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Background. Whereas reciprocal relationships between autobiographical memory and 
self are broadly emphasized, there is no empirical research that examines how major 
life changing transitions affect the graphically expressed life story.

Objective. The paper focuses on the novel topic of autobiographical memory in 
transsexual individuals. 

Design. Twenty-eight volunteers who had undergone gender-affirming surgery 
and 28 non-transgender participants were asked to produce a Life Line which re-
quired them to identify the most memorable events in their lives. The level of acqui-
sition of affirmed gender-typed traits was measured by the Bem Sex-Role Inventory 
(BSRI).

Results. Compared to cisgender individuals, transsexual participants have self-fo-
cused Life Lines with a high proportion of vivid flashbulb-like memories and unhappy 
recollections of childhood. The emotional profile of autobiographical memory address-
ing childhood was more negative in transsexual participants who deviate from BSRI 
norms reflecting derogation of past gender category in favour of affirmed gender identity. 
Those with high acquisition of affirming gender-typed traits assigned more space on the 
timeline for childhood, revealing the process of self-continuity restoration that leads to 
an increase in the proportion of positive memories. Accordingly, transsexuals recollected 
fewer events relevant to their gender identity performing a psychological defence toward 
the topic of gender.

Conclusion. We interpreted the results by focusing on the utility of autobiographi-
cal memories as a cognitive resource for filling the gap between past and current selves 
and maintaining self-continuity across the lifespan.
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Introduction
One of the main rationales behind possessing autobiographical memory is to keep 
a sense of personal consistency over time throughout ongoing life changes and per-
sonal transformations. One commonly cited model of autobiographical memory is 
the self-memory system (SMS) model, which emphasises a reciprocal relationship 
between autobiographical memory and the self that supports self-coherence (Con-
way, Singer, Tagnini, 2004; Conway, 2005). Self-continuity is considered to be one 
of the three fundamental functions of autobiographical memory in conjunction 
with social bonding and directing behaviour (Bluck, Alea, Habermas, & Rubin, 
2005; Bluck & Alea, 2008). It is equally important that autobiographical memory 
provides a database for self-concept and self-esteem; hence, it is worth note that 
we are what we remember about ourselves. In other words, people rely on their 
memories to understand who they are and formulate where they are going (Bluck, 
Alea, Habermas, Rubin, 2005).

The most popular life metaphor is a journey (Kövecses, 2005). Following this 
metaphor, we can say that in a journey of human life, a straight road one day 
might make a sharp turn. There appear to be life experiences that evoke character 
transformation in a way that one may feel “I am not who I was before”. This kind 
of event is termed “transitional”, that is, a type of event that “changes everything” 
(Brown, 2016). Coping with a transitional event, a person may change previously 
stable personality characteristics so that “old” autobiographical memories become 
unsuitable as an appropriate database for the “new” self. As a result, persons may 
become alienated from their past or alternatively may enhance their cognitive ef-
forts in combining past and present to restore consistency. For the latter it is nec-
essary to transform one’s life story in accordance with the consequences of transi-
tion. Quite similar, a study by Beike and Landoll (2000) proposed three types of 
mnemonic reaction to inconsistency between past and current selves: providing 
justifications for the inconsistency, recruiting additional specific events that op-
pose those recalled, and putting the event behind oneself. It seems that all the 
mechanisms mentioned above impact autobiographical memory after the transi-
tional event. However, to our knowledge, there is no research on whether the same 
mechanisms are employed in cases of successful adaptation or maladaptation to a 
new situation.

The first possible reaction to transition consisting of estrangement or even dero-
gation of a life period prior to transition is conceptualised in the theory of temporal 
self-appraisal (Ross &Wilson, 2000). According to this theory, by disparaging the 
past, people are able to enhance their current self-view, perceiving themselves as 
improving over time. The authors have demonstrated that the lower the subjective 
relevance of the past self is to the current self, the higher is the tendency to retrieve 
negative memories about the past self (Ross & Wilson, 2003). 

An opposite prediction follows from the transition theory developed by Brown 
(2016). It contends that autobiographical memory is structured by significant life 
transitions. The examination of the temporal distribution of both word-cued au-
tobiographical memories and memories put on a timeline revealed that they tend 
to “pile up” around transitions (Nourkova, Mitina, Yanchenko, 2005; Shi & Brown, 
2016). Hence, transitions make temporally and thematically relevant memories 
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more accessible. This strategy seems helpful for coming to terms with the chal-
lenge of changes by autobiographical reasoning, that is, an attempt to make mean-
ingful connections between the past self and the current self (McLean & Fournier, 
2008). 

As far as awareness of transition follows the transitional event, the modula-
tion of autobiographical memories preceding the transition should be addressed 
for retrieval but not encoding. Memory researchers suggest that autobiographical 
memory is an extremely flexible, constructive process rather than a videotape-like 
chronicle of the past (Nourkova, Bernstein, Loftus, 2004; Loftus, 2005). It is widely 
accepted that autobiographical memory inaccuracy is not chaotic. On the contrary, 
it generally mirrors the current self ’s needs, attitudes, and construals (Ross & Wil-
son, 2003). Moreover, memory’s malleability is positively biased toward self-con-
sistent memories for achieving a gradual self-enhancement and, hence, increases 
psychological well-being. In this sense, this positive construction bias has an adap-
tive nature (Howe, 2011).

We can illustrate such proneness of autobiographical memory to retrospective 
transformation following a transitional event by a reference to moving one’s resi-
dence from a rural place to a big city. Previous research was driven by the following 
concern: will someone who was born in a village and moved to a city recollect one’s 
“country” past in the way one experienced it or through the lens of the current “ur-
ban” self? This issue was further examined through a series of interviews with 20 
older adult females who were raised in a rural collectivistic culture but spent most 
of their adult lives in an individualistic urban one. It was found that they recalled 
their childhood and youth in a way that reflected their current individualistic ori-
entation instead of their past collectivistic orientation (Nourkova, Dnestrovskaya, 
2013). 

In this paper, we focus on what happens to autobiographical memory if persons 
experiences a crucial challenge to their self-coherence due to “migration” not from 
one place to another, but from one body to another. For the first time, we examine 
the autobiographical memory of people who passed through the transformation 
of a basic human characteristic, the gender. We propose that it might dramatically 
affect their memory. 

However, we need to make a distinction between the terms “transgender” and 
“transsexual” due to a wide range of definitions in the LGBTQ community, both in 
the scientific literature and mass media. Transgender is a complex term that refers 
to any individual whose gender does not fit into the binary of male and female 
genders — a powerful framework that structures social roles, behaviours, and ex-
pectations (Denny, Green, & Cole, 2007). Transsexuals are people who have gone 
through medical transition to better align their bodies with a gender other than the 
one they were assigned at birth, such as using hormone replacement therapy (HRT) 
or undergoing sex reassignment surgery (Crooks & Baur, 2011).

To develop an empirical hypothesis on how the self-memory system (also 
known as the autobiographical memory) may reflect the transsexual experience, 
we first have to take a closer look at the modern conceptualisation of the associa-
tions between gender and self. 

Tobin et al. (2010) proposed a model of gender self-socialisation incorpo-
rating 3 highly interdependent components: gender identity, gender stereotypes, 
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and self-perception of gender-typed attributes. By gender identity the authors 
mean the quality and strength of the affectively tagged cognitive connections that 
a person makes between the self and gender. Tobin’s multidimensional perspec-
tive on gender identity consists of the knowledge of membership in a gender 
category; satisfaction with one’s gender; the centrality of gender to one’s own self; 
the importance of being similar to same-gender others; and the subjective gender 
typically referring to a summary judgment about gender. Gender stereotypes are 
defined as descriptive and prescriptive socially shared beliefs about how the gen-
ders differ. The male-typed and female-typed prescriptions might each address 
various aspects of lives: occupations (such as, science is for males, nursing is 
for females), preferences (that is, females prefer soap operas, males prefer crime 
thrillers), activities (such as, fishing is for males, cooking is for females), and 
personal traits (such as stereotypical female traits include nurturance, emotional-
ity, and relational orientation, etc., while stereotypically male traits include inde-
pendence, strength, and self-confidence, etc.). Quite paradoxically, in contrast to 
the expanding increase of gender equality and women’s empowerment in modern 
societies, gender stereotypes appear to be surprisingly robust (Löckenhoff et al., 
2014). The third component of the model, self-perception of gender-typed at-
tributes, that is, the impact of referencing to gender stereotypes to global self, 
according to Tobin et al., is determined by the emulation principle. This prin-
ciple specifies that the more personally important gender identity is, the more 
likely that gender-typed information will be viewed as a valuable part of self- 
perception. 

Because there are many studies devoted to cisgender gender identity, we wanted 
to focus our research on people who had changed their gender assigned at birth to 
affirm their gender identity. As was found in interview-based studies, transsexual 
individuals face numerous obstacles and struggles across different social contexts 
in coping with substantial and systemic minority stressors but nevertheless are per-
sistent in bringing their physical bodies in alignment with their internal sense of 
gender (Mason-Schrock, 1996; Levitt & Ippolito, 2014). Hence, we speculate that 
in these people, all 3 dimensions of gender identity mentioned above might be ex-
pressed more than in cisgenders. Accordingly, gender stereotypes in these people 
might be more elaborate and explicit. The emulation principle predicts that high 
personal importance of identity and stereotypes of affirmed gender taken together 
would establish a specific sensitivity to the presence of affirmed gender-typed traits 
in individuals. It was demonstrated in a general population that a high level of 
subjective gender typicality is associated with psychological well-being, presum-
ably due to in-group favouritism mechanisms (DiDonato & Berenbaum, 2013). We 
expect that psychological well-being in transsexual individuals would require an 
adoption of gender-typed traits attributed to affirmed gender, even to the higher 
extent. 

Previous research found significant differences between transgender and cis-
gender people in psychological variables such as anxiety, the level of depression, 
suicidal thoughts, and self-harm behaviour, which refers to emotional functioning 
(Reisner, 2015). According to Reisner, transgender participants (106 FtM, 94 MtF) 
had higher scores than cisgender individuals on those measures. In our opinion, 
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these results may be criticised for not taking into account how successful the affir-
mation of one’s gender identity was. We consider the level of conformity to gender 
stereotypes to be a possible candidate to serve as an indicator of the successful ad-
aptation to the affirmed gender. This is the rationale behind our empirical research. 
We have divided the sample of transsexual individuals into two subgroups with 
respect to the readiness to confirm the stereotypical attributes of affirmed gender 
as a part of one’s self. 

Although there are no studies devoted to the autobiographical memory of 
transsexual individuals, it seems quite evident that congruency of the self to a gen-
der stereotype, not gender itself, predicts those autobiographical memory charac-
teristics that are in line with common beliefs about gender differences in memory 
(Grysman & Fivush, 2016). The authors indicated that the higher participants 
scored on the femininity scale, the more vivid, emotional, and easily shared with 
others their memories were, according to self-reports. In line with our speculation, 
a recent comparison of masculinity/femininity scores on the BSRI of transmen and 
transwomen with their cisgender siblings showed no significant differences (Factor 
& Rothblum, 2017). This means that self-perception of gender-typed attributes is 
similar and not relevant to the gender assigned at birth when acquired in the same 
family context.

The last but not least reason that conducting research on autobiographical 
memory in transsexual participants is meaningful is that there are very few psycho-
logical studies done in Russia on LGBTQ concerns (for an exception see, Horne, 
Ovrebo, Levitt, & Franeta, 2009 that also included transgender individuals).

The current research
The starting point of our empirical study was an assumption of the interdepend-
ence between autobiographical memory and self-identity. We assume that self rules 
accessibility and phenomenology of autobiographical memories while memories in 
turn serve as a database for the self. As M.Conway put it: “autobiographical memory 
and central aspects of the self form a coherent system in which the self is confirmed 
and supported by memories of specific experiences” (Conway, 2005, p.595).

The following hypotheses represent expected findings in line with the study 
aims:

(1) Autobiographical memory in transsexual participants would include more 
vivid flashbulb-like memories than in cisgender participants due to the 
possibility of employing them as a resource for maintaining self-continuity. 
Retrieval of flashbulb-like memories evokes a sense of re-experiencing sup-
porting relations between the past self and the current self.

(2) Autobiographical memory in transsexual participants would reflect non-
typical experiences due to obstacles they may have encountered.

(3) Autobiographical memories in transsexual participants would promote a 
more individualistic self-view due to both social (isolation, that is, having 
to stay alert to the majority) and psychological (subjective uniqueness, that 
is, self-determined identity construction) reasons. 
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(4) Autobiographical memory in transsexual participants with high acquisi-
tion of affirming gender-typed traits would be similar to autobiographical 
memory in cisgender participants. 

(5) The emotional profile of autobiographical memory addressing childhood 
would be more negative in transsexual participants, reflecting the dero-
gation of the past gender category in favour of affirmed gender identity. 
Those with high acquisition of affirming gender-typed traits would assign 
more space on the timeline for childhood, indicating the process of self-
continuity restoration, which leads to an increase in the proportion of posi-
tive memories.

(6) Transsexual participants with low acquisition of affirming gender-typed 
traits would not recall the events related to their gender identity.

Method
Participants
Data were collected from 28 transsexuals (all had gone through surgery to change 
their sex assigned at birth and were living as their affirmed gender). Eighteen were 
female-to-male and 10 male-to-female, with an average age of 26 (7.3). All had a 
secondary education, and 27 were permanently employed. They were recruited via 
a “snowball sampling” methodology (other informants referred or recommended 
by the initial respondents were subsequently invited or contacted for inclusion in 
the study if they met the research criteria and were interested in transgender is-
sues) and via the Internet (search and ad placement in various forums and groups 
in social networks). Potential participants contacted researchers via email and ran 
through the protocol described below. Interviews lasted between 2 and 3 hours. The 
control group consisted of 28 participants with cisgender identity (people whose 
gender was congruent with their sex assigned at birth): 18 females and 10 males, 
with an average age of 24 (5.6). All participants volunteered to take part in the study 
and received no compensation.

Measures
The major method of assessing autobiographical memory in our study is drawing a 
personal Life Line. A Life Line makes it possible to visualise an entire life story and 
take a holistic perspective toward the personal past (Rappaport, Eurich, & Wilson, 
1985; Assink & Schroots, 2010; Nourkova & Bernstein, 2010; deVries, 2013; Nourk-
ova & Brown, 2015). At the outset of this task, each participant was presented with a 
sheet of white paper with a horizontal arrow line printed across. They then received 
the following instructions: Consider this Line as representing your entire life, recall 
the most important events from your life, locate them on the timeline, and indicate 
the valence and intensity of emotion associated with each recalled event by the dis-
tance from the arrow to the top (positive) on to the bottom (negative).

All obtained Life Lines were coded with the following 6 variables: the total 
number of recollections put on a Life Line, the percentages of positive (if situated 
above the timeline) and negative (if situated below the timeline) recollections, the 
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percentages of positive childhood memories, the length of the timeline segment 
expressing the subjective time passed from birth to the age of 12, and the mean 
graphical expression of emotional intensity for positive and negative recollections 
separately estimated (in mm.).

The contents of the memories included in the Life Lines were classified into 
the following categories: life script events, typical events, memories about other 
people, and flashbulb-like memories. According to Thomsen and Berntsen (2008), 
life script events are the most expected life events in a prototypical life course. Life 
script events are the elements of the cultural life script, that is, a cognitive structure 
containing knowledge of a normative life schedule with the prevalence of socially 
desirable achievements (for example, permanent employment, marriage, having 
a child, etc.). The typicality of recollections was assessed by comparing with the 
pool of the most frequently mentioned memories obtained by Life Line procedures 
in the general Russian population (Nourkova, Dnestrovskaya, Mikhailova, 2012). 
Memories were attributed to “memories about other people” in case the focus of 
the memory description was shifted to another person. Flashbulb memories were 
distinguished by their phenomenological properties such as extraordinary vivid-
ness, high intensity of emotions, feeling of re-experiencing the original event dur-
ing recall, field perspective (seen through one’s own eyes), a high degree of con-
fidence, and documenting short-lived but nearly momentous events (Talarico & 
Rubin, 2007). All memories were also coded in terms of life themes and the num-
ber of themes per person was counted. We also looked for specific recollections 
related to gender identity.

To assess the level of accessibility of gender-specific memories, we used a modi-
fication of the classic Autobiographical Memory Test (AMT; Williams & Broad-
bent, 1986) Participants were presented with 20 neutral cue words in a random 
order (for example, “book”, “radio”, “window”) and were asked to respond by re-
calling a specific autobiographical memory. The instructions informed participants 
that the retrieved memory had to be directly related to the cue word and that it had 
to be at least 1 year old.

The level of acquisition of affirming gender-typed traits was measured using 
the BSRI (Bem, 1974) modified and adopted for the Russian population by Dvory-
anchikov (2011). This adaptation consisted of 21 gender-typed traits (7 masculine, 
7 feminine, 7 neutral) that the participants had to reveal to themselves and to as-
sess the trait on the severity. Although findings suggest (Donnelly & Twenge, 2016) 
that since the 1990s, the least educated women have become less likely to endorse 
feminine traits as self-representative (although it is possible that the scale items do 
not match modern gender stereotypes), because of the reasons described above, we 
consider this instrument suitable for the purpose of our research.

Results
With respect to the BSRI, 14 of the 28 participants from the target group dif-
fered significantly from the predefined norms for the Russian population (Dvo-
ryanchikov, et al., 2011). In the male-to-female subgroup, 3 participants scored 
lower on masculinity and higher on femininity (the norm was defined as 13–18 
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for the masculinity scale and 15–21 for the femininity scale), 1 scored higher on 
femininity only, and 1 scored higher on masculinity only. In the female-to-male 
subgroup, 6 participants scored lower on femininity only (the norm was defined 
as 14–19 for the femininity scale), 1 scored higher on femininity only, 1 scored 
higher on masculinity only (the norm was defined as 14–20 for the masculinity 
scale), and 1 scored lower on masculinity only. Because of the mixed nature of 
deviations from the norm and the limited sample size, we decided to allocate 14 
participants whose scores fell below or above the cut-offs to the low acquisition 
of affirming gender-typed traits group (LAGTT), while the rest of the sample 
(14) was allocated to the high acquisition of affirming gender-typed traits group 
(HAGTT). Participants with cisgender identity were included in the analysis as 
controls.

Table 1 displays descriptive data (the medians, means, and standard deviations) 
for the three groups combined with statistics for intergroup differences in the entire 
life story graphically expressed in the Life Lines. 

Table 1. Descriptive data for the three groups combined with statistics for intergroup dif-
ferences.

HAGTT — group 1 LAGTT — group 2 Cisgender — group 3
Mdn Mean (SD) Mdn Mean Mdn Mean

Total number of 
recollections 17*2 28.00 (22.8)   9*1.*3 11.86 (7.8) 15*2 16.32 (6.9)

Positive childhood 
memories ( %) 33.33**3 37.23 (31.0) 25.00**3 25.09 (26.6) 70.00**1.**2 66.87 (25.9)

Memories about 
other people ( %) 5.00**3 5.04 (5.1)   2.90*3 10.68 (19.9) 13.66**1.*2 19.24 (16.3)

Life script events 
( %) 17.40**3 17.46 (12.2) 23.20**3 25.78 (16.2) 58.57**1.**2 59.40 (17.4)

Typical memories 
( %) 31.35**3 31.10 (15.6) 33.05**3 32.71 (12.3) 70.89**1.**2 72.06 (18.5)

Flashbulb-like 
memories ( %) 18.30**3 19.80 (12.9) 11.10*3 10.79 (10.1)   0.00**1.*2 4.04 (10.2)

Timeline segment 
from the birth to 
the age of 12 (mm)

94t2 87.21 (53.7) 62*3.t1 57.64 (37.0) 88*2 88.86 (42.4)

Emotional intensity 
for positive recol-
lections (mm)

42t3 39.75 (12.7) 45 42.27 (13.5) 49t1 49.18 (13.4)

Emotional intensity 
for all recollections 
(mm)

37*3 35.82 (11.7) 38t2 39.52 (11.7) 46*1 .t3 47.75 (14.3)

Transsexual  
memories (n)   3**2 4.21 (2.5) 1**1   1.93 (2.2)

Mdn — the median, SD — the standard deviation. **p ≤ .005; *p < .05; tp < .10.
**1, *1, t1 — significant or marginal level differences with group 1 (HAGTT), **2,*2,t2 — significant 
differences with group 2 (LAGTT), **3,*3,t3 — significant differs with group 3 (cisgenders).
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The Mann-Whitney test for non-normally distributed data revealed that cisgen-
der controls performed significantly higher than all transsexual participants in the 
following components of their Life Lines: the percentage of positive recollections 
about childhood (U = 114.5, Z = –3.998, p < .000, r = .53); the percentage of recol-
lections about other people (U = 194, Z = –3.301, p = .001, r = .44); the percentage 
of recollections referring to life script events (U = 35, Z = –5.851, p < .000, r = .78); 
the percentage of recollections that are the most frequent in the general Russian 
population (U = 32, Z = –5.901, p < .000, r = .79), and the mean graphical expression 
of emotional intensity for all life events mostly are positive (U = 233, Z = –2.606, 
p =.009, r = .35 / U = 275,5, Z = –1.909, p =.056, r = .26). In contrast, in transsexuals, 
the percentage of flashbulb-like recollections was higher than in cisgender partici-
pants (U = 154, Z = –4.111, p < .000, r = .55). AMT responses to neutral cue words in 
the transsexual group were more specific than in the controls (t = 2.758, p = 0.011), 
while both had normative scores (Griffith, et al., 2009).

Thus, according to their drawings, while cisgender participants in general have 
positively biased memories related to other people and a script-driven entire life 
story that predominantly consists of schematic memories, transsexuals have more 
self-focused and individualistic life stories with a higher proportion of vivid mem-
ories and less positive memories about childhood. 

The results of transsexual Life Lines described above were more articulated in 
the high acquisition of gender-typed traits (HAGTT) participants. Namely, the ef-
fect size for the percentage of flashbulb-like recollections was bigger in HAGTTs 
(r = .66) than in the low acquisition of gender-typed traits (LAGTT) group (r = .41). 
There were no variables that were found to be equivalent for LAGTTs and cisgen-
ders and they were significantly different in HAGTTs.

Focus on the LAGTT group indicated that they put fewer memories on their 
Life Lines than both the HAGTT and cisgender participants; these differences were 
statistically equivalent (U = 44, Z = –2.484, p = .012, r = .47; U = 121, Z = –2.004, 
p = .046, r = .38). Additionally, as reflected by the length of the timeline segment 
from birth up to age 12, LAGTT group participants appeared to perceive their child-
hoods as shorter than those of cisgenders (U = 114.5, Z=-2.175, p = .028, r = .34) and 
HAGTTs, although at a marginal level of significance (U = 60, Z = –1.747, p = .085, 
r = .33).

Intergroup comparisons between LAGTTs and HAGTTs detected unique dif-
ferences in the number of recollections related to gender identity. HAGTTs in-
cluded more recollections related to gender identity in their Life Lines (U = 38.5, 
Z = –2.774, p = .005, r = .52). 

Thus, HAGTTs, that is, transsexual participants who did not differ from the 
BSRI norms assessing their “real self ” in affirming gender-typed traits, had the same 
number of events associated with childhood as cisgender participants. Whereas 
LAGTTs, that is, transsexual participants who differed from the BSRI norms, recol-
lected fewer events and perceived their childhoods as shorter than both cisgender 
and HAGTT participants.

Figure 1, Figure 2, and Figure 3 represent the main findings of the study.
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Flashbulb-like memories ( %)

  HAGTT    LAGTT    CIS

Total number of recollections

  HAGTT    LAGTT    CIS

Memories about other people ( %)

  HAGTT    LAGTT    CIS

Positive childhood memories ( %)

  HAGTT    LAGTT    CIS

Figure 1. Descriptive statistics for the percentage of flashbulb-like memories and 
memories about other people.
The top of the box represents the 75th percentile, the bottom of the box — the 25th percen-
tile, and the line in the middle — the median. The whiskers mark the highest and lowest 
values. Crosses mark the averages

Figure 2. Descriptive statistics for the percentage of typical memories and life 
script events.
The top of the box represents the 75th percentile, the bottom of the box — the 25th  
percentile, and the line in the middle — the median. The whiskers mark the highest  
and lowest values. Crosses mark the averages

Figure 3. Descriptive statistics for total number of recollections and the percent-
age of positive childhood memories.
The top of the box represents the 75th percentile, the bottom of the box — the 25th 
percentile, and the line in the middle — the median. The whiskers mark the highest and 
lowest values. Crosses mark the averages

Typical memories ( %)

  HAGTT    LAGTT    CIS

Life script events ( %)

  HAGTT    LAGTT    CIS
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Discussion
In our opinion, this pattern of results may be interpreted either through the trans-
sexual’s unique life experience or through restoring the self-continuity process. We 
also proposed that analysis of differences between transsexuals with low or high 
levels of gender-typed traits may uncover an important resource of autobiographi-
cal memory in transsexual psychological well-being. Fig.4 and Fig 5. provide the 
examples of Life Line protocols.

High proportion of flashbulb-like vivid memories
It has been widely established that the reduced specificity of autobiographical mem-
ories is associated with depressed mood states and low self-esteem (see for review, 
Summer, Griffith, Mineka, 2010). There are rare exceptions, such as when depressed 
adolescents with a history of parasuicidal behaviour were found to recall vivid and 
detailed traumatic memories (Swales, Williams, Wood, 2001). As described above, 
the AMT did not show an increase of overgeneral cued autobiographical memories 
in the transsexual sample. In contrast, we found that numerous vivid memories of 
single episodes were put in the transsexuals’ Life Lines, including unique circum-
stances at the moment with associated sensory images and feelings. Examples of 
this kind of memory include: “stole a purse from my mother’s drawer. Well...they 
didn’t give me any money and hadn’t given me any all the time I was at school be-
fore that day but still, it’s a horrible crime of me to have done that”; “the public page 
‘Children-404’ published my letter that I wrote from my female identity. That was 
the moment I felt that I am in a cage and played too long”; and “once, my mother 
threatened to send me to an orphanage due to educational reasons.” Hence, there 
was no evidence of depression symptoms in the transsexuals’ Life Lines due to the 
absence of overgenerality phenomenon. It should be emphasised that there was 

Figure 5. Life Line protocol, participant B (FtM) from LAGTT group
Consider this space as representing your entire life, recall the most important events from your per-
sonal past, locate them with respect to the timeline, and indicate valance and intensity of emotion 
associated with each recalled event by distance from the arrow to the top (positive) or to the bottom 
(negative)

Moving to Russia
4 years

First love
15 years

Meeting future best friendl
17 years

“Coming out” to my mother
17 years

Meeting with the role-playing 
community, the end of like-

minded people searchl
16 years

The understanding of 
being transsexual

14 years

My mother taught 
me how to read

5 years
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no difference in proportion of positive and negative memories in transsexual and 
control individuals.

We speculate that the reason behind the preponderance of flashbulb-like mem-
ories in the transsexuals’ Life Lines is an intense need to maintain self-continuity. 
While people with no history of gender change automatically keep a basic level of 
self throughout life, transitioning challenges a sense of sameness in a fundamental 
way. This challenge to self-continuity requires special efforts to overcome a con-
cern about being “the same person.” Autobiographical flashbulb-like memories are 
a critical resource in achieving and maintaining self-continuity (Addis & Tippet, 
2010). The retrieval of rich sensory details from flashbulb-like memories provides 
mental time travel that involves a sense of re-experience and confidence in the past 
(Schacter, Addis, Buckner, 2007). In this way, the high accessibility of flashbulb-
like autobiographical memories may assist in preserving self-continuity despite a 
significant transitional gap between past and present selves.

Low proportion of cultural life script events
The term “cultural life script” can be defined as the semantic knowledge of socially 
required and anticipated life events, their normative “schedule,” emotional valence, 
and probability (Rubin & Berntsen, 2003; Berntsen & Rubin, 2004). Adolescents 
adopt cultural life scripts from older generations through various social practices; 
hence, cultural life scripts precede the real experience with the main aim of struc-
turing the way people perceive their lives and the way they remember them (Bern-
tsen, Bohn, Boyer, & Wertsch, 2009). Cultural life scripts serve to motivate youth to 
follow a socially sanctioned path representing an idealised life and differing from a 
typical life (Haque & Hasking, 2010). It has been shown that the priority in encod-
ing and retrieval is given to events that are congruent to cultural life scripts. Con-
sistency of personal memories and cultural life scripts may serve as an indicator of 
the successful acquisition of social norms and expectations. For instance, elements 
of the life story that deviate from the life script correlated with measures of depres-
sion and PTSD symptoms (Rubin, Berntsen, Hutson, 2009). 

We discovered that transsexuals put fewer cultural life script events and typical 
events on their Life Lines than did the cisgender controls. This finding made trans-
sexual life stories more individual. This possibly indicates that this group is living a 
different life from that which is culturally prescribed (Umanath & Berntsen, 2013). 
On the other hand, we hypothesise that observed deviations from the common 
script could not be exclusively attributed to life circumstances. This suggestion is 
based on the fact that vast majority of control participants (25/28) similarly to the 
transsexual participants were not married and did not have children. Perhaps the 
deviations indirectly express one’s identification with the LGBTQ subculture; the 
nature of that identification implies highlighting the differences from the majority, 
not the similarities. 

Self-focused life story
Although autobiographical memory by definition deals with self-experienced 
events, other people may be represented in individuals’ life stories as being in the 
background, as co-actors, or even as protagonists. Sometimes memories of specific 
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events that a person knew that happened to others are put into their own life story, 
such as, “my sister bought an apartment” (see also Thomsen, & Pillemer, 2016). 
Studies confirm that the extent of others’ presence in one’s life stories reflects cul-
turally dominant self-focus (the related-self for people from collectivistic societies 
and the autonomous-self for people from individualistic societies). For example, 
participants raised in the United States reported twice as many self-focused memo-
ries as participants raised in China and the Chinese reported memories centred 
on collective activities and general routines. Furthermore, an examination of self-
defining memories (memories of events that shape one’s personality) indicated that 
Australians and Germans generally recalled autonomous events and that Chinese, 
Japanese, Taiwanese, Koreans, and Indians generally recalled relatedness events 
(Wang, 2016). 

In our study, we found an underrepresentation of events consisting of collab-
orative activities with other people and no cases of main character replacement in 
the transsexuals’ Life Lines. However, we cannot classify the transsexuals’ Life Lines 
as totally self-focused, since some memories included others close to them: “for the 
first time I found a close friend, who accepted me for who I am”; “started dating 
N; he was the love of my life”; “a trip with my mother to Volgograd. I remember 
how she was away more than once to the nearest city, and did not tell anyone about 
it, travelled and wandered alone for the time it was pretty radical, the USSR lived 
another 12 years”; “together with my best friend we rented an apartment, where she 
worked a lot.” 

In our opinion, it may be assumed that the decrease in the proportion of other-
focused events in comparison to the cisgender controls may account for individual 
characteristics. We suppose that the highly individualistic orientation of the trans-
sexuals’ Life Lines may rise from personal individualism. In spite of the fact that 
we did not assess individualism in our participants directly, we consider such a 
possibility as credible because of the decision to go through all stages of transi-
tioning demands a high level of autonomy and an ability to resist social pressure. 
Additional support of our view can be found in work focusing on the importance 
of the ability to resist social pressure and gender stereotypes based on in-depth 
interviews of transsexuals. Transsexual individuals provide information about the 
power dynamics of gender and the possibility of resistance to the binary gender 
system’s encroachment (Gagné, Tewksbury, 1998). However, this result may also 
be related to social isolation, which is considered common for transgender people 
(American Psychological Association, 2015).

Low proportion of happy childhood memories
Since Alfred Adler’s conceptualisations, it has been quite common to state that child-
hood memories are more about one’s current self-view and concerns than about 
real events experienced as a child. Adler postulated that individuals unconsciously 
select to remember only those childhood memories that illuminate their adult per-
sonality (Adler, 1931). As he posits it: “A person’s true attitude toward life can be 
discerned from his earliest recollected experiences, proving that such memories are 
also constructed according to a planful procedure” (cit. in Ansbacher, 1973). Mixed 
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data were obtained on the normative proportion of happy and unhappy memories 
in non-clinical samples. For instance, McCabe, Capron, and Peterson (1991) com-
pared narratives about childhood and adolescence and found that the former were 
significantly more negative, with a ratio of 60 % vs 38 %. According to a study by 
Nourkova and Masolova (2009), among the most important childhood memories, 
there were 71.4 % positive, 8 % negative, and 20 % neutral. However, there is an as-
sumption that happy childhood memories have a valuable impact on psychological 
well-being in adults. Positive correlations were found between positivity of child-
hood memories and the looking-glass self and self-acceptance scores (Nourkova 
& Masolova, 2009). Freeman, Templer, and Hill (1999) revealed that more than 
one-third of participants who reported that they were unhappy as adults had a pes-
simistic view of their childhood and only one-tenth insisted that they had a happy 
childhood. 

In our study, we detected a low proportion of happy childhood memories in 
transsexual participants. At the same time, HAGTT participants differed from 
LAGTT participants assigning typical space for childhood on their Life Lines. Our 
interpretation of the low proportion of happy childhood memories on the trans-
sexuals’ Life Lines is associated with the employment of the derogation of the past 
self in favour of the current self — a mechanism described above. In spite of this 
mechanism appearing to be quite common, it is not productive, contradicting the 
positive construction in autobiographical memory. In our opinion, the more ma-
ture strategy of overcoming life story discontinuity is to establish meaningful con-
nections between the past and current selves. The enlargement of Life Line segment 
allocated to childhood memories in the HAGTT group makes it possible to fill it 
with positive memories in the future. Hence, we consider this step as an opportu-
nity to achieve a self-coherent life story incorporating all periods of life. 

Fewer gender identity relevant memories in LAGTT group
There were diverse recollections in transsexual Life Lines that were classified as 
expressing gender identity, for example: “I realised that I am not a boy”; “adapted 
to the male role”; “started hormone replacement therapy”; “body correction opera-
tion”; “the first experiments with the female way (paint, dress, pretty little things 
are different) surprised the adults a bit”; and “changing ID.” In AMT data, this life 
theme was also presented in response to neutral cue words, for example, “When 
I hear the word ‘chair’ I remember a luxurious white chair on which I was sitting 
while I was acting as ‘living book’ on the transgender day. It happened when I 
realised being a transgender”; “when I hear the word ‘bag’ I remember how my 
friend and I bought me a female bag. Accidentally, spontaneously. I came to visit 
her at work. There was a handbag store on that floor. We were choosing me one, a 
shopping assistant (a friend of hers) helped. And I…well, obviously looked not like 
a girl. It didn’t matter to me but my friend suddenly made up a story that we were 
choosing a bag for my hypothetical girlfriend. It was silly, of course, and strange, 
because we spent a long time choosing, arguing, and my friend criticised my style. 
I think that the seller was tired of us. In the end, we had chosen a compromise but 
closer to my friend’s taste. But no regrets, very nice bag, not too flashy and not sim-
ple, and still serves. Thanks to my friend.” 
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LAGTT participants, that is, the transsexuals who deviated in BSRI scores from 
the predefined norms, put fewer events relevant to their gender identity on their 
Life Lines. We attributed the effect to mechanisms of psychological defence, sup-
pression, and repression, which are contradictory to productive coping with trau-
matic experiences (Prunas, et al., 2014; Petraglia, et al., 2009). 

Conclusion
The objective of the present study was to examine autobiographical memory of 
the entire past in a transsexual sample. There is no research on representations of 
the events that compose transsexuals’ life stories; we focused on the data graphi-
cally expressed in the Life Lines. Following Tobin et al.’s gender self-socialisation 
model emphasising that the self-perception of gender-typed stereotypes is under 
the influence of personal importance of belonging to a gender category and the 
level of elaboration of gender stereotypes, we proposed that the highly subjective 
significance of the latter to transsexual people would make the former a suitable 
candidate for assessing a psychological comfort in the affirmed gender. According 
to their BSRI scores, transsexual participants were assigned into 2 groups: those 
who did not differ from the norms for their affirmed gender into the high acquisi-
tion of gender-typed traits group (HAGTT) and those who deviated significantly 
into the low acquisition of gender-typed traits group (LAGTT). We expected that 
HAGTTs would be more similar to cisgender controls in the way they represented 
their past. 

As revealed by the Life Line drawings, cisgender participants in general had 
positively biased toward other people and script-driven entire life stories that pre-
dominantly consists of schematic memories and happy memories of childhood; 
transsexuals had self-focused, singular entire life stories with a high proportion 
of vivid flashbulb-like memories and unhappy memories of childhood. We inter-
preted the unusually high proportion of vivid recollections from the functional 
perspective. Flashbulb-like memories are known as triggers of re-experiencing past 
events with confidence and a feeling of mental time travel; we considered these 
types of memories critical resources for maintaining self-continuity in spite of sig-
nificant transitions. We attributed the fact that transsexual participants’ Life Lines 
followed the cultural life script less than the cisgender participants partly due to 
life circumstances and partly because of a tendency to highlight the differences 
from the majority. Transsexual Life Lines demonstrated highly individualistic pat-
terns of recollections with few references to other people. We associated this self-
focused orientation to the necessity of being self-determined to confront social 
pressure against transition. Transsexuals had decidedly low proportions of happy 
childhood memories in their autobiographical memories. This contrasted with the 
widespread belief that the positive emotional profile of recollected childhood is 
solely important for psychological well-being. We speculated that this was not the 
case for our transsexual sample. To interpret the result, we first adapted Ross and 
Wilson’s assumption that the common way people support a positive view of the 
current self is to depreciate memories that are relevant to the past self. We hypothe-
sised that after achieving an affirmed gender despite numerous obstacles and social 
pressures, transsexuals might accentuate negative childhood experiences to raise 
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the value of their new gender identity. Although HAGTT and LAGTT were equal 
in a low proportion of happy childhood memories, the former appeared to assign 
an equal segment of the childhood timeline as cisgender people. In our opinion, 
this may indicate the more mature stage of adaptation to an affirmed gender, that is, 
a switch to coming to terms with the past and current selves. We expect that in the 
future, HAGTT participants would enrich their childhood memories with positive 
content as they already have a space to do so.

Finally, in accordance with our predictions, HAGTTs, transsexual participants 
who did not differ from the BSRI norms assessing their “real self ” in affirmed 
gender identity, also recollected more events related to gender identity than did 
LAGTTs, transsexual participants who differed from the BSRI norms. We attrib-
uted this pattern to a mechanism of psychological defence reflecting problems in 
adaptation to a new gender role. 

In our opinion, the results of the present study opened a new avenue to broaden 
understanding of the interrelations between autobiographical memory, identity, 
and personality after major life changes. Although our view on the process of cop-
ing with disruption of self-coherence after transitional events is a conjunction of 
hypotheses deriving from prior theories, it also features novel elements. Namely, 
we view a derogation of the past self and establishing a connection with the past self 
as 2 consecutive stages aimed at adapting to life after transition. Once the results of 
future studies in this field are combined, it may be beneficial to take into account 
autobiographical memory as a cognitive resource for fulfilling the gap between de-
sired and achieved identities with keeping a feeling of self-continuity across the 
lifespan.

Limitations
Some of our study limitations ought to be underscored. First, the study would 
benefit from assessing the extent of self-perception in terms of gender-typed 
traits in cisgender participants group. Second, our sample size was relatively 
small. Future work with larger groups will allow to look more carefully at pos-
sible differences in male-to-female and female-to male subgroups. Third, to sup-
port our hypothesis on two-stage process of adaptation to transition via auto-
biographical memory transformation is quite inconclusive without longitudinal 
data. So longitudinal study should be conducted to assess whether an increase 
of positive memories of childhood would accompany an ongoing adaptation to 
affirmed gender identity.
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