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The Relationship Between Positive Experiences, Negative 

Experiences And Cherished Memories: 

A Qualitative Examination 

 

By WONG See Yan 

'Any theory of motivation that is worthy of attention must deal with the highest capacities of the healthy and 

strong person as well as with the defensive maneuvers of crippled spirits.' 

- Abraham Harold Maslow, 1970 

 

Abstract 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the relationship between happy experiences, unhappy 

experiences and cherished memories. This study compared the cherished memories of 24 Hong Kong graduate 

counselling students. The transcripts were categorized according to Wilson and Spencer (1990). For those who 

said that they had had cherished memories, results supported the hypothesis that people remember happy 

experiences more than unhappy experiences. Results also supported that negative experiences also bring 

positive insights, in which can be regarded as a therapeutic effect. For those who did not response, it seemed 

that the hypothesis that "all people are able to be cherishable" was refuted. However, there were a lot of reasons 

behind this statement. Directions for future research are suggested. 

 

Keywords— Cherished Memories, Happy Experiences, Unhappy Experiences, Positive Insights, Therapeutic 
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Psychological Well-Being. 
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Introduction 

Meaning of "memories" 

The word memory, a noun, has seven meanings: (a) The mental faculty of retaining and recalling past 

experience. (b) The act or an instance of remembering; recollection. (c) All that a person can remember. (d) 

Something remembered. (e) The fact of being remembered; remembrance. (f) The period of time covered by the 

remembrance or recollection of a person or group of persons. (g) The capacity of a material, such as plastic or 

metal, to return to a previous shape after deformation. 

The two great Greek philosophers, Plato and Aristotle, had their own interpretation of memory. Plato used 

the Wax tablet model; which means that memories are impressions on wax. For Aristotle, he used the Aviary 

model (each memory a bird of different species), the Scribe model (each person contains within themselves a 

miniature scribe), and the Law of contiguity (events occurring closely in time likely to be associated) to explain 

his view on memory. 

The Memory Process consists of three phases: Registration (transforming information into a form that can 

be retained), Retention (storage of information), and Remembering (retrieval of information). 

  

Meaning of "cherished memories" 

 The word cherish, a transitive verb, has two meanings: (a) To treat with affection and tenderness; hold 

dear. (b) To keep fondly in mind; entertain. Its synonym is "appreciate". 

  

 In most literature reviews, cherished memories have close relationship with "vital moments" and "peak 

experiences". 

  

Meaning of "vital moments" 

Each of us possesses memories that are unique and defining. They may be the memory of a loved-one, a 

place, a special event, a special moment, a remembered dream, a particular meal, a meeting, an encounter with 
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nature, a mystical experience, a spiritual experience, achieving a goal, receiving a gift, giving a gift, embracing 

someone, a moment of fulfillment, a moment of ecstasy, sudden illumination, a moment of wonder, a moment of 

joy, and many other things beside. These moments can define our personality, and perhaps the direction of our 

lives. These experiences can collectively be described as "vital" moments. 

  

Brief history on Maslow's Theory of Self-Actualization 

  

 Abraham Harold Maslow (1908-1970) is one of the founders of humanistic psychology. He, grew up in 

Brooklyn (a place in New York), described his childhood as "unhappy, lonely, [and] isolated." To follow through 

on his interest in psychology, he had to resist parental pressures to go to law. Maslow spent much of his career at 

Brandeis University, Massachusetts, where he created an influential theory of motivation and provided crucial 

leadership for the fledgling humanistic movement. 

  

 Like Carl Rogers, Maslow (1968, 1970) argued that psychology should take an optimist view of human 

nature instead of dwelling on the causes of disorders. "To oversimplify the matter somewhat," he said, "it's as if 

Freud supplied to us the sick half of psychology and we must now fill it out with the healthy half" (1968, p. 5). 

Maslow's key contribution to personality theory was his description of the self-actualizing person as an example 

of the healthy personality. Maslow proposed that humans are driven by a need for self-actualization, which is the 

need to fulfill one's potential. Thus, Maslow agreed with Rogers that people have an innate drive toward 

fulfillment and personal growth. Moreover, he believed that this fulfillment is crucial to psychological health, 

saying, "A musician must take music, an artist must paint, a poet must write, if he is to be ultimately at peace 

with himself. What a man can be, he must be" (1970, p. 46). 

  

 Working from this premise, Maslow set out to discover the nature of the healthy personality. He tried to 

identify people of exceptional mental health, so that he could investigate their characteristics. In one case, he 
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used psychological tests and interviews to sort out the healthiest 1% of a sizable population of college students. 

He also studied admired historical figures (such as Thomas Jefferson and William James) and personal 

acquaintances characterized by superior adjustment. Over a period of years, he accumulated his case histories 

and gradually sketched, in broad strokes, a picture of ideal psychological health. 

  

Meaning of "peak experiences" 

 According to Maslow, self-actualizing persons are people with exceptionally healthy personalities, 

marked by continued personal growth. Maslow identified various traits characteristic of self-actualizing people. 

In brief, Maslow found that self-actualizers are accurately tuned into reality and that they are at peace with 

themselves. He found that they are open and spontaneous and that they retain a fresh appreciation of the world 

around them. Socially, they are sensitive to others' needs and enjoy rewarding interpersonal relations. However, 

they are not dependent on others for approval or uncomfortable with solitude. They thrive on their work, and 

they enjoy their sense of humour. Maslow also noted that that they have mystical and "peak experiences" 

(profound emotional highs) more often than others do. Finally, he found that they strike a nice balance between 

many polarities in personality. For instance, they can be both childlike and mature, both rational and intuitive, 

both conforming and rebellious. 

 Toward the end of his life, Maslow also introduced the term "plateau experiences." These are positive 

experiences that are of longer duration and lower intensity than peak experiences. Meditative states and quiet 

reverie are examples. He also made mention of "nadir experiences," the opposite of peak experiences. These are 

intensely negative experiences which turn around into positive experiences. This work on identifying and 

categorizing transpersonal experiences has been continued. Walsh and Vaughan (1993) and others have begun a 

systematic mapping of the characteristics. 
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Table 1. Maslow's view of the healthy personality: Characteristics of self-actualizing people 

 

 Clear, efficient perception of reality and comfortable relations with it. 

 Spontaneity, simplicity, and naturalness. 

 Problem centering (having something outside themselves they "must" do as a mission). 

 Detachment and need for privacy. 

 Autonomy, independence of culture and environment. 

 Continued freshness of appreciation. 

 Mystical and peak experiences. 

 Feelings of kinship and identification with the human race. 

 Strong friendship, but limited in number. 

 Democratic character structure. 

 Ethical discrimination between good and evil. 

 Philosophical, unhostile sense of humour. 

 Balance between polarities in personality. 

  

Maslow was one of the earliest theorists to investigate "vital" moments, which he ascribed as mystical 

"peak experiences". Maslow believed that peak experiences are spontaneously occurring natural phenomena that 

are triggered in moments of receptivity. Maslow held the view that while peak experiences are transitory, 

nevertheless, they may endure and, hence, shape our response to the world. Indeed, Maslow described one such 

event that shaped his life: 

  

I gave up everything I was fascinated with in a selfish way around 1941. It happened very suddenly, you 

know. One day just after Pearl Harbour I was driving home and my car was stopped by a poor, pathetic 

parade. Boy Scouts and fat people and old uniforms and a flag and someone playing a flute off-key… As I 

watched, the tears began to run down my face. I felt we didn't understand… I felt that if we could 

understand, then we could make progress. I had a vision of a peace table, with people sitting around it, 

talking about human nature and hatred and war and peace and brotherhood. That moment changed my 

whole life and determined what I have done since. Since that moment in 1941 I've devoted myself to 
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developing a theory of human nature that could… prove that human beings are capable of something 

grander than war and prejudice and hatred. (Hall, 1968, p. 54) [Hall, M. H. (1968, March). A 

conservation with Abraham H. Maslow. Psychology Today, 2(2), p. 35-37.] 

  

Moments like the example described above by Maslow can be, at least, bring about reflection if not acting 

as a catalyst for change or be self-actualizing. As such, beyond the personal they can also play a role in therapy. 

Re-experiencing the vital moments can be growth-enhancing, and can provide a useful metaphor for charting an 

individual's life. 

  

Review of related literature 

  

Maslow (1968, 1969) has presented two different views related to the effects of peak experiences. He first 

stated that they inevitably had lasting effects but later maintained that peaks may produce no positive benefits 

beyond the transitory effects of pleasure during the experience itself. Ebersole (1972) formed a sample of 83 

peaks submitted by 78 college students, 55% of the protocols seemed to record no lasting effects, thus 

supporting Maslow's later position. In addition, the type of peaks obtained was contrasted with those of an 

earlier study (Allen, Haupt and Jones, 1964). Panzarella (1980) reported, contrary to Ebersole, that 90% of 

subjects attributed long-lasting, usually permanent effects to peak experiences. 

  

Hallaq (1977) proposed an objective approach for the evaluation of peak experiences. A similar 

methodology could be applied to nadir experiences as well. The major advantage of this alternative was that of 

facilitating the process of data gathering on a variety of peak experiences and eliminating the bias produced by 

those capable of colourful accounts of their personal experiences. The results obtained through scaling were not 

only compatible with the judgmental methods, but also provided additional information about the level or 

intensity of the experiences. Hallaq also investigated the possibility of categorization of peak experiences 



ISSN: 2249-7196 

IJMRR/July-September 2026/ Volume 16/Issue 3/307-334 

By WONG See Yan / International Journal of Management Research & Review 

313 
 

objectively through the use of factor analysis. The results disagreed with previous categorizations enough to 

make it advisable, or even necessary, to conduct more research in this area. 

  

Keutzer (1978) compared the answers of 146 upper-division college students enrolled in psychology 

classes with the responses from Andrew Greeley's (1974) national sample of 1467 adults. There was a 

significant difference between the two samples in response to the item about feeling very close to a powerful, 

spiritual force that seemed to lift one out of oneself. 

  

Wuthnow (1978) presented evidence from a random sample survey of the San Francisco Bay Area on 

some of the differences between people who claimed to have had intense peak experiences and people who had 

not had such experiences. The data indicated that most people had had some kind of peak experience, but some 

people seemed clearly to be more oriented toward "peaking" than others. Peakers tended more often than 

nonpeakers to say their lives are very meaningful, that they thought about the meaning and purpose of life and 

felt they know what the purpose of life is, and that they spent time meditating. They also scored higher on 

self-rated adjectives concerning personal talents and capabilities. In other words, the data seemed consistent 

with Maslow's suggestion that peaking may be associated with self-actualization. The data also tended to 

support some of Maslow's assertions about the possible effects of peak experiences on values. In particular, 

peakers were less likely than nonpeakers to say they valued material possessions, high pay, job security, being 

famous, and having a lot of friends. They were more likely, however, to say they valued working for social 

changes, helping to solve social problems, and helping people in need. These differences did not seem to be 

attributable merely to other differences between peakers and nonpeakers, such as differences in education, age, 

employment, sex, or marital status. 

  

Following leads by Maslow (1964, 1968) and others who described peak experiences, Wilson and Spencer 

(1990) designed a study to learn about the subjective-effects, after-effects, and interpretations of intense positive 
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and negative experiences. Comparisons were made between respondents' "most positive" and "most negative" 

experiences and between these positive experiences and those of members of a yoga meeting. It was found that 

except for the differences in affect, positive and negative experiences were similar in subjective effects and 

impact on later life. The most positive experience of most respondents fell short of peak experience as described 

by Maslow. On the other hand, the most positive experience of ashram respondents showed evidence of a 

genuine alternation of consciousness and lasting life change afterward. The results suggest that only in rare 

instances is therapeutic change or self-actualization initiated by peak experiences. 

  

Davis, Lockwood and Wright (1991) conducted a survey on whether the respondents had had a peak 

experience, how many people they had told, and the reason they had not told more people. Out of 246 

respondents, 79% reported they having had a peak experience but most had told only a few people about it. The 

most common reasons respondents gave for not discussing a peak experience were that it was a special and 

intimate personal experience which they did not want to discuss, that they felt it might be devalued or put down, 

and that they could not adequately describe it. 

  

Singer and Salovey (1993) mentioned an integrative conceptual framework for autobiographical memory 

and personality. At the centre of their conceptualization was the "self-defining memory", which they described 

as an especially vivid, affectively intense, and familiar personal memory that expressed an enduring concern or 

unresolved conflict in the person's life. Singer and Salovey argued that what people feel in the present about 

events long after they have occurred is a function of how relevant those remembered events are to the attainment 

of long-term future goals. Furthermore, self-defining memories serve to motivate goal-directed behaviour in the 

future – to encourage people to pursue desired ends ands and discourage them from activities that would lead to 

outcomes they would rather avoid. In demonstrating links among one's personal past, current affect, and future 

goals, Singer and Salovey argued for a thematic coherence and continuity in personality across the life span. 

Thematic coherence is evidenced, then, in the extent to which the motivational themes evident in self-defining 
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memories from the past match the motivational themes of future goals. 

  

Lanier and Privette (1996) explored two of Maslow's concepts of peak experiences, defined as moments of 

highest happiness. First, these moments have many triggers but are widely recognized and identified in common 

ways. Second, although transitory, peak experiences often have lasting consequences. Using the Experience 

Questionnaire, 30 realtors described personal peak experiences. Of eight factors, they endorsed four: 

significance, fulfillment, spirituality, and full focus. They characterized their peak experiences as significant or 

turning points in their lives. These data were similar to past data from 29 artists and 123 university students. 

  

McAdams, Hoffman, Mansfield and Day (1996) did three studies employing over 350 community adults 

and college students. Participants wrote or told narratives of personally important scenes in their lives. The 

autobiographical accounts were coded for themes of agency and communion, the two general content 

dimensions in lives and life stories that have been identified by many theorists and researchers. The four agentic 

themes of self-mastery, status, achievement / responsibility, and empowerment were positively associated with 

Thematic Apperception Test (TAT, developed by Christina D. Morgan Murray in 1930s at the Harvard 

Psychological Clinic) measures of achievement and power motivation, self-report scales of dominance and 

achievement, and personal strivings concerning being successful and feeling strong. Similarly, the four 

communal themes of love / friendship, dialogue, care / help, and community were positively associated with 

intimacy motivation, needs for affiliation and nurturance, and personal strivings concerned with warm and close 

relationships. The results suggest a thematic coherence in personality across the arenas of key autobiographical 

memories, social motives, and daily goals. 

  

In Hoffman's (1998) study, Maslow's biographer conduced oral and written interviews – 

phenomenologically based – with more than 250 adult men and women who could recall enduring peak 

episodes experienced before age 14. The results were supportive of Maslow's hypothesis that even young 
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children are capable of peak moments of lasting impact. Hoffman presented a typology of nine distinct 

categories of childhood epiphanies, including uplifting experiences in places of scenic grandeur, near-death or 

crisis episodes, spontaneous moments of bliss, and unforgettable dreams. 

  

Hanley and Abell (2002) suggested a modification to Maslow's hierarchy that more fully considers 

positive views of relatedness. This new interpersonal model of self-actualization emphasizes the importance of 

relatedness as the sub-stance of individual growth at all levels of psychological development. Implications of 

this theory for parenting, family life, community living, and creative expression were also discussed. 

  

Relationship between cherished memories, vital moments and peak experiences 

  

In general, vital moments include: peak and ecstatic experiences, cherished memories, psychological 

epiphanies, and wonder (Goud, 1995). It can be argued that these events are perhaps at the more pronounced end 

of the spectrum of experience. What is less clear is to what extent other experiences that may or may not have 

the same transcendental aspect to them may also come to define a special moment, turning point in one's life, 

corner stone, significant past life event in an individual's life and clients' personality, career and life modeling. 

Specifically, memories that are valued or cherished (i.e., loved, prized, regarded, esteemed, treasured, etc). This 

type of memories is poorly documented.  

 

To date, there is no literature that has examined cherished memories. Nor any literature that has 

investigated the impact of cherished memories on a person's life. Actually, peak experiences does not exactly 

equal to cherished memories: Peak experiences are joyful, ecstatic and positive; while as cherished memories 

are just past life events and a tool to dig out long term impact on one's life. Therefore, cherished memories can 

be either positive or negative. Cherished memory is one of the aspects of peak experiences. 
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Anecdotal evidence would suggest that we all do indeed have memories that are cherished. However, the 

types of cherished memories, why they are cherished and their impact remain to be studied. Cherished memories 

may represent an additional class of vital moments. 

  

 Although there are a number of quantitative researches (like Christopher et al, 2002) on this topic, this 

study was decided to use a qualitative approach into Understanding Subjective Experience. 

  

Research questions 

  

 The current study was undertaken to investigate further, via a qualitative research design, if all people are 

able to be cherishable. Secondly, we hope to find out whether people remember happy experiences or unhappy 

experiences more often. Another aim of this study is to see if negative experiences also bring positive insights. 
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METHODS 

SUBJECTS 

 The participants in this study were recruited from part-time University of South Australia (in collaboration 

with the Hong Kong Baptist University) graduate students in counselling psychology (June 2001 intake, Cohort 

8) in Hong Kong in February 2003. All students were free to choose to participate, and all those who voluntarily 

participated were included in the analysis. There were in total 24 participants out of 67 students, represented an 

overall response rate of 35.8%. They were aging from 25 to 51 years old, with female as majority (18 out of 24 

participants or 75%). Employment distributions were 10 medical (41.67%), 6 business (25%), 3 unemployed 

(12.5%), 1 social worker (4.17%), 1 education (4.17%) and 3 others (12.5%). The two most common 

occupations ("medical" and "business") made up two-third of the sample. Marital statuses were 12 single, 10 

married, 1 divorced and 1 separated. All of them are Cantonese who came from Hong Kong. This is a 

convenient sampling and no special sampling method was employed, so it belongs to non-probability sampling 

is in use which means probability of selecting a single individual is not known. Participants were not paid but 

expected to participate since that was part of the workshop and no other activity was arranged if the students did 

not choose to participate. The fact that all the participants were studying the same course in their respective 

countries made the samples relatively similar. Because the samples comprised graduate counselling students and 

were of relatively smaller sizes, the degree to which the results can be generalized is limited. The Human Ethics 

Committee of the University of South Australia approved the study. 

  

APPARATUS 

 The survey form contained nine questions. The first four sought general demographic information (age, 

gender, marital status and occupation). The next three included more demographic questions, including the age 

of the subjects when the event occurred, whether the subjects have shared the cherished memory with anybody 

else, and the rating of the impact of the memory on his / her life. The remaining two were open-ended questions, 

concerned with the description of cherished memory and the impact of this cherished memory on his / her life. 
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PROCEDURE 

 The questionnaires were distributed in the form of paper followed by floppy disks during the Counselling 

Project Workshop on 25th February 2003. At the beginning of the experiment, subjects were handed a Subject 

Information Sheet explaining the nature and purpose of the research. They were reminded that they could 

withdraw from the study at any time and would not be identified in the published research. Subjects were then 

asked to write the answers on the paper, followed by using a computer to fill in the questionnaires and returned 

them during the Counselling Project Workshop on 27th February 2003. Duration of the study was about 3 days. 

Duration of the testing was 30 minutes.  

  

 There are 4 possible different ways to look at a cherished memory: (1) a good memory and positive 

influence on one's life; (2) a good memory but negative influence on one's life; (3) a bad memory but positive 

influence on one's life; and (4) a bad memory and negative influence on one's life. There is no firm definition of 

a cherished memory. Students were asked to describe one of their cherished memories, so in a way they each 

defined it for themselves. The writer then went through each person's account and looked for what themes arisen 

out of each account and what similarities and differences there were between the accounts of different MSocSc 

(Counselling) students. 

ANALYSIS 

  The transcripts from all 24 semi-structured interviews were combined for descriptive summary and 

analysis. The responses for each question were collated, extracting information about the description of 

cherished memory and the impact of this cherished memory on his / her life. 

  

RESULTS 

The age at which the respondents had their cherished memories occurred was ranging from 3 years old to 40 

years old. More than two-third of the respondents have shared their cherished memories to at least one other 
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person.  

The ratings of the impact of the cherished memories were ranging from 2 to 7, although two respondents wrote 

"8", one wrote "9" and one simply wrote a word "high". There were one respondent wrote "2", one wrote "4", 

five wrote "5", eight wrote "6" and five wrote "5". 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics 

 

Frequencies and Percentages for categorical variables 

Demographic Variables 

 

Gender 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid male 

     female 

     Total 

6 

18 

24 

25.0 

75.0 

100.0 

25.0 

75.0 

100.0 

25.0 

100.0 

 

Occupation 

 

Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid medical 

     business 

     other 

     none 

     social worker 

     teacher 

     Total 

10 

6 

3 

3 

1 

1 

24 

41.7 

25.0 

12.5 

12.5 

4.2 

4.2 

100.0 

41.7 

25.0 

12.5 

12.5 

4.2 

4.2 

100.0 

41.7 

66.7 

79.2 

91.7 

95.9 

100.0 

 

Employment status 

 

Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid full-time 21 87.5 87.5 87.5 
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     unemployed 

     part-time 

     Total 

3 

0 

24 

12.5 

0.0 

100.0 

12.5 

0.0 

100.0 

100.0 

100.0 

Unemployed = housewife or retired 

 

Marital status 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid single 

     married 

     divorced 

     separated 

     widowed 

     Total 

12 

10 

1 

1 

0 

24 

50.0 

41.7 

4.2 

4.2 

0.0 

100.0 

50.0 

41.7 

4.2 

4.2 

0.0 

100.0 

50.0 

91.7 

95.9 

100.0 

100.0 

 



ISSN: 2249-7196 

IJMRR/July-September 2026/ Volume 16/Issue 3/307-334 

By WONG See Yan / International Journal of Management Research & Review 

322 
 

Table 2. (Continued) 

Mean and Standard Deviation for continues variables 

Demographic Variables 

 

Descriptive Statistics 

 

N Minimum Maximum Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

Age 

Valid N (listwise) 

24 

24 

25 51 35.917 6.137 

 

How old were you when the event occurred 

 

Descriptive Statistics 

 

N Minimum Maximum Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

Age 

Valid N (listwise) 

23 

23 

3 40 22.062 8.486 

 

Rating of the impact of the Memory 

 

Descriptive Statistics 

 

N Minimum Maximum Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

Rating 

Valid N (listwise) 

23 

23 

2 7 6.044 1.429 

 



ISSN: 2249-7196 

IJMRR/July-September 2026/ Volume 16/Issue 3/307-334 

By WONG See Yan / International Journal of Management Research & Review 

323 
 

 There are many ways to categorize cherished memories, such as the Maslow's (1968, p. 95-96) discussion 

of peak aftereffects, the Thorne's (1963) peak classification system and the Themes of agency and communion 

according to Bakan (1966). In accordance with suggestions by Whittaker (Arkoff, 1975), we developed a 

scheme for classifying the positive and negative experiences using themes that emerged from the written 

descriptions. Table 3 shows the number of respondents who fell into each of the categories for the two types of 

experiences, which was adapted from Wilson and Spencer (1990) with three new items "family gathering", 

"study" and "teacher's inspiration" added. Coding was used to categorize. 

  

 There were 16 good memories whose influence on one's life is positive, 0 good memory whose negative 

influence on one's life is negative, 6 bad memories whose influence on one's life is positive, and 2 bad memories 

whose influence on one's life is negative. 

  

5 out of 16 positive cherished memories related to encouragement and achievement. The positive insights 

bear an intrinsic reward and extremely positive feelings afterward. 3 out of 16 positive cherished memories 

related to the beauty of nature, gives an insight of happy and peaceful mind. 3 out of 16 positive cherished 

memories are bearing religious interpretation. The feeling that they were in close contact with God. 3 out of 16 

positive cherished memories are about studying or on vacation abroad. 3 out of 16 positive cherished memories 

are unclassified under above categories. The feeling is good, being trusted and relax. 

  

8 out of 24 cherished memories are negative experience which carries sad stories. 6 have positive insight: 

the effort to fight for own life, treasure unconditional love, empathy etc. 
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Table 3. Classification of Positive and Negative Experiences 

(Wilson and Spencer, 1990) 

 

Type of positive experience       n Type of negative experience      n 

Achieving or accomplishing 2 Death, illness of other 1 

Romantic love 1 Tension in relationship 1 

Friendship 1 Separation from other(s) 1 

Getting away, escaping 0 Confrontation with other(s) 0 

Nature 3 Failure or loss 3 

Getting married 0 Adjustment to life changes 1 

Giving birth 0 Illness in self 0 

Body movement (e.g., exercise, dance) 1 Negative emotional state 1 

Recognition for accomplishment 0 Accident 0 

Aesthetic (e.g., music, drama) 1 Performance anxiety 0 

Meditation 0 Lost something valuable 0 

During sex 0   

Receiving good news 0   

Recovering from accident or illness 0   

Creative writing, constructing 0   

Religious (e.g., praying, ritual) 3   

Receiving a valued object 0   

Therapeutic catharsis 0   

Helping another person 0   

Family gathering 1   

Study 2   

Teacher's inspiration 1   

Total 16 Total 8 
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DISCUSSION 

 The responsible rate was only 35.8%. It seemed that the hypothesis that "all people are able to be 

cherishable" was refuted. However, this does not mean that the other 64.2% students were not capable to have a 

cherished memories. Actually, depending on the operational definition used, between 35% and 100% of the 

general population reported having had a mystical experience (Greeley, 1974; Thomas & Cooper, 1980; 

Wuthnow, 1978). Some participants might not be clear on the operational definition of the term "cherished 

memories", so they thought they had no cherished memories and chose not to join this study. 

 

Moreover, according to Davis, Lockwood and Wright (1991), there may be some reasons for not reporting 

cherished memories. Some might think that there memories were too happy or unhappy so they dared not share. 

Remember that all subjects were studying counselling. They always bear in mind one of the most important 

principles in counselling – confidentially. Consequently, they might want to keep their happy or unhappy 

experiences personal and confidential. Also, the write will discuss some other possible reasons in a later section 

of this paper. In other words, there exists a possibility that the other 64.2% students do have had a cherished 

memory, but they chose not to share in this study. Actually, for those who responded, more than two-third of the 

respondents had shared their cherished memories to at least one other person. 

 

The age at which the respondents had their cherished memories occurred was ranging from 3 years old to 

40 years old. The youngest age is 3, which support Maslow's hypothesis that even young children are capable of 

moments of lasting impact. Most of them wrote 5 to 7 as their ratings of the impact of the cherished memories. 

That means that the impact to them was very significant. This agrees with the previous research (Lanier and 

Privette, 1986) that these experiences are significant or even turning point of one's life. 

 

 In this study, a variety of triggers exists, including three "nature", two "achieving or accomplishing", three 

"religious", two "study", three "failure or loss" etc. This agrees with Keutzer's (1978) findings. 
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The aim of this study was to investigate the relationship between positive experiences, negative 

experiences and cherished memories. There were 16 good memories and 8 bad memories. Therefore, the 

hypothesis that people remember happy experiences more than unhappy experiences received strong support. 

For most people, the word cherished is always associated with something happy, so they remember happy 

experiences more than unhappy experiences in this study. 

 

In this study, large percentage of female subjects comes from Hong Kong, a place where is strongly 

influenced by Confucian ideology. The idea of avoidance of conflicts and maintenance of the equilibrium are 

uphold in Chinese society. The value of group harmony in contrast to conflict confrontation is highly appraised. 

This explains why people in this study tend to remember happy, harmony experiences more than those unhappy, 

conflicting experiences. 

 

Another aim of this study is to see if negative experiences also bring positive insights. Maslow (1964) 

acknowledged that "nadir" or intense negative experiences might be as psychologically important as intense 

positive experiences. Ebersole (1970, 1972) even suggested that negative experiences actually might be more 

important than positive experiences in terms of after-effects. Among the 8 bad memories, 6 of them brought 

positive influence and 2 had bad influence. Hence, from the results we can say that this hypothesis is supported. 

These 6 memories can be regarded as a sense of fulfillment with therapeutic and healing effects. The subjects in 

this study were students studying Counselling. They learnt how to empower themselves, conflict resolution, a 

preferred future orientation to problem solving, developing self-awareness, problem mastery and actualization 

of creative potential. Hence, they are capable to change their thinking from negative to positive by using 

higher-order thinking. 

 

 Note that there were still two subjects (out of eight) whose memories were negative and the impact was 
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negative, too. Erik Erikson's (1902-1994) epigenetic principle states that we develop through a predetermined 

unfolding of our personalities in eight stages. Our progress through each stage is in part determined by our 

success, or lack of success, in all the previous stages. If a stage is managed well, we carry away a certain virtue 

or psychosocial strength which will help us through the rest of the stages of our lives. On the other hand, if we 

don't do so well, we may develop maladaptations and malignancies, as well as endanger all our future 

development. It is noted that cherished memories are past life events and a tool to dig out long term impact on 

one's life. One who meets some painful cherished memories in a stage might affect his / her smooth 

development in the next stage. Although we cannot have a second chance to interview these two subjects again, 

it is predicted that their negative impact might also due to the fact that they did not resolve their psychological 

crisis well. 

 

Results demonstrated that both positive and negative memories could bring about lasting consequence in 

the students' belief, values, behaviour, insight and even later personal life goal, which agreed what previous 

researches mentioned (Thomas and Copper, 1980; Wilson and Spencer, 1990). 

 

Limitation of the study 

 

 The filling up of the questionnaires required the use of the Microsoft Excel program. Students without an 

access to computer cannot return the floppy disk. This could explain why the number of participants (24) is 

relatively small (compared with the class size, 67). This can be improved by allowing participants to write down 

their answers instead of using Microsoft Excel. 

 

 Even if the students concerned can access to a computer, their understanding in English is another 

problem. English is not the participants' mother language. Although all participants have received their bachelor 

degrees already, a few of them were not very fluent in English. For example, they did not know how to translate 
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the word "cherished" into Chinese exactly. This can be improved by translating the questionnaire from English 

into Chinese. 

 

 Some participants refused to fill in the questionnaire because the questionnaire asked much personal 

information (age, gender, marital status, occupation etc). The transcripts from all semi-structured interviews 

were distributed to all classmates on 28th February 2003. They were afraid that other classmates would identify 

their identities from those demographic information since most classmates knew each other. They were also 

afraid that their classmates know their stories, especially the sad, embarrassed one. 

 

This is a convenient sampling and no special sampling method was employed. Participants were not paid 

but expected to participate since that was part of the workshop and no other activity was arranged if the students 

did not choose to participate. Is this an implicit obligation on the students? Students have to pay (the tuition fee) 

to do the questionnaire under some undue pressure. 

 

 Another limitation in this study was that no participants received debriefing after filling in the 

questionnaire. Although all participants were received the Subject Information Sheets explaining the nature and 

purpose of the research, to a certain extend, this questionnaire rose out some uncomfortable feeling of the 

participants. It is suggested that in order to avoid psychological uncomfortable, each participants should receive 

debriefing. In addition, a published report should be mailed to the participants (if they agree to leave their 

addresses) so that they know actually what is going on. 

 

 There are 4 possible different ways to look at a cherished memory: (1) a good memory and positive 

influence on one's life; (2) a good memory but negative influence on one's life; (3) a bad memory but positive 

influence on one's life; and (4) a bad memory and negative influence on one's life. There is no firm definition of 

a cherished memory. The lecturer did not explain the meaning of the word "cherished" in the experiment. 
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Students were asked to describe one of their cherished memories, so in a way they each defined it for 

themselves. The writer then went through each person's account and looked for what themes arisen out of each 

account and what similarities and differences there were between the accounts of different MSocSc (Counselling) 

students. Therefore, some transcript received did not look like a "cherished memory". There may present a great 

argument on which transcript should be rejected and which should be retained in the study. For example, some 

transcripts were about conflicts. Should "conflicts" be regarded as "cherished memories"? 

  

 The design of the questionnaire was too general. There was a confusing question in the questionnaire. "6. 

Have you shared your cherished memory with anybody else (please circle one)?" There were 3 responses 

provided: "(1) No (2) One Other Person (3) More Than One Other Person". The responses were quite diverse. 

Four of them wrote "No", one said "One Other Person", and two wrote "More Than One Other Person". 

However, six of them simply wrote "yes", three said "1", one wrote "2" and seven said "3" only without further 

explanations. Did the "yes" means "One Other Person" or "More Than One Other Person"? Did the "1" means 

"No" or "1 person"? Did the "2" means "One Other Person" or "2 persons"? Did the "3" means "More Than One 

Other Person" or "3 persons"? Hence, there were only 7 (= 4 + 1 + 2) valid data, which accounted only 29.17% 

of the sample! It is suggested that the 3 responses should be changed to: "(a) No (b) One Other Person (c) More 

Than One Other Person". Then, even a respondent wrote a number (e.g., "1"), we know that he or she means 

"exactly one person", not "No". 

 

 Last but not the least, it is difficult to elaborate since each participant wrote too short. It is unethical and 

impossible to find out each participant to conduct a long interview again, so for some transcripts we had to 

"guess" its meaning without a possibility of clarification. 

 

Theoretical importance 
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 The finding supported that significant past life event was not a mere recall of memory or transient change 

of psychological state, but could serve as a motivational force for personal strivings and enhance the continuous 

development of personality. Psychotherapists, counsellors, social workers and even teachers can use the idea of 

cherished memories to develop one's potential by aiding him / her to recall his / her most spiritual and powerful 

past experiences. 

 

 Besides, subjects in this study, who were studying counselling, reported negative experiences also bring 

positive insights. It brings out an idea that studying counselling is not only good for helping other people to help 

themselves, but also good for one's personal growth. People who have studied counselling might be more 

capable to turn their negative eye tears into positive blessing. 

 

Future directions 

 

 It is not infrequent that a research project raises more questions than it answers. The directions for future 

investigation can be linking up (1) the relationship between cherished memories and the number of children at 

home, (2) the relationship between cherished memories and the ethnic identity, and (3) the relationship between 

cherished memories and the country. 

 

 In order to investigate if negative experiences really also bring positive insights in general, it might be a 

good idea to use the same questionnaire to investigate people who have not received counselling training. 

Comparison can be also made for the same person before and after studying counselling. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 The study in cherished memories is still at its starting point. A longitudinal study design, more structured 

guiding on the exploration of cherished memory, and more in-depth investigation of the personal and cultural 
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backgrounds of the subjects could enhance the accuracy on the impact of cherished memory in future studies. 

Counsellors should aware of the significance of the impact of cherished memory, so as to guide clients to 

understand how his / her present and future life could be affected by past life event and enhance positive 

personality development. 
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