, the pairs to which these data belong 
had known each other on average for 26.4 years, and it may be that they related 
events which were already know to each other. In other words, they may not 
have complied with the study instructions.

To compare the age of occurrence for the events which included an age tem-
poral marker with those which used a life theme, age of event occurrence was 
calculated. The following formula was used to work out the age of occurrence 
for each event: 2008 (the year the data were collected) minus the narrator’s 
year estimate and subtract the answer from the narrator’s age. Table 1 shows 
the mean age of occurrence for each temporal communication category. Com-
parison of the age of occurrence for the 38 events which included an age cue 
with the 20 events which used a life theme indicated a significant difference 
(F(1, 56) = 11.46, p < .01, η2 = .170). Inspection of the means shown in Table 
1 indicates that this finding is consistent with the prediction that age provides 
a temporal cue for events which occur in the first decade of life (childhood), 
whereas life themes are used for later life events. To determine where in the 
event description the temporal marker was used, the number of words from the 
beginning of the narrative until the first word of the temporal marker were 
counted (M = 29.0, range 2 to 293, Mdn = 15). This number was divided by 
the total number of words in the narrative. This produced a temporal marker 
percentage position score, where a smaller score indicated that the temporal 
marker was closer to the beginning of the narrative. Table 1 shows the mean 
temporal marker percentage position score for each temporal communication 
category. Comparison of the temporal marker percentage position scores for 
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the 38 events that used an age marker with those for the 20 events which used 
a life theme indicated no significant difference (F(1, 56) = 1.17, p = .28). De-
spite the lack of significant difference, the very small mean and low standard 
for the life theme percentage position scores does suggest that such informa-
tion is quite frequently given in the opening statement of an event narrative.

3.3.	 Temporal communication error patterns

The use of age or a life theme as a temporal marker should provide sufficient 
information for the listener to date the event, but only if the listener correctly 
estimates the narrator’s current age. To determine if this type of reasoning was 
reflected in the data, the relationship between date estimates and age estimates 
was examined for the event descriptions which used either age or a life theme 
as a temporal cue, and which were given a date by the listener (n = 54). Overall, 
actual and estimated age was significantly correlated (r = .45, p < .01, n = 54). 
Clearly the participants showed some ability to estimate each other’s age (note 
that none of the event descriptions included any statement relating to the nar-
rator’s current age). The absolute age estimation error was calculated (narrator 
age minus listener age estimate and ignore answer sign) and correlated with the 
absolute date estimate error (r = .58, p < .01, n = 54). This significant relation-
ship between the absolute accuracy of the temporal communication process 
and how accurately the ‘listener’ was able to estimate the narrator’s current age 
is consistent with the study prediction.

Because both date and age can be either underestimated or overestimated, it 
was possible to examine the predicted relationship between the two variables 
(estimates) in terms of the sign of the error. If the temporal marker and esti-
mated age had been combined in order to produce a date estimate, it should be 
possible to show the predicted error patterns: when the listener underestimates 
the age of the narrator, they should date the event too recently (overestimate 
the date), and when they overestimate the narrator’s age, they should date the 
event too remotely (underestimate the date). Signed dating error and signed 
age estimation error were negatively correlated (r = −.64, p < .01, n = 54). 
This relationship was found for both the acquainted participant pairs (r = −.78, 
p < .01, n = 39) and the stranger participant pairs (r = −.49, p = .058, n = 15). 
The negative correlations indicate that underestimation of age was associated 
with dating events too recently, while overestimation of age was associated 
with dating events too remotely.

4.	 Discussion

The results are generally consistent with the predictions on how temporal in-
formation about autobiographical events may be communicated within a con-
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versational context. The identification of 4 different types of temporal marker 
(age, life theme, calendar date, and distance from the present) is consistent 
with the results of Habermas and de Silveira’s (2008) analysis of life narra-
tives, and their analysis also found that the use of calendar date was rare. Pro-
viding a calendar date was both relatively rare and often noted as approximate 
or lacking certainty (e.g. “It was maybe in 2000 . . . .”, “It was about, must 
have been about 1993 . . .”). This is perhaps not surprising, given that research 
on event dating has shown that the generation of a date often requires consider-
able reconstructive effort (e.g. Friedman 1993, 2001). Perhaps individuals do 
not feel the need to interrupt a conversation to work through the steps neces-
sary to construct a precise calendar date. The expressed lack of certainty when 
the narrator gave a numerical temporal value (date or distance from the pres-
ent) may also explain why the correlations between the narrator date and lis-
tener date were not larger when temporal information was communicated in 
this manner. With both these strategies the narrator tended to express a lack of 
certainty, and this may have been associated with the narrator changing their 
mind when dating their event in the questionnaire, and/or made it difficult for 
the listener to be certain about the date they were given.

A question which can be asked is whether these results question the value of 
research on autobiographical event dating. It could be argued that asking indi-
viduals to give dates for a list of events lacks ecological validity, as it is per-
haps a rather rare activity in everyday life. On the other hand, the date recon-
structive processes that such research has identified are similar to those which 
the participants in this study used — they were simply used in a rather different 
way. Rather than interrupting a conversation to work out a precise date and 
then telling the listener, the narrator seems to give the listener enough informa-
tion to allow them to construct the date themselves. In effect, they move the 
constructive burden to the listener. This strategy may allow the narrator to 
focus on retrieving the event details, while the listener can (if they wish) en-
gage in processes which help them understand the event, including its temporal 
position.

The placement of the temporal cue very early in the narrative implies that it 
has a degree of importance. Arguably the temporal cue may help the listener 
understand the event as they may be able to draw on their own experience to 
comprehend the event which is being described to them. For example, the life 
theme cue “. . . when I started Form 1 . . .” has both a temporal value and an 
information value, in that the listener can perhaps draw on their own experi-
ences around this time of their life to comprehend the narrator’s story. Further-
more, the very early introduction of the temporal cue in a narrative may facili-
tate a judgement of an event’s temporal ‘appropriateness’. The appropriateness 
of an event may well be judged on when in life it occurs and the narrator may 
wish to establish this ‘appropriateness’ early in the conversation.
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The shift in the temporal communication strategy use from age for early life 
events to life themes for later life events appears consistent with theorising 
about the development of autobiographical memory. Events which occur early 
in life may simply not be associated with any unique life theme which would 
be useful for temporal information communication. Most people are living 
with their parents at this time of their life, and their life is a reflection of their 
parents’ lives. As the individual moves into the second and third decade of life, 
they begin to create their own life themes (albeit generally consistent with those 
of their culture’s life script). Once these life themes are established, they may 
be the preferred type of temporal marker for communication. These results are 
also consistent with Rubin and Berntsen’s (2003) suggestions that most life 
scripts have age norms which fall into late adolescence and young adulthood.

While it seems clear that a listener’s estimation of the narrator’s age can 
influence their estimation of the date when a narrator’s event occurred, the 
process may not have actually resulted in an error in the temporal communica-
tion process. If we assume that the narrator has the objective of communicating 
when in their life they experienced an event, and as discussed above its appro-
priateness, their communication attempt was perhaps reasonably successful 
(e.g. “. . . when I started Form 1 . . .” is a clear cue to when in a person’s life 
an event occurred). On the other hand, if the narrator wants to communicate 
‘when’ in calendar time an event occurred (the actual year), their attempt is 
subject to error relating to whether they look their age or not. If for some rea-
son their age is difficult to accurately estimate, their temporal communication 
strategy may be corrupted.

Future research might be able to compare the temporal communication 
strategies used by individuals who feel they look their age, with a group who 
feel they look either younger or older than they are to determine if this self-
awareness influences the language they use to describe the temporal aspects of 
their past experiences. Furthermore, and as shown in Figure 1, it is predicted 
that the language used to communicate temporal information about autobio-
graphical events may be influenced by characteristics of the listener. For ex-
ample, a life theme cue may not have as much communication value when 
conversing with someone from a culture which has a different life script, and 
if the narrator understands this they may modify their language selection.
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