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Executive Summary
Episodic memory is not a literal recording that can be replayed on demand. It is 

reconstructive: remembering involves reassembling fragments of experience, including 

details, context, affect, goals, and meaning. The same core network of brain regions that 

supports retrieval of past experiences is also associated with constructing possible future 

scenarios. This overlap provides a basis for understanding memory and imagination as 

related forms of constructive thought.

Flexible recombination allows people to move beyond the exact events they have 

experienced. Elements such as people, objects, locations, actions, and outcomes can be 

rearranged into prospective situations. This capacity supports anticipation, planning, 

perspective shifting, and the evaluation of possible courses of action, while also creating 

opportunities for distortion and bias.



Central proposition

“Fixing time” is not a matter of recovering a perfect past or predicting a fixed future. It is 

the disciplined improvement of how people reconstruct experience, simulate 

possibilities, and orient present action.

Introduction
Many everyday assumptions treat memory as playback: an event happens, a record is stored, 

and the record is later retrieved intact. The supplied conceptual material points toward a 

different account. Remembering is an active reconstruction shaped by available details, 

present goals, emotional significance, and the context in which recall occurs.

This account is closely related to mental time travel, the capacity to re-experience aspects of 

the past or project oneself into a possible future. It also involves self-projection: representing 

oneself, another person, or a situation from a different time, place, or viewpoint. These 

capacities matter because adaptation depends not only on knowing what has happened, but 

also on considering what might happen next.

The ability to simulate possible futures can support planning, preparation, and the 

comparison of alternatives. It can also introduce uncertainty: imagined scenarios may be 

incomplete, overly optimistic, emotionally loaded, or mistaken. This white paper therefore 

distinguishes the conceptual framework from interpretive implications for education, 

leadership, and community practice.

The Constructive Episodic 
Simulation Hypothesis
The Constructive Episodic Simulation Hypothesis is presented here as a theoretical 

framework for connecting episodic memory, future simulation, and perspective taking. It is 

not presented as a clinical intervention or as a claim that any single brain region performs an 

isolated function.

1.  Reconstructive memory. Episodic remembering is assembled from distributed elements 
rather than replayed as a complete, unaltered recording. Reconstruction can preserve 
meaningful structure while remaining sensitive to context, current aims, and 
interpretation.

2.  Flexible recombination for simulation. Components of past experience can be 
decomposed and recombined into event models that have not previously occurred. This 



flexibility makes it possible to anticipate outcomes, compare options, and prepare for 
unfamiliar circumstances.

3.  Self-projection and perspective taking. People can project themselves across time and 
space and can represent situations from different viewpoints. The relevant viewpoint 
may be one’s own future perspective, another person’s experience, or a broader social 
and situational context.

Together, these principles describe a constructive system: memory supplies elements, 

simulation reorganizes them, and perspective taking helps evaluate their significance. The 

framework remains a synthesis of concepts rather than a definitive account of causality or 

localization.

Functional Architecture of the 
Brain’s Core Network
The core network described in this paper is often associated with the Default Mode Network, 

a commonly used term for a set of regions involved in internally directed thought. The terms 

are not perfectly interchangeable: network boundaries vary by method, task, and definition, 

and the present framework uses “core network” to emphasize coordinated functions in 

memory, simulation, self-related thought, and perspective taking.

The table below summarizes the regions and functional relationships emphasized in the 

supplied material. These descriptions identify roles within the framework; they should not be 

read as claims that a region operates alone or that a function is exclusively localized there.



Anatomical Region Primary Function in 
Memory and Simulation

Key Findings and Laterality

left posterior hippocampus Supports the 

reconstruction of event 

detail, context, and 

relationships among 

remembered elements.

Left-lateralized 

contribution emphasized 

for detailed episodic 

reconstruction and 

contextual representation.

left anterior hippocampus Contributes to integrating 

event elements and 

representing broader 

relational or personal 

context.

Left-lateralized 

contribution emphasized 

for integrating information 

across an event model.

bilateral hippocampus Supports relational binding 

across remembered 

experiences and the 

construction of possible 

future events.

Bilateral involvement is 

emphasized for both 

remembering past 

experiences and simulating 

future scenarios.

right parahippocampal 

gyrus (BA 35/36)

Contributes to contextual, 

scene-related, and item-

related elements used in 

event construction.

Right-lateralized 

contribution emphasized 

for contextual and 

representational aspects of 

simulation.

frontal pole (BA 10) Helps maintain remote 

goals, compare 

alternatives, and 

coordinate thought across 

extended time horizons.

Frontal-pole involvement is 

emphasized in prospective 

thought and the integration 

of goals with possible 

outcomes.

rostral anterior cingulate 

(rACC) and vmPFC

Relate simulated events to 

self-relevance, affective 

significance, valuation, and 

social meaning.

These medial frontal 

regions are emphasized for 

self-referential and 

evaluative aspects of 

memory and simulation.

orbitofrontal cortex (OFC) Contributes to evaluating 

potential outcomes, 

OFC involvement is 

emphasized in assessing 

the significance and 



reward, value, and goal-

directed choices.

desirability of simulated 

outcomes.

basal ganglia (caudate 

nucleus)

Supports sequencing, 

action selection, and the 

flexible organization of 

possible behavior.

Caudate involvement is 

emphasized for linking 

imagined situations with 

prospective action 

structure.

insular cortex Contributes to bodily 

awareness, subjective 

feeling, and the salience of 

internally represented 

states.

Insular involvement is 

emphasized for 

incorporating bodily and 

affective signals into 

simulation.

right anterior superior 

temporal cortex

Contributes to semantic, 

social, and perspective-

related interpretation of 

events and people.

Right-lateralized 

involvement is emphasized 

for integrating social or 

narrative meaning across 

viewpoints.

The functional architecture is therefore best understood as a coordinated system rather than 

a map of one-to-one functions. Laterality is reported as part of the supplied conceptual 

material, while the broader interpretation remains network-based and provisional.

From Remembering to Imagining
Remembered experiences contain separable elements: people, objects, locations, actions, 

sensations, and outcomes. In constructive simulation, these elements can be decomposed 

and recombined into novel event models. A future scenario may therefore draw on genuine 

fragments of past experience without being a repetition of any one remembered event.

The quality and character of a simulation depend on more than its factual ingredients. Detail 
gives an event texture; context locates it; temporal distance changes how specifically it can 

be represented; and affect influences what feels important or plausible. Goals shape what is 

selected, sequencing organizes what might happen next, bodily awareness contributes 

subjective signals, and semantic insight helps interpret what an event means.

This constructive process can make thought adaptive because it allows people to prepare for 

possibilities that have not yet occurred. The same process can also produce confident but 

inaccurate details, especially when familiar elements are placed in unfamiliar combinations. 

The framework treats both flexibility and fallibility as essential features of simulation.



A Systems Model of TIME Literacy
TIME literacy is used here as an educational and conceptual model, not as a diagnosis, 

treatment, or measure of clinical effectiveness. It organizes the framework around four 

capacities that can be examined separately while remaining mutually dependent.

Capacity Core question Possible educational or 
practical use

Reconstruct What happened, and which 

details, contexts, feelings, 

and meanings are being 

assembled?

Supports reflective inquiry 

by separating remembered 

elements from later 

interpretation.

Recombine Which elements could be 

arranged differently to 

represent another 

possibility?

Supports creative problem 

framing, alternative 

generation, and scenario 

comparison.

Project What might happen next, 

and how could different 

people experience that 

possibility?

Supports planning, 

anticipation, empathy, and 

perspective taking across 

time and viewpoints.

Orient Given uncertainty, what 

matters now and what 

action is consistent with 

the chosen direction?

Supports decision-making, 

navigation, prioritization, 

and intentional present 

action.

In practice, the four capacities can form a repeating loop: reconstruct relevant experience, 

recombine its elements, project possible developments, and orient present action. This is an 

interpretive translation of the supplied theory. It may provide a useful vocabulary for 

reflection and planning, but it should not be treated as proof that the model produces a 

particular outcome.



Implications for Education, 
Leadership, and Community 
Practice
The framework may be useful as a set of questions for practice. Educators could invite 

learners to distinguish remembered details from interpretations, then compare how different 

assumptions generate different future scenarios. Leaders could use structured scenario work 

to examine goals, sequencing, trade-offs, and the perspectives of people affected by a 

decision.

In community settings, the framework could support conversations that move between lived 

experience, possible futures, and present commitments. Such uses should remain 

participatory and non-clinical. They are possible applications of a conceptual model, not 

proven outcomes or substitutes for domain-specific evidence.

Reflection: Which parts of an account are observed details, and which parts are later 
meaning or inference?
Scenario planning: What alternative futures become visible when familiar people, 
constraints, or actions are recombined?
Empathy and perspective: How might the same situation look from another person’s time 
horizon, role, or viewpoint?
Intentional action: Which present choice is most consistent with the future being 
considered, and what uncertainty remains?

Boundaries, Open Questions, and 
Research Directions
This framework is a synthesis of the supplied theoretical material. It should not be read as a 

complete literature review, a medical explanation, or a claim that particular psychological 

functions are exclusively localized to particular regions. Associations among regions, tasks, 

and experiences do not by themselves establish causality.

Several questions remain open. Individual differences may influence the richness, accuracy, 

emotional tone, and flexibility of simulation. Optimism bias may cause some possible futures 

to be weighted more favorably than the available evidence warrants. Temporal distance may 

alter the balance between concrete detail and abstract meaning. Bodily states may shape 



salience and affect without determining interpretation. Constructive simulation may support 

adaptive planning while also contributing to distortion, confabulation, or avoidant 

forecasting.

Future research could examine how these capacities vary across people and contexts; how 

temporal distance changes detail, affect, and goal representation; how bodily states enter 

simulated event models; and when recombination improves versus undermines planning. 

Research could also test how educational or organizational practices use the four-capacity 

vocabulary without assuming clinical efficacy or a single neural mechanism.

Interpretive boundary

The practical model in this paper is a disciplined way to ask questions about experience 

and possibility. It is not evidence that reflection, scenario planning, or perspective taking 

will produce a guaranteed behavioral or health outcome.

Conclusion
“Fixing time” means improving the quality of our relationship to past experience, imagined 

futures, and present action. A reconstructive view of memory makes room for uncertainty 

without reducing memory to error. A constructive view of simulation explains how people can 

use elements of experience to anticipate what has not yet happened. A network perspective 

connects these capacities to context, value, bodily awareness, goals, and viewpoints without 

reducing them to a single location.

The Constructive Episodic Simulation Hypothesis offers a framework for examining how 

remembering and imagining may work together. Its value, at this stage, lies in clarifying 

questions: what is being reconstructed, what is being recombined, whose perspective is 

represented, and how a possible future is guiding action now.

Working principle

Better time literacy begins when people can hold memory as constructed, futures as 

possibilities, and present choices as consequential without mistaking any of them for 

certainty.



About the Center for TIME 
Literacy
Center for TIME Literacy is a 501(c)(3) organization.

Source and Use Note
This white paper is based on the supplied conceptual summary and should be paired with 

primary research sources for formal academic publication. The document is intended for 

scholarly and educational discussion and does not provide medical advice or describe a 

clinical intervention.


