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Abstract: In clinical psychology, imagery rescripting (ImRs) is a promising intervention to target negative emotional memories after
victimization experiences. The present research tested the effects of ImRs in “minor” cases of experienced injustice. After imagining being the
victim of an injustice, participants (N = 272) were randomly assigned to one of four conditions in a univariate design (treatment: active ImRs,
passive ImRs; control: pleasant imagery, imagery rehearsal). Dependent variables were positive and negative affect; mediator variables were
justice-related satisfaction and empowerment. Both justice-related satisfaction and empowerment increased positive and decreased negative
affect, but empowerment was higher in the active than in the passive ImRs condition (while justice-related satisfaction was increased by both
ImRs conditions). These results suggest that ImRs can be beneficial even in minor victimization experiences and that these beneficial effects

are mediated by both empowerment and justice-related satisfaction.
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Victims of injustice often experience strong negative
emotions - anger, anxiety, moral disgust, and so forth -
and these emotions often persist long after the incident
has occurred. Particularly traumatic incidents can even have
long-term effects on victims’ well-being, sometimes requir-
ing professional psychotherapeutic treatment. Notably, even
“minor” everyday injustices can evoke unpleasant affective
reactions such as angry rumination, “why-me” questions,
and vengeful desires (Barber et al., 2005; Pedersen et al.,
2011), some of which are even put into action (Hofmann
et al., 2018). Retaliating against the transgressor is often
emotionally ambivalent (Eadeh et al, 2017); yet, it can
increase victims’ feelings of empowerment (Strelan et al.,
2017, 2020) and a sense of justice (Funk et al., 2014;
Gollwitzer et al., 2011).

Sometimes, however, punishing the original harm-doer
may neither be feasible nor wise, for example, when trans-
gressors are of higher status. In these cases, people often
indulge in vengeful fantasies (Goldner et al., 2019), antici-
pating this to be pleasurable. However, the extent to which
retaliation fantasies extinguish versus feed the flame is cur-
rently unclear. In clinical research, such fantasies have been
found to contribute to the maintenance of post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD) symptoms in traumatized patients
(Gébler & Maercker, 2011) and an increase (rather than a
decrease) of vengeful inclinations (Lillie & Strelan, 2016).
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On the other hand, victims sometimes perceive punishment
fantasies to be healing (Goldner et al., 2019), and to help
close the “injustice gap” (Haen & Weber, 2009).

Interestingly, punitive fantasies may also be an element
of psychotherapeutic intervention techniques, such as
imagery rescripting (ImRs; Holmes et al., 2007). In ImRs,
aversive emotional memories that are associated with neg-
ative affective states are activated and changed: That is, the
person is first instructed to imagine the aversive memory
(e.g., sexual harassment) as vividly as possible. Next, the
person is guided to modify the aversive memory according
to their needs. More specifically, they either imagine chang-
ing the situation actively (i.e., active ImRs) or they imagine
other people changing the situation for them (i.e., passive
ImRs). Importantly, recent meta-analytical evidence shows
that ImRs exerts positive effects on psychological symp-
toms related to aversive emotional memories (Morina
et al., 2017).

Although ImRs has mainly been used in the clinical field
to deal with rather severe traumatic incidents, ImRs may
also help victims of minor injustices to cope with their neg-
ative affective state. That is, ImRs may include punitive fan-
tasies in which either victims themselves (active ImRs) or
third parties (passive ImRs) take action against the harm-
doer. To date, it is unclear whether ImRs in sub-clinical
samples that include punishment fantasies alleviate or even
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amplify victims’ distress and whether active versus passive
ImRs have different outcomes on victims’ post-transgres-
sion emotional experiences. Previous findings with non-
clinical samples suggest that ImRs with versus without
vengeful fantasies have similar (positive) emotional conse-
quences (Seebauer et al., 2014) and that active ImRs leads
to stronger positive affect than passive ImRs (Siegesleitner
et al, 2020). However, the robustness of these effects
and - more importantly - the underlying psychological
mechanisms, remain to be investigated.

Building upon the pertinent social psychological
literature, plausible candidates for these mechanisms are
(@) empowerment and (b) justice-related satisfaction. First,
fantasizing about the punishment of the harm-doer may
increase victims’ sense of empowerment (Strelan et al.,
2017, 2020), especially if victims engage in punishment
themselves (active ImRs). The empowering effects of
fantasizing about punishment may, in turn, lead to a
decrease in negative and an increase in positive affect
(Shnabel & Nadler, 2008). Second, seeing the harm-doer
being punished may increase victims’ justice-related satis-
faction, which has been defined as a subjective sense of
justice served, deservingness, and psychological closure
(Funk et al., 2014; Gollwitzer et al., 2011). Thus, both passive
and/or active ImRs may decrease negative and increase
positive affect via justice-related satisfaction.

Based on these considerations, we hypothesized that
ImRs (either active or passive) would more strongly
increase positive affect and decrease negative affect com-
pared to two control conditions (i.e., pleasant imagery and
imagery rehearsal; see below). Furthermore, we aimed to
test the differential effects of active versus passive ImRs
on victims’ affective states. We predicted that active ImRs
would lead to a stronger increase in positive affect and a
decrease in negative affect than passive ImRs. Lastly, our
experiment enabled us to explore the mechanism(s) under-
lying an effect of actively punishing the transgressor during
ImRs (vs. seeing the transgressor being punished by a third
party) on victims’ affective state via empowerment and
justice-related satisfaction.

Method

The experiment was preregistered (https://aspredicted.
org/zt5gv.pdf). Materials, data, and analyses scripts are
available on the Open Science Framework (OSF; https://
o0sf.i0/45362). We report how we determined our sample
size, data exclusions, all manipulations, and measures.
Ethics approval was granted from a local IRB.

First, participants watched a video clip in which they
were depicted as victims of a moderate-level injustice (i.e.,
being accused of plagiarism because of a student stealing
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their assignment). Next, they were randomly assigned to
one of four conditions: Two ImRs conditions (active and
passive) and two control conditions. Subsequently, empow-
erment, justice-related satisfaction, and positive and nega-
tive affect were measured via self-report.

Sample

We conducted an a priori power analysis using G*Power
(Faul et al., 2009). Specifically, we aimed to detect a small
to medium-sized effect of f=.175 in a one-factorial analysis
of variance (ANOVA) (4 conditions; between-subjects) with
a power of 1 — B = .80, given a = .05. This resulted in a
sample size of N = 360 participants. Due to time con-
straints, we decided to stop collecting data after May 26,
2020, if N > 280 by that time (i.e., enabling us to detect
effects of f = .20 and bigger; we determined this as the
smallest effect size of interest; Rindskopf, 1997).

Only students could participate in the experiment (given
that the injustice episode was specifically tuned to a student
affair). Participants were recruited through mailing lists and
social media. Participants received course credit and had a
chance to win gift vouchers in exchange for participation.
As preregistered, data collection was stopped on May 27,
2020, after collecting more than 280 participants. Overall,
386 participants started and 296 (71%) completed the
experiment. We excluded cases indicating (n = 4) or imply-
ing careless responding (i.e., failing any of the attention
checks; n = 20). In our final sample (N = 272), the majority
of participants were female (n = 217; 80%). Ages ranged
between 18 and 67 years (M = 24.65, SD = 7.65). Partici-
pants were almost evenly distributed across conditions
687 Npleasant imagery = 67)

(nactive ImRs = 68) Npassive TmRs =

nimagery rehearsal = 69)

Measures and Procedure

After providing informed consent and demographic infor-
mation, participants were asked to imagine themselves
being the victim of a transgression. Following a previously
used paradigm (e.g., Holmes & Bourne, 2008), participants
watched a 2-minute video clip filmed from a first-person
perspective. The protagonist in this video (participants were
asked to picture themselves in this position) was a female
student disputing with a male student. In this dispute, the
protagonist reported having been unjustly accused of
plagiarism in a recent assignment. The other student (the
transgressor), who was responsible for the plagiarism,
admitted that he denounced the victim to the professor
and explicitly said he would not be willing to take this back
and confess his deed.

After watching the video, participants reported their
affective state (this was included as a control measure that
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is not pertinent for the present manuscript; 10 items,
Qt = .86; see Revelle & Zinbarg, 2009), before being ran-
domly assigned to one of the four experimental conditions.
In each condition, participants received audio-guided
instructions.

This instructed intervention was applied to achieve an
experimentally controlled and highly standardized proce-
dure (for a similar approach see, e.g., Kunze et al., 2019).

Treatment Conditions

In the active ImRs condition, participants were instructed to
imagine themselves intervening actively and retaliating
directly against the transgressor. Specifically, they imagined
having secretly audiotaped the entire dispute with the trans-
gressor, presenting this tape to the professor, requesting the
transgressor to be punished, and receiving the grade she
deserved for her assignment (which was granted). In the
passive ImRs condition, participants were instructed to imag-
ine another person intervening. Specifically, participants
imagined the professor entering the room at the end of
the dispute, stating that she had listened to the argument
coincidentally. From what she had heard, she decided to
punish the transgressor and to grant the victim the grade
she deserved.

Control Conditions

In the imagery rehearsal condition, participants listened to a
detailed re-telling of the experienced injustice. In the
pleasant imagery condition, participants were guided on a
dream journey through nature. These control conditions
were based on previous research (e.g., Hagenaars &
Arntz, 2012; Tolgou et al., 2018) and promised to control
for the effects of imagery (both conditions), the effects of
re-activating the memory of the aversive situation (imagery
rehearsal), and the effects of positive imagery (pleasant
imagery). Consequently, differences between treatment
and control conditions can arguably be ascribed to the
content of the ImRs conditions (rather than, e.g., the act
of imagery itself).

Dependent Measures

Subsequently, participants answered dependent variables
in randomized order. Unless stated otherwise, items
were answered on 6-point Likert scales ranging from
1 = completely disagree to 6 = completely agree. We assessed
participants’ empowerment with 14 items. Eleven items were
adapted from research that has investigated the empower-
ing effects of punishment and forgiveness (Strelan et al.,
2017, 2020). Three items were adopted from a more gen-
eral self-efficacy scale (Beierlein et al., 2013). Notably, we
deviate from the preregistration in that we actually planned
to treat empowerment and situational self-efficacy as two
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separate constructs, despite their obvious natural concep-
tual overlap (however, see Skinner, 1996). However, given
a strong correlation between the two constructs (r = .83)
and almost identical results with regard to the hypothesis
tests, we decided to merge all items into one measure that
we refer to as empowerment throughout the manuscript.
The scale showed very good reliability, Q, = .95 (see Forbes
et al., 2021). We further measured participants’ justice-
related satisfaction with 12 items (Funk et al., 2014). Again,
the scale showed very good reliability, Q, = .93. Participants’
positive and negative affect were assessed with the Positive
and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson et al.,
1988) on a 6-point Likert-type scale (from 1 = not at all to
6 = extremely). Both the positive and negative affect sub-
scales comprised 10 items each and showed good reliabili-
ties (Q; = .82 and O, = .91, respectively).

Next, participants answered several control questions
(e.g., on the intrusiveness of the interventions; see full
material and data in our supplementary material on the
OSF; https://osf.io/45362), three simple attention check
questions, and one item asking participants directly
whether they participated attentively. Participants were
thanked and debriefed.

Results

To test our preregistered hypotheses, we conducted sepa-
rate ANOVAs with two contrasts (Contrast 1: both ImRs =
+1 vs. both control conditions = —1; Contrast 2: active =
+1 vs. passive ImRs = —1, both control conditions = 0) for
each of the dependent variables. Means and distributions
of all dependent variables for each condition are depicted
in Figure 1. We report our findings for each dependent vari-
able, separately, in the following.

Justice-Related Satisfaction

Participants in the two treatment conditions (active ImRs:
M =3.22, SD = 1.26; passive ImRs: M = 3.20, SD = 1.37) were
more satisfied than participants in the two control condi-
tions (pleasant imagery: M = 1.83, SD = 0.56; imagery
rehearsal: M = 1.48, SD = 0.34), mirrored by a significant
effect of Contrast 1, t(269) = 12.93, p < .001, d = 1.58.
However, the difference in justice-related satisfaction
between the two treatment conditions (Contrast 2) was
not significant, £(269) = 0.16, p = .874, d = 0.02.

Empowerment

Participants in the two treatment conditions (active ImRs:
M = 4.44, SD = 1.17; passive ImRs: M = 3.25, SD = 0.94) felt,
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Figure 1. Means and distributions of all dependent variables for each condition. Error bars represent one standard error of the mean.

on average, more empowered than participants in the two
control conditions (pleasant imagery: M = 3.69, SD =
1.02; imagery rehearsal: M = 3.02, SD = 0.99), t(269) =
3.86, p < .001, d = 0.47 (Contrast 1). Note that this effect
was, however, largely driven by the superiority of active
ImRs over passive ImRs. This is also reflected in a signifi-
cant effect of Contrast 2, £(269) = 6.56, p < .001, d = 0.80.

Positive Affect

Participants in the two treatment conditions (active ImRs:
M = 4.09, SD = 0.85; passive ImRs: M = 3.54, SD = 0.84)
experienced more positive affect than those in the control
conditions (pleasant imagery: M = 3.50, SD = 0.71; imagery
rehearsal: M = 3.18, SD = 0.70), t(269) = 5.00, p < .001,
d = 0.61 (Contrast 1). This, again, was largely driven by
the positive effect of active ImRs as compared to passive
ImRs, (269) = 4.08, p < .001, d = 0.50 (Contrast 2).

Negative Affect

Participants in the treatment conditions (active ImRs:
M = 3.18, SD = 1.04; passive ImRs: M = 3.15, SD = 0.92)
experienced less negative affect than those in the control
conditions (pleasant imagery: M = 2.91, SD = 1.20; imagery
rehearsal: M = 4.23, SD = 0.84), £(269) = —3.08, p = .002,
d = —0.38 (Contrast 1). Contrary to our hypothesis, there
were no differences between active and passive ImRs,
t(269) = 0.19, p = .847, d = 0.02 (Contrast 2).

© 2021 The Author(s). Distributed as a Hogrefe OpenMind article

Mediation Analysis

Conducting a (bootstrapped) mediation model using the
lavaan package in R, we tested the effects of the two con-
trasts on positive and negative affect (as dependent vari-
ables) via justice-related satisfaction and empowerment
(as mediators; this analysis was not part of our preregistra-
tion). As depicted in Figure 2, results corroborate that, for
experiencing justice-related satisfaction, it does not matter
whether ImRs is active or passive, as long as victims engage
in punitive fantasies (which was part of both ImRs). By con-
trast, to experience empowerment, it is indeed important
that victims defend themselves, rather than receiving help
from a third party. Importantly, both justice-related satisfac-
tion and empowerment were independently associated with
participants’ affective states (i.e., negative affect and -
although to a lesser degree - positive affect).

Discussion

The experience of injustice commonly leads to negative
emotions and may, eventually, facilitate the development
of psychological disorders. Based on approaches from
clinical psychology, the present research adapted ImRs
techniques to deal with “minor” cases of experienced
injustice. Specifically, we tested whether ImRs, in which
either victims themselves (active ImRs) or third parties
(passive ImRs) take action against the harm-doer, help
victims to cope with an injustice more effectively than
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Figure 2. Mediation model on the effects of the imagery treatments on positive and negative affect through justice-related satisfaction and
feelings of empowerment. Contrasts are coded as follows. Contrast 1: Both control conditions —1 and both ImRs conditions +1. Contrast 2: Active
ImRs +1 and passive ImRs —1 (control conditions = 0). Path coefficients reflect standardized effects. Ip < .10; **p < .01; ***p < .001.

pleasant imagery or imagery rehearsal. We further com-
pared the efficacy of active versus passive ImRs and exam-
ined the psychological mechanisms underlying the effects
of the imagery treatments on individuals’ affective states.

Results showed that both active and passive ImRs
increased victims’ positive affect as compared to the two
control conditions (pleasant imagery and imagery rehear-
sal) and that active ImRs in particular had an effect on
positive affect. These results replicate the positive effects
of ImRs on people’s affective states (Siegesleitner et al.,
2019), particularly regarding the effect of active ImRs on
positive affect (Siegesleitner et al., 2020).

Interestingly, in the present experiment, victims experi-
enced justice-related satisfaction irrespective of whether
they (active ImRs) or someone else (passive ImRs) inter-
vened. Victims’ feelings of empowerment, however, were
evoked only by actively intervening against the transgres-
sor. This is at odds with recent research (Siegesleitner
et al., 2020) showing that active and passive ImRs equally
increased individuals’ self-efficacy (a construct that is
arguably closely related to empowerment). Although specu-
lative, this may be caused by the perspectives participants
were asked to take in the injustice. That is, participants
imagined being the victims of the injustice in the present
research, whereas they were observers in the research by
Siegesleitner and colleagues. Future research is needed to
test this hypothesis.

Lastly, the present research adds to the literature by
showing that the positive effects of ImRs on people’s
affective states can (partially) be ascribed to victims’ feel-
ings of empowerment and justice-related satisfaction as
independent mediators. This has particularly interesting
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implications for more applied settings (e.g., psychological
treatment) in that it sheds light on the processes underlying
the positive effects of ImRs.

Notably, the approaches applied in the present research
were modified versions of “classical” clinical interventions.
We, therefore, adapted these treatments to an experimen-
tally controlled, standardized, non-autobiographical setup,
which came at the cost of sacrificing ecological validity
and which may suffer from method-inherent demand
effects of scenario experiments. Importantly, however,
participants indicated that they were very well able to put
themselves into the offense situation (M = 5.10; SD =
0.80; on a scale from 1 to 6) and the audio-guided treat-
ments (M = 4.86; SD = 0.89) and process the information
with a vivid imagination. Nevertheless, it remains to be
tested whether the findings from the present experiment
can be generalized to clinical applications.

In addition, some limitations of the present research
ought to be acknowledged. First, with regard to the psycho-
logical mechanisms investigated, we measured (instead of
manipulated) the mediators examined herein, thus,
prohibiting any strong causal claims. Second, the two ImRs
conditions differed from the control conditions in various
aspects (e.g., involving a third person, containing a conflict
resolution), which makes it difficult to specify exactly which
aspects were responsible for the effects we observed here.
We designed our control conditions to yield a high degree
of comparability between our experiment and previous
research on ImRs (e.g., Hagenaars & Arntz, 2012). Despite
these strategic advantages, our choice of control conditions
can also be criticized, for instance, for the fact that none
of them included a non-punitive, constructive conflict
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resolution strategy between the victim and the transgressor.
Relatedly, the ImRs conditions may have been perceived as
more realistic than the control conditions. Indeed, partici-
pants rated (“The situation seemed very realistic to me.”)
the pleasant rehearsal as less realistic (M = 4.01, SD =
1.39) than the imagery rehearsal (M = 4.46, SD = 1.32),
the active ImRs (M = 4.47, SD = 1.24), and the passive ImRs
(M = 4.35, SD = 1.28). However, differences were rather
small (all d < 0.28). Finally, the present research cannot
answer whether ImRs involving punitive fantasies has
negative effects (e.g., aggression); however, past research
indicates that such fantasies do not increase aggression
(Seebauer et al., 2014).

With these caveats in mind, we still argue that the
present research replicates and adds to the literature on
ImRs and offers insights into how clinical interventions
may be applied to social psychological phenomena. Specif-
ically, we provide evidence that ImRs can also be a promis-
ing technique to deal with “minor” cases of experienced
injustice, such as being deceived and falsely accused of a
transgression. Thus, this project can serve as a blueprint
for future research on the border of clinical and social
psychological research.
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