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You have just opened this thesis about affective change and mental imagery 
in depression. At this moment, how do you feel? What if you’d stop for a mo-
ment, and think back about an event that made you feel very anxious or sad? 
See the events as they unfolded, looking with your mind’s eye. What do you 
hear in your mind’s ear? Include your other senses as well. Take your time to 
take yourself on this mental journey and tell me, how do you feel now?

Possibly, you now feel more negative feelings and less positive feelings. 
In other words, you may just have experienced affective change. Depression 
is characterized by an abundance of negative affect and a lack of positive 
affect. The transition into and out of a depressive episode thus entails pro-
found affective changes. Furthermore, in previously depressed individuals, 
the answer to the question “how do you feel now” predicts future depressive 
relapse. Therefore, finding ways to change affect in (previously) depressed 
individuals may help them to move onwards. It may contribute to the treat-
ment of depression and the prevention of relapse.

Using mental imagery may be a powerful technique to change emotions. 
Imagination is transformed in something tangible in the magical world of 
Harry Potter, where beings that take on the form of one’s worst fear — so-
called Boggards — can bring someone to tears in a stressful period (Hermi-
one Granger: “P-P-Professor McGonagall! Sh-she told me I’d failed every-
thing!”). Conversely, J.K. Rowling illustrates how imagination may be used to 
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repel these demons. Forcing a Boggard to take on a ridiculous shape (“Riddi-
kulus!”) can result in the laughter needed to defeat its spell. Imagination may 
also be used to vividly recall a positive memory and thereby conjure a protec-
tive charm (“Expecto Patronum!”) against a Dementor. Dementors feed on 
positive emotions, and suck out “every good feeling, every happy memory” 
so that you will be left with “nothing but the worst experiences of your life.” 
A description not dissimilar to depression.

Outside of the magical world, imagination is as normal as can be. You 
may often use your imagination in everyday life, for example when picturing 
a dish to remember what ingredients to buy or having an idea of how the 
person on the other end of the telephone line looks like. But using your imag-
ination may also affect your mood in either a positive or negative way. For 
example, the memory of a deceased loved one can cast a cloud on a bright and 
sunny day. Engaging in positive imagery may, conversely, boost our mood, for 
example by cherishing positive memories or dreaming up fantastic events for 
the future. And possibly, mentally making changes to an upsetting image may 
help break its spell. Although your imagination cannot change reality, it can 
change the way you feel.

Therefore, in this thesis, it was examined how emotions may change 
under influence of mental imagery and how changing emotions may be of 
relevance to relapse in depression.




