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Abstract 
 

 Chapter 1 presents a general introduction to this thesis. It is argued that 
the high prevalence of major and minor depression among older adults warrants a 
public mental health approach in which indicated prevention has to play a major 
role. Reminiscence is most likely an attractive indicated preventive intervention for 
older adults with depressive symptomatology but was not applied as such in mental 
health care at the start of this thesis. The aim of this thesis is to develop and eva-
luate two new preventive reminiscence interventions for older adults with depres-
sive symptomatology. A model for the evidence based development and implemen-
tation of preventive interventions is presented as a framework. 
 Chapter 2 presents a review of the progress and emerging trends in con-
ceptual and applied understanding of reminiscence in the last two decades. The 
topics of  (1) types and functions of reminiscence, (2) reminiscence throughout the 
life-span, (3) processes of reminiscence, and (4) clinical interventions and their 
effectiveness are addressed. Most promising are clinical interventions in which 
structured and evaluative reminiscence (life-review) is combined with other thera-
peutic approaches. Reminiscence therapy may be especially indicated for depressed 
people who in response to negative life-events or life-transitions have spontane-
ously started to review their lives and think about the meaning in life.  
 Chapter 3 gives a report of the results of a meta-analysis that was con-
ducted to assess the effectiveness of reminiscence and life review on late-life de-
pression across different target groups and treatment modalities.  Twenty con-
trolled outcome studies were retrieved from Psychlit, Medline and Dissertation Ab-
stracts. For each study a standardised effect size, d, was calculated and a random-
effects meta-analysis was conducted. An overall effect size of 0.84 (95% CI = 0.31 
– 1.37) was found, indicating a statistically and clinically significant effect of remi-
niscence and life review on depressive symptomatology in elderly people. This ef-
fect is comparable to the effects commonly found for pharmacotherapy and psycho-
logical treatments. The effect was larger in subjects with elevated depressive symp-
tomatology (d =  1.23) as compared to other subjects (d = 0.37). Other character-
istics of the subjects or interventions were not found to be related to increased or 
decreased effect sizes. It was concluded that reminiscence and life review are po-
tentially effective treatments for depressive symptoms in the elderly and may thus 
offer a valuable alternative to psychotherapy or pharmacotherapy. Especially in 
non-institutionalised elderly people – who often have untreated depression – it may 
prove to be an effective, safe and acceptable form of treatment.  Randomized trials 
with sufficient statistical power are necessary to confirm the results of this study. 
 Chapter 4 presents the results of a meta-analysis to assess the effective-
ness of reminiscence and life review on psychological well-being across different 
target groups and treatment modalities.  Fifteen controlled outcome studies were 
retrieved from Psychlit and Medline Abstracts. For each study a standardised effect 
size, d, was calculated and a random-effects meta-analysis was conducted. An 
overall effect size of 0.65 (95% CI = 0.41 – 0.89) was found, indicating a statisti-
cally  significant effect of reminiscence and life review on life-satisfaction and emo-
tional well-being in elderly people. A significant larger effect was found in studies in 
which life-review was the intervention (d =  0.98) as compared to studies that used 
simple reminiscence (d = 0.50). Other characteristics of the subjects or interven-
tions were not found to be related to increased or decreased effect sizes. It was 
concluded that reminiscence in general but especially life review are potentially ef-
fective methods for the enhancement of psychological well-being in the elderly. 
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Particularly in elderly people with a reduced level of psychological well-being it may 
prove to be an effective, safe and acceptable form of treatment.  Randomised trials 
with sufficient statistical power are necessary to confirm the results of this study. 
 Chapter 5 presents the results of the evaluation of the first new interven-
tion: Searching for the meaning in life. Life-review may be further enhanced by the 
creative expression of memories in stories, poems or drawings. In this way people 
are encouraged to create and discover metaphors, images and stories that symboli-
cally represent the subjective and inner meaning of their lives. In this chapter, a 
new intervention which combines reminiscence and creative expression aimed at 
early treatment of depression, is described. Searching for the meaning in life con-
sists of twelve group sessions of 2.5 hours each. Each session focuses on one the-
me (for example: friendships, houses where you lived, turning points). Each session 
has a structure in which reminiscence, dialogue and creative expression alternate.  
The results of a one-group pre-post test design show that the intervention Search-
ing for the meaning in life may generate medium-sized effects in reducing depres-
sive symptoms in women, but not in men. Additionally, it appears to have medium 
effectiveness in improving mastery in both men and women. Several possible ways 
to enhance the effectiveness of the intervention are described. 
 Chapter 6 gives a report of the effects of Searching for the meaning in life 
on personal meaning. 57 older persons that participated in the program filled out a 
sentence completion questionnaire measuring personal meaning and a depression 
scale before and after the program. In comparison to a group from a representative 
survey which was matched on life contexts, the personal meaning profile of the 
intervention group was more negative and more focused on the self. Hence, a 
group with impoverished meaning was participating in the program. After the inter-
vention the personal meaning profile was more positive, in particular with regard to 
self-evaluations and evaluations of social relations. The group which improved most 
on depression also improved most on personal meaning. It is concluded that further 
research on the program is warranted. 
 In chapter 7  the results of a explorative, quasi-experimental study on the 
effects of THE STORY OF YOUR LIFE on depressive symptoms are presented. The 
story of your life combines integrative reminiscence with narrative therapy. The 
program consists of seven sessions of two hours and one follow-up session after 
eight weeks. It is directed at community-dwelling people of 55 years and older with 
mild to moderate depressive symptoms. Each session has a different theme: youth 
and family, work and care, love and friendship, difficult times, life as a book with 
chapters, metaphors, meaning in life. After the intervention the participants showed 
significantly less depressive symptoms and higher mastery, also in comparison with 
a waiting-list control group. Demographic factors and initial levels of depressive 
symptomatology and mastery were not found to moderate the effects. The effects 
were maintained at a three months after completion of the intervention. 
 In chapter 8  the results of a explorative, quasi-experimental study on the 
effects of THE STORY OF YOUR LIFE on meaning in life are presented. A significant 
improvement in the overall meaning in life in the participants of the intervention is 
found, but this these effects were not significant in comparison to a waiting-list 
control group. The group that improved most in their depression scores also im-
proved in their meaning in life. Furthermore, there is a specific effect of the inter-
vention in that it results in a decline of negative evaluations of the self and an in-
crease in positive evaluations of social relations. These findings are stronger for 
women than for men and stronger for persons that also declined more in depressive 
symptoms. Last, the program results in more positive and less negative evaluations 
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of the past as well as in less negative evaluations of the future. Again, this is found 
most strongly for women and persons improving most with regard to depression.  
 In chapter 9 the implications of the main findings of this thesis are dis-
cussed within the framework for developing and evaluating interventions. The con-
clusion about phase 1 (review) is that internationals studies have shown substantial 
effects on depressive symptomatology and that good guidelines for developing re-
miniscence interventions can be produced on the basis of theoretical developments 
and empirical studies. As to the second phase (innovation & evaluation) it is con-
cluded that the effects of the two new reminiscence interventions on depressive 
symptomatology are lower than may be expected on the basis of our meta-
analysis. When the results of phase 2 were compared to the review phase, four 
recommendations could be given. (1) specification of processes that are linked up 
to reduction of depression. (2) more intensive training of counselors on the addi-
tional therapeutic approaches. (3) the inclusion of questionnaires measuring rele-
vant prognostic factors. (4) more elaborate information for the participants about 
how reminiscence and depression are related. The chapter ends with some reflec-
tions on the future of reminiscence as indicated prevention and treatment of de-
pression in later life. 




