
Vivid memories in the brain
The potential benefits of reliving 

positive memories for people with 
borderline personality disorder



Borderline personality disorder
• What is a personality disorder

– Self
– Interpersonal

• What is borderline personality disorder
– Some symptoms: Unstable relationships, identity 

disturbance, impulsivity, mood swings, chronic 
sense of emptiness

– Both men and women affected
– Multiple causes: predisposed and environmental
– Effective treatments





The importance of positive memories

Continuity of the self Finding solutions Sharing with others





What is important for reliving?

• Closeness and distance
– Did you hold more of a 

field or observer perspective?

• Vividness
– How vivid was your reliving?

Prefrontal cortex

Insula

Amygdala



Autobiographical memory in BPD

• Research on memories of trauma, rejection and abandonment 
with neural activation indicating:
– Difficulty in emotion regulation e.g. insula and orbitofrontal cortex
– Less distance from aversive memories e.g. precuneus



Task: reliving autobiographical memories

…Memory….

How do you feel now?

1           2           3           4 
Really bad Really good

Try to relive the 
memory as best as 

possible

Non-clinical 
control 
group

Borderline 
personality

disorder

Low self-
esteem



Example memories
Neutral
“It is Tuesday, late in the evening. We 
are driving from The Hague to 
Rotterdam. I am driving maximum 
speed. We almost pass a gas station. P 
is sitting next to me. She is talking to a 
friend on the phone. I am hearing it 
but not listening. It is ok.”

Positive

“I have finished my presentation. The 
teacher is seated opposite of me and 
tells be I passed with an 8. I feel such 
relieve and happiness flowing through 
my body. All the stress disappears. A 
feeling of proudness comes over me.”



Memory vividness

The more vivid the memory, the more active brain regions important for:
• Memory (hippocampus)
• Feeling (amygdala)
• Relevance to self (insula)



Vividness for people with borderline personality disorder

Non-clinical control group
People with low self-esteem
People with BPD



Mood for people with borderline personality disorder

Non-clinical control group
People with low self-esteem
People with BPD



Feeling better about the self

Non-clinical control group
People with low self-esteem
People with BPD



The passive precuneus

Reading vs reliving the 
memory
- Precuneus less active

People with BPD vs 
Non-clinical control group:

- Precuneus remains more 
active during reliving



Conclusion

• Vividness of memories is important to 
make you feel better

• People with BPD
– Have more difficulty to immerse themselves in 

positive memories
– …but can benefit from reliving positive 

memories (at least in short term)



How can positive memories be used?

• May be used as intervention for
– Emotion regulation
– Strengthening the self
– Strengthening relationships?



Thank you!
Special thanks to
- All participants to the study
- Students who contributed to the study
- My supervisors



Questions?
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