
What Features of Mind-Wandering Episodes 
Predict Their Recall? A Think-Aloud Study

Spontaneous thoughts represent a substan�al part of our daily cogni�on. 
A subset of these experiences, termed Mind-Wandering (MW) refers to 
thoughts whose content is unrelated to both the task at hand and the 
surrounding environment1. 
While typically perceived as disrup�ve, MW can also support func�onal 
roles, such as fostering crea�vity, problem solving, or future planning2,3. 

What are the characteristics that predict the memory retrieval of MW episodes?

On the first day, a�er a 2-min training, par�cipants completed the Think-Aloud Procedure 
(TAP), which involves con�nuously verbalizing one's thoughts for 10 min.

The next day, par�cipants first recalled each mental experiences they had during the 10-
min TAP before assessing the features of their MW episodes. Characteris�cs such as the 
importance, affec�ve valence, temporal orienta�ons [Past, Present, Future, None], func�ons 
[Plannifica�on, Self-entertainment, Reappraisal, Awakeness, Decision-making, Problem-solving, None, and 

       Other], etc. were evaluated on a Thought Characteris�cs Ques�onnaire (TCQ).

- Recall ↗ for thoughts rated as more important, deliberate, structured, related to other people or a goal, 
   about the future, or associated with a planning, self-entertainment, or reappraisal func�on. 
- Recall ↘ for thoughts with no apparent func�on.
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72 young adults 
(63 ♀; Mage = 19.3 

years; SD = 1.7) 

For MW episodes to be beneficial, however, individuals must 
be able to recall their content when needed.

None of the other characteris�cs (e.g., Internal speech or Visual format, Task- or S�mulus-relatedness, 
Affec�ve valence, Self-relatedness, Mundaneness, Temporali�es [Past, Present, None], Awakeness, 

Decision making, Problem-solving, and Other func�ons) showed significant effects (all ps > .05).
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χ²(1) = 6.73, p = .009 
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χ²(1) = 5.39,
p = .02 
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χ²(1) = 4.86, p = .028 
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χ²(1) = 14.02,
p < .001 
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χ²(1) = 5.46,
p = .019 
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RESULTS
Generalized linear mixed model with binary dependent variable 

These results suggest that several characteris�cs of MW episodes play a cri�cal role in determining their 
later accessibility in memory, offering new perspec�ves on the func�onnal role of MW.

What are the characteristics that predict the 
memory retrieval of mind-wandering episodes?

1st mental 
experience

2nd mental 
experience

3rd mental 
experience

Time

TAP


