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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to explore the field of autobiographical memory. Throughout life people remember different events that help to form their self-concept. Due to aging and other factors across the lifespan, one’s ability to form and maintain autobiographical memories is often altered. The different types of autobiographical memories will be defined in this paper. Additionally, different studies that have looked at the effect of age on autobiographical memory will be explored. Finally, the implications of this research will be discussed as the author attempts to explain why autobiographical memory is a crucial social component of a person’s makeup.

Autobiographical Memory Across the Lifespan


Everyone has a favorite memory. Some people share this favorite memory and others keep it to themselves. This memory may be about a first kiss or about a wedding kiss. Whatever the personal memory may be, it is something that most people think they will hold on to for a lifetime. However, others may fear that as they age they will start to forget some of their most treasured experiences. The question becomes what type of effect growing older has on autobiographical memory.

This paper will attempt to define autobiographical memory by describing its different components. Additionally, the effects of aging on those components of autobiographical memory will be explored. Finally, the social relevance of autobiographical memory will be explained and further implications of research on autobiographical researched will be discussed.

What is Autobiographical Memory?


Before the effects of aging can be examined, it is important to first understand what autobiographical memory is. Schroots, Van Dijkum, and Assink (2004) broadly define autobiographical memory using two different components. Autobiographical memory is described as a type of episodic memory that contains both prospective and retrospective information about one’s self.


Prospective information is the ability to know that one has to do something in the future and remember to do so without having to be prompted by specific instructions. An easy way to think about prospective memory is that it is the ability to remember to remember (Schroots et al., 2004). Because this author wants to focus on what effects aging has on remembering events from one’s past, prospective memory will not be explored beyond this point.


Accordingly, retrospective memory is an important concept to understand.  Schroots et al. (2004) define retrospective autobiographical memory as the ability to retrieve certain memories, experiences, or past events in the present time. Retrospective autobiographical memories would include things such as, learning how to ride a bike, one’s first job interview, and having a child.

In addition to episodic autobiographical memory other researchers have started to identify a semantic category of autobiographical memory. Piolino, Desgranges, Benali, and Eustache (2002) note that the episodic component of autobiographical memory contains memories of specific events across time from a person’s like (e.g., graduation), while the semantic component of autobiographical memory consists of general information about a person’s past (e.g. name of a person’s high school, friends from college).
Why is Autobiographical Memory Important


Examining autobiographical memory across the lifespan has many implications for intelligence.  Most notably is the debate about exactly what intelligence is.  In many respects intelligence has been described as an ability to adapt.  Autobiographical memories allow humans to do just that across the lifespan (Alea & Bluck, 2003). These researchers believe that viewing autobiographical memory across the lifespan will help understand how changes in age will require the retrieval of autobiographical memories that will help people adapt to their new life circumstances.


For instance, the importance of social networks would require a young adult to utilize autobiographical memories as a guide to critical social functions related to that period in life. These functions could include intimacy and finding a spouse. This would differ for the social functions of autobiographical memories in midlife which could be to utilize past autobiographical memories as a means of directing one’s current action to future goals based on those past experiences. Furthermore, in old age autobiographical memories could be utilized to adapt to the losses of friends and spouses that may be occurring in the lives of individuals. Autobiographical memories can help to manage this loss and memories can serve to maintain the elderly self-identity.  
Research Methods


Now that a distinction has been made between the various components of autobiographical memory the research that is utilized to examine autobiographical memory across the lifespan must be explained.


One method of testing autobiographical memory is referred to as the Life Line Interview (Schroots et al., 2004). This method requires the participant to draw a line across a piece of paper with dips and peaks. This line is drawn to represent the course of a human life which has many ups and downs. The participant then has to label one end of the line birth and write out descriptors of the peaks and dips and denote ages for those points. The Rapport Time Line method is similar to the previous approach (Schroots et al., 2004).  Here participants just draw a straight line across a page and are asked to mark significant life events and their age at the time of those events.


Another common method used is described as the Fitzgerald study (Schroots et al., 2004). When this method is utilized, participants are asked to write down four events that would be included in the book of their life. They then have to look at each story and determine what age they were at the time that each experience took place.


Pilino et al. (2002) also attempted to introduce a questionnaire method into studying autobiographical memory. In this study, participants were given a questionnaire in which they were asked to recall specific and general information. The survey asked about the current year and dependent on the age of the participant, five to eight previous time periods (e.g., the 1990s, 1980s, etc.). All questions required participants to recall experiences, people, dates, and/or locations during a specific time period in their own life.
Recency and Bump Effects  

By utilizing the three methods previously described, researchers have identified two primary effects of aging on memory. These effects appear to be correlated and affect most people in similar ways. The first of these two effects is the bump effect, which is the disproportionably higher likelihood that individuals will recall memories from between the ages of 10 and 30 (Schroots et al., 2004). This is strongly correlated to the common recency effect, of which individuals remember memories from ages within that range that they are closest to when being tested.


Researchers have developed three frameworks that explain why these effects would be present over the lifespan (Rubin, Rahhal, & Poon, as cited in Schroots et al., 2004). The first explanation is a cognitively based account of memory over the lifespan.  Schroots et al. (2004) write that memories from childhood around age 10 are remembered because they are occurring at a period of rapid change and transition. Essentially, during childhood an experience will occur for the first time. This experience may mark the beginning or end of a certain chapter in a person’s life which gives it more meaning.  Additionally, because the experience is a novel one there is little proactive interference of past events similar to it to interfere with the memory. This distinctiveness of the experience also helps to make it more memorable. The argument is that certain childhood memories are part of the “bump” because of their uniqueness and newness at the time of experience.

Another theory for the bump effect is based on genetic fitness. This approach falls under evolutionary theories of psychology and focuses on what times memory would “bump” in response of the natural need to survive. Under this theoretical model, early adulthood is the time of the highest potential to reproduce so cognitive abilities are naturally at a peak during this time in life enabling us to have better memory (Schroots et al., 2004). 

The final explanation that Schroots et al. (2004) explain is the identity formation theory. Because of sense a identity is often formed in late adolescence and early adulthood, individuals are likely to draw on experiences from these periods in their life when trying to recall significant events for a life story.


In addition to the bump effect, researchers have noticed that recency plays a major role in memory. Piolino et al. (2002) found that people are able to recall autobiographical memories that have occurred in the previous seven years at an extremely high rate. However, the events from the last seven years are usually semantic in nature.  These researchers noted that episodic memory is far more sensitive to the effects of age than semantic memory of facts and events in the remote past. However, these researchers were able to show that a few episodic memories persist in the elderly. These experiences allow the elderly to relive personal experiences and strengthen their identity as they age (Piolino et al., 2002).
Conclusion


Overall, autobiographical memory seems to “bump” and be affected by recency over the lifespan. Depending on what semantic and episodic retrospective memories a person has, he or she may be better able to adapt to his or her current life situations. Everyone has memories that they cherish and hope to maintain over the lifetime. If those memories occurred between the ages of 10 and 30, the likelihood of them remaining appears to be higher.  
Many different theories have been postulated to explain why the autobiographical bump occurs across the lifespan.  Whichever theory is utilized the fact remains that it does not appear as though people simply lose intelligence over the lifespan. Instead, people draw on different autobiographical memories throughout their lives and utilize these memories to achieve different life goals.
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