
Remembering the Future: 

Can mental time travel enhance brand perceptions? 

 

By Philip Collier and Kirsty Smit 

 

Recent interest in the role of memory in simulating future events prompted us to explore the 

relevance of future episodic thought to marketing. Our experiment tested whether engaging episodic 

memory leads to more detailed mental simulations and whether this positively impacts brand 

perceptions. Our results corroborate previous findings that mental simulations connected to the 

personal past are more vivid, but no direct evidence linking this to improved brand ratings was 

found. Correlations between the variables rendered encouraging insights about the relationships 

between sensory details and brand perceptions. We propose there is value in further exploring 

future episodic thought in marketing. 
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1. Introduction 

 

If you are asked to spend a moment imagining a specific upcoming event, such as a party for next 

New Year’s Eve, you will likely visualise specific details - like what people are wearing or eating or 

drinking, and you will probably envision a configuration of people intermingling in a specific 

setting that you know well (Szpunar & McDermott, 2008b). This capacity to simulate specific 

personal episodes that may occur in future is known as future episodic thought. It is thought to be 

related to episodic memory – the recollection of the personal past (Szpunar, 2010).  

 

Originally introduced in 1972 by Endel Tulving, the concept of episodic memory was initially 

described as memory for temporally dated events. Its meaning has evolved in the intervening years, 

and episodic memory is now recognised as a distinct neurocognitive memory system, characterised 

by the ability to experience the world autonoetically (Wheeler Et al. 1997). Episodic memory is 

distinct from memory for general knowledge and facts – known as semantic memory – in that it 

involves remembering episodes from the personal past that are specific in time and place (Szpunar 

& McDermott, 2008c). 

 

Simulating the future and remembering the past run in parallel in opposite temporal directions 

(Schacter & Addis, 2008).  Autonoetic consciousness, or the ability to mentally represent oneself in 

subjective time, makes mental time travel possible (Schacter Et al. 2007; Wheeler Et al. 1997). Just 

as we have the ability to recall details of our personal past, we have the capacity to travel forward in 

time to “pre-experience our personal future” with a similar degree of vividness (Szpunar & 

McDermott, 2008b).  

 

1.1. Future episodic thought and its relation to episodic memory 

 

While episodic memory has been vigorously researched over the past two decades, research on 

future episodic thought is a fairly recent area of interest in psychology and neuroscience.  A 

growing collection of behavioural research findings suggest that episodic future thought occurs 

frequently as part of daily life and that the content typically relates to shorter-term concerns that are 

imagined in the context of familiar settings. In fact, evidence suggests a necessary reliance on 

episodic memory, in that personal future episodes are pieced together using personal, contextual 

and emotional information from memory (Szpunar, 2010). Put simply, simulating future episodes 

requires remembering the personal past.  

 

These findings are supported by brain imaging research which shows that similar neural processes 

underlie both episodic memory and episodic future thought. Both processes engage posterior 

cortical regions – specifically, the posterior cingulate cortex, parahippocampal cortex, and the 

hippocampus. Similarly, research into brain damaged and amnesic patients shows that both episodic 

memory and episodic future thought require an intact hippocampus, “which is believed to flexibly 

combine elements from memory into a coherent mental representation” (Szpunar, 2010).  Studies 

examining older adults and young children (who have impaired and under-developed episodic 

memory, respectively), as well as studies on depressed and schizophrenic patients (known to have 

episodic deficits) show that they are generally unable to imagine detailed future scenarios. This 

lends credence to the idea that common processes underlie mental representations of the past and 

future (Szpunar, 2010). 

 

The core brain system associated with remembering the personal past and imagining the future is 

depicted below. The prefrontal and medial temporal lobe, as well as posterior brain regions are key 

to these processes (Schacter et al. 2007). 
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Figure 1.1. The core brain system that mediates past and future thinking. Source: Schacter et al. 

2007 

 

Future episodic thought is associated with greater activity in multiple brain regions than episodic 

memory, including the frontopolar and medial temporal regions, and the prefrontal cortex (Schacter 

et al. 2007). The thinking goes that imagining the future requires more than just retrieval of personal 

information from memory; it requires that one actively and flexibly recombine these elements into a 

novel future event (thereby placing a higher load on the underlying neural structures, such as those 

required for executive functions like planning and strategising). 

 

According to the constructive episodic simulation hypothesis, simulating future events requires a 

system that can flexibly recombine details from past events (Schacter et al. 2007). The reason why 

memory is a constructive process of piecing together bits of information rather than a full replay of 

the past, is because the role of memory is to make information available for simulating the future.  

Schacter et al. (2007) contend that the brain is a “fundamentally prospective organ” geared toward 

using past and present information to generate predictions about the future, and to facilitate future 

planning. The advantage of this system is that past information can be used flexibly to “try out” one 

or more versions of what might happen, without actually engaging in the behaviour (Schacter et al. 

2008); while the drawback is that the potential exists for memory errors like false recognition and 

misattribution to interfere with this process (Schacter & Addis, 2009). 

 

1.2. Functional benefits of episodic future thought and its relevance to marketers 

 

Why exactly is future episodic thought adaptive? And moreover, why is it important for marketers? 

Understanding the evolutionary and psychological benefits provide clues to answering these 

questions. 
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In evolutionary terms, there is obvious adaptive value in being able to prepare for different 

eventualities by anticipating problems before they arise and taking preventative action in the present 

(Tulvig & Szpunar, 2009). We essentially “try out” different versions of what might happen and 

adjust our behaviour accordingly (Schacter Et al. 2008).  

 

From a general psychological point of view, a key functional benefit of imagining future scenarios 

is to facilitate coping, by regulating the emotional distress associated with stressful events. Another 

functional benefit involves facilitating behaviour toward achieving goals. After formulating a goal, 

simulating strategies for achieving that goal leads to formulating plans for success. This is 

particularly effective in directing behaviour if the person formulates implementation intentions, or 

plans that specify the context in which the goal will be achieved (the when, where and how).  A 

given context will be more likely to trigger a particular response if the context has been associated 

with that response before (Szpunar, 2010). 

 

According to Szpunar (2010), engaging episodic memory can, in itself, be enough to shape future 

behaviour without the need to simulate possible future scenarios. However, the value of simulating 

the course of hypothetical future scenarios lies in foreseeing any potential obstacles that may arise 

when carrying out a planned course of action, and using this information to formulate a better plan. 

If future episodic thought plays such a key role in coordinating future behaviour, it should certainly 

be of interest to marketers. This begs the question: is it possible for marketers to elicit future 

episodic thought in the context of their products? Can simulations of hypothetical scenarios and 

need states be used to nudge someone toward choosing a particular product or service in future? 

Can we connect particular products with implementation intentions, such that similar contexts in the 

real world will cue the desired behaviour? Or better yet, help potential customers to foresee and 

navigate around potential barriers to purchase, such as stock-outs or promotions on competitor 

products? The prevailing theory and research would seem to suggest there is merit to exploring such 

possibilities.  

 

As it stands, there has been no research connecting future episodic thought to brands, and there is 

no literature to guide the design of experiments in this context. Our research is therefore exploratory 

in nature and intended to be a first foray into unchartered territory. Part of our goal is to provide 

recommendations for future research based on our learnings. 

 

2. Methodology 

 

2.1. Rationale 

 

The identified objectives for our research were twofold:  

 

1 To determine whether future scenarios that are associated with real past events conjure up 

more detailed mental (sensory) representations than future scenarios involving novel and 

unlikely events.  

2 To determine whether (fictitious) brands or concepts that are presented in the context of 

familiar scenarios connected to real past events are perceived as more attractive than those 

connected to novel or unlikely events.  

 

To test these ideas, we mimicked the design of an early experiment by Szpunar and McDermott 

(2008) in which participants were asked to imagine future events in either familiar or novel settings. 

According to reality monitoring theory, mental representations based on personal experience (or 

memory) will have greater perceptual detail and will be experienced as more vivid. Szpunar and 

McDermott’s experiment showed that future episodic thought draws on memory, since future 
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events imagined in familiar settings conjured up more vivid mental images than those imagined in 

novel settings. 

 

In the first part of our experiment, participants were randomly assigned to the novel or familiar 

condition and each presented with a scene cue. They were asked to spend one minute imagining the 

scene in as much detail as possible. Those in the familiar condition were asked to imagine visiting a 

friend or relative’s home. This scene cue was chosen because it is something that everybody is 

likely to have personal experience of, thus ensuring that we are sampling the contents of episodic 

memory. Participants in the novel condition were asked to imagine being invited to Helen Zille’s 

home to meet her. Following a thread from similar research studies, we chose Helen Zille because 

she is a familiar figure who most people will recognise, but since they are unlikely to have visited 

her home, we can be fairly certain that we are not sampling the contents of episodic memory.  

 

Alternative familiar and novel conditions were tested during a staged piloting phase: “visiting your 

favourite restaurant or pub” was tested as an alternative cue for the familiar condition, and “you 

have been invited to a movie set to meet your favourite actor/actress” was explored as an alternative 

cue for the novel condition. Having collected feedback from our pilot participants, we concluded 

that the two chosen conditions (“friend/relative’s home” and “Helen Zille’s home”) were the most 

generalisable. 

 

Following the findings of the Szpunar and McDermott experiment, we expected to find that 

participants imagining future scenarios occurring in familiar settings (which are associated with an 

episodic or autobiographical memory), would recount a more vivid subjective experience than those 

imagining the novel setting, as indicated by their ratings of the sensory detail of their mental 

representations on two 7-point scales (visual detail; and sounds/smell detail;  where 1 = no detail; 7 

= a lot of detail). 

 

In the second part of the experiment, we sought to determine whether tapping into future episodic 

thought (by connecting brands to familiar scenes from the personal past) would result in more vivid 

brand projections, and more positive dispositions toward the imagined brands.  

 

We know that episodic memory and future episodic thought engage the same neural processes.  We 

also know, from the Szpunar and McDermott experiment, that mental representations are more 

vivid when the personal past is engaged. Can we extend this to say that if we frame brands in 

familiar contexts (i.e. by connecting them to memory), then the brands will be experienced more 

vividly, and the perceiver will relate to them and like them more?  

 

To test this, participants were asked to spend another minute imagining that they were in the same 

familiar or novel scene as before and starting to feel thirsty, when someone hands them a beverage 

of a brand they have not seen before. They then rated the sensory detail of the beverage they 

imagined in the context of that scene (level of visual detail such as shape, colour and pack design; 

and also taste/smell detail; 1 = no detail; 7 = a lot of detail). Finally, participants rated the beverage 

on a 10-point scale in terms of the extent to which they expected that it would meet their needs 

overall (1 = worst ever; 10 = best ever). 

 

We expected to show that that brands imagined in the context of real past events would score higher 

on sensory detail than those imagined in novel settings. Furthermore, if average brand ratings on the 

10-point overall needs-fit scale for the familiar condition are higher than those for the novel 

condition, this would lend credence to the notion that tapping into the personal past and engaging 

episodic future thought can be instrumental in enhancing brand perceptions, and potentially 

influencing subsequent purchase intention.  
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2.2. Participants and data collection 

 

Two approaches to data collection were taken. A preliminary round of face-to-face fieldwork was 

conducted using convenient samples of existing groups of people (kungfu and boot-camp classes, 

totalling 36 participants). After the initial piloting phase, a revised experiment was set up online 

using the surveygizmo.com platform. Recruitment was done through social media (distributing of 

the survey link via email contacts, Twitter and Facebook).  

 

A sample of 50 participants completed the experiment online (this was the limit allowed by 

surveygizmo.com). The bulk of the sample was within the 25 to 34 years of age group. The sample 

was skewed towards females. A possible reason for the gender skew could be that when participants 

were asked to share the link to the survey with their other online connections, female participants 

were more likely to cooperate with this request.  

 

Table 1. Sample frequencies – gender 

 

Gender Female 30 

  Male 20 

 

Table 2. Sample frequencies – age 

 

Age 25-34 38 

  35-54 9 

  55+ 3 

 

2.3. Results 

 

2.3.1. Tests for normality of distributions  

 

The distributions of all of the scale variables were tested for normality. The measure of visual detail 

of the scenes imagined passed the test for normality (skewness of -0.887 and kurtosis of 0.1); the 

measure of the sensory detail of the scenes was not perfectly normal but was normal enough 

(skewness of 0.673 and kurtosis of -0.662); as was the measure of visual detail of the beverage 

imagined (skewness -0.659 and kurtosis of -0.583) and the measure of the sensory detail of the 

beverage imagined (skewness of 0.121 kurtosis of -0.946. The distribution of the measure of the 

beverage rating on overall needs-fit was not perfectly normal but was also considered to be normal 

enough (skewness of 0.035 kurtosis of -0.64). 

 

2.3.2. Comparing sensory detail across the familiar and novel conditions 

Given the positive results for the normality, t-tests for independent samples were run on the above 

variables across the familiar and novel conditions.  

 

Table 3. Independent samples t-test comparing visual detail across conditions 

 

Condition N Mean Standard Deviation Min Max 

Familiar 24 5.92 1.442 1 7 

Novel 26 4.81 1.674 1 7 

t statistic: 2.5, p value 0.016, degrees of freedom: 48 
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Five variables were tested and compared across the familiar and novel conditions: (1) visual detail 

of the scene, (2) other sensory detail (sounds, smells) of the scene (3) visual detail of the beverage, 

(4) other sensory detail (smells, tastes) of the beverage, and (5) the beverage needs-fit rating. 

 

The visual detail of the scene imagined was significantly different across the two conditions (t 

statistic: 2.5, p value 0.016), which aligns with what we would expect based on the Szpunar and 

McDermott experiment. However, there were no significant differences across the familiar and 

novel condition for other sensory detail of the scene, visual detail of the beverage, other sensory 

detail of the beverage, or the beverage needs-fit rating (see appendix for tables of figures). 

 

2.3.3. Exploring the relationship between sensory detail and overall brand ratings 

 

Comparing the sensory detail (visual, auditory and olfactory) for the imagined scene and for the 

imagined brand, along with the brand needs-fit rating across the two conditions provides a one-

dimensional view of the landscape. We wanted to explore in greater depth the inter-relationships 

between these variables for the sample as a whole. Is there a relationship between the visual detail 

of the scene and other sensory detail imagined for the scene, and furthermore, are there correlations 

between the sensory detail for the beverage and the beverage needs-fit ratings?  

 

In order to explore these relationships, correlations across the above variables were run using 

Pearson’s R. Table 4 shows the results of this investigation. 

 

Table 4. Correlations between scene and brand sensory detail and brand needs-fit rating 

 

Pearson’s R Scene Visual 

Detail 

Scene Other 

Sensory Detail 

Beverage 

Visual Detail 

Beverage 

Other Sensory 

Detail 

Beverage 

Rating 

Scene Visual 

Detail 

1.000 0.265 0.441** 0.315* 0.346* 

Scene Other 

Sensory Detail 

0.265 1.000 0.219 0.216 0.052 

Beverage 

Visual Detail 

0.441 0.219 1.000 0.078 0.153 

Beverage 

Other Sensory 

Detail 

0.315 0.216 0.078 1.000 0.650** 

Beverage 

Rating 

0.346 0.052 0.153 0.650 1.000 

* p < 0.05  ** P < 0.001 

 

One might expect to find some relationship between the extent of sensory detail imagined across 

both the scene and the beverage. The more creative people are, the more detail they are likely to 

imagine in general. There was indeed a moderate relationship between the visual detail of the scene 

and the visual detail of the beverage (r = .441). There was also a significant, albeit weak, 

relationship (r = .315) between the visual detail of the scene and the other sensory detail (i.e. taste 

and smell) of the beverage. Again, we could attribute this to individual creativity.  

 

But how does the extent of sensory detail relate to the brand needs-fit rating? As we expected, there 

were some relationships. The visual detail of the scene correlated with the brand needs-fit rating (r 

= .346): the more visual detail, the higher the average brand rating. However, this relationship is 
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weak. The fact that there is only a weak relationship between these two variables overall might 

account for why no significant differences were uncovered across the novel and familiar conditions 

with regard to brand ratings. 

 

The strongest relationship identified was between the ratings of non-visual sensory detail for the 

brand (taste and smell) and the brand needs-fit rating (r = .65). The more people think about the 

taste and smell of the beverage, the more positive their dispositions toward it. This could have 

potentially interesting implications when it comes to marketing.  

 

3. Discussion 

 

To recap, the concept of future thinking is relatively new to neuroscience. Neuroscience tells us that 

when we imagine the future, we use the same parts of the brain that we use to remember the past. 

 

Memory, in the context of the prospective brain, serves to provide the necessary information to 

imagine, simulate or predict what might occur in future (Schacter et al., 2007), which has bearing 

on goal-directed behaviour, including our shopping and purchasing habits. We wanted to explore 

the potential implications of this new neuroscience for marketing and research – more specifically, 

how future episodic thought may influence how people think about brands. We initially chose to 

focus on one area: whether the context of the scene in which a brand is presented influences brand 

perceptions.  

 

Why should marketers and advertisers be interested in this area of neuroscience? Marketers are now 

able to tailor brand messaging to increasingly targeted audiences (using Google and Facebook 

advertising, for example). Currently, such advertisements are based on what the target audience 

finds interesting or “likes”. Imagine the potential if the context in which the brand is presented was 

tailored to the individual recipient: would an energy drink presented in the context of your last 

skiing holiday resonate more with you than if the same energy drink was presented in a context that 

is unfamiliar to you? 

 

The research on future episodic thought could support the notion that associating products with 

familiar contexts similar to an episodic or autobiographical memory would make it easier for 

someone to conceptualise using the product in the context of their own life, compared to if it was 

framed in a contrived or hypothetical context. Having visualised interacting with the product could 

then pave the way for choosing to use the product later in real-life situations. It was questions like 

these that prompted us to explore the potential application of future episodic thought processes 

within the marketing context.  

 

The starting point for our experiment was the idea that mental representations of the future would 

vary in phenomenological quality based on the contents of memory that have been sampled. 

Following the experiment conducted by Szpunar and McDermott (2008b), we aimed to determine 

whether participants who imagined future scenarios in a familiar setting (friend or relative’s home) 

would have more detailed sensory representations (visual, auditory and olfactory) than those who 

imagined future scenarios in a novel setting (Helen Zille’s home). 

 

To answer this question, we measured whether brands (fictitious imagined beverage brands, in this 

instance) presented in a familiar setting were (a) imagined in greater sensory detail than those 

presented in a novel setting, and (b) perceived as more attractive than those presented in a novel 

setting. 

 

In keeping with the findings from similar research in the field of neuroscience, our results show that 

creating a context that taps into episodic memory and facilitates episodic future thought (e.g. 
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imagining being at a friend or relative’s home) does result in more vivid visual representations than 

arbitray contexts with no connection to personal experience (e.g. visiting Helen Zille’s home).  

 

It stands to reason then, that getting people to picture themselves in a scene that has components of 

personal experience, regardless of temporal direction (past or future) could set the stage for more 

vivid brand conceptualisations too. The results of this exploratory research, when strictly focused 

on testing across the famaliar and novel conditions, do not support this hypothesis. Brands imagined 

in familiar settings were not perceived in significantly more sensory detail than those imagined in 

novel settings. Engaging episodic memory and/or episodic future thought did not, in this instance, 

have not the presumed effect of creating more specific projections of the brands themselves. 

Similarly, participants imagining brands in familiar settings did not rate the brand higher on overall 

needs-fit than those imagining brands in novel settings.  

 

However, when we look deeper, we see that the story may lie in the correlations between the 

measured variables for the sample as whole, and not in the differences across the two conditions. As 

depicted in Illustration 1 below, the more visual detail imagined in the scene, the higher the overall 

brand rating (Relationship A). The visual detail of the scene also has some relationship with the 

visual detail of the beverage (Relationship B) and the amount of detail imagined about the brand’s 

taste and smell (Relationship C).  

 

The more detailed the mental picture of a potential future scene, the more clearly one tends to 

picture the brand in that scene, add qualities such as taste and smell to the representation, and give 

the brand high ratings (Relationship D). 

 

While these relationships are not strong, they do suggest that that some interactions exist between 

the perceived attractiveness of the brand and the amount of detail imagined (visual detail and other 

sensory detail of both the context and beverage itself).   

 

Illustration 1: The relationships between sensory detail and brand rating 

 

 
 

With the understanding that visual detail of the scene differs across familiar and novel conditions, 

and in turn, has a relationship with brand ratings for the sample as whole, we clearly cannot ignore 

the impact of the familiarity of the context in which the brand is presented (even though comparison 

across the familiar and novel conditions did not directly confirm this hypothesis).  
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Exploratory research often demands that we investigate tentative, and sometimes difficult to defend 

connections, such that these can be further explored in later research. With this in mind, we propose 

that some connection exists between the visual detail of the scene and the brand rating, either 

directly (Relationship A) or through non-visual sensory detail (taste and smell) of the brand 

(Relationship C through to D). This suggests that there may indeed be value in eliciting future 

episodic thought to enhance the perceived attractiveness of brands. 

 

4. Conclusion 

 

There is preliminary evidence to support further investigation into the concept of future episodic 

thought within the marketing context, since it might prime people to respond more positively 

toward brands presented in the right context.  

 

However, it is not enough to simply frame a given brand or product in a context connected to 

personal experience if you want people to relate to and imagine themselves using it (at least when it 

comes to beverages). We also need to engage the senses. Brand messages that conjure up mental 

representations with a high degree of sensory detail are more likely to create favourable impressions 

of the brand. Marketers can seek to build this level of pereceived sensory detail through direct 

expereince of the brand or product itself. Further research is necessary to explore the optimal way to 

elicit this level of sensory detail in mental images of the brand at the individual level, in situations 

where these messages tap into components of personal experience (e.g. using Facebook to create 

personally relevant advertising involving products placed in the context of indivudual’s own 

reported experiences or events). 

 

Although not directly included in this research, a noteworthy implication of future episodic thought 

in the marketing context is the power of product trial. Remember that memory serves to provide the 

information necessary to imagine actions in the future, including what you’re going to buy. The 

only real way to introduce a brand into memory is to use it (putting aside the possibility of creating 

false memories – that is a topic for another paper). Getting people to use a product, preferably in 

their natural habitat, is the best way to bring that product into their future thinking and planning.  

 

If you want someone to think about your brand in the future, the best thing is to have them use it in 

the past. However, where that is not feasible, it may be possible to increase the likelihood of 

potential customers responding favourably to your brand when they encounter it in future, if it can 

be connected to contexts associated with past experience. 

 

5. Future Research 

 

The strong relationship between the other (non-visual) sensory detail and the brand rating in this 

study is possibly a function of the category context (beverages). Replicated in another category, we 

may find stronger connections with visual or some other type of sensory detail. The connections 

between the visual detail of the scene imagined and the sensory (visual, taste and smell) detail of the 

beverage need further exploration. Future research is needed to either corroborate these findings or 

to explore different ways of introducing brands into future simulations, with a view to nudging 

behaviour in a particular direction. 
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7. Appendix 

 

Table i. Independent samples t-test comparing scence other sensory detail across conditions 

 

Group N Mean Standard 

Deviation4 

Min Max 

F 24 2.958 1.876 1.0 7.0 

N 26 2.962 1.685 1.0 6.0 

t statistic: -0.006, p value: 0.995, degrees of freedom: 48 

 

Table ii. Independent samples t-test comparing beverage visual detail across conditions 

 

Group N Mean Standard 

Deviation4 

Min Max 

F 24 4.833 1.993 1.0 7.0 

N 26 4.615 1.791 1.0 7.0 

t statistic: 0.407, p value: 0.686, degrees of freedom: 48 

 

Table iii. Independent samples t-test comparing beverage other sensory across conditions 

 

Group N Mean Standard 

Deviation4 

Min Max 

F 24 3.542 1.865 1.0 7.0 

N 26 4.0 1.744 1.0 7.0 

t statistic: -0.898, p value: 0.374, degrees of freedom: 48 

 

Table iv. Independent samples t-test comparing brand rating across conditions 

 

Condition N Mean Standard 

Deviation 

Min Max 

F 24 6.29 2.236 3 10 

N 26 6.00 2.349 1 10 

t statistic: 0.449, p = 0.656, degrees of freedom: 48 

 


