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Conceptual memory retains the gist of events.
 
Perceptual memory retains specific perceptual details of 
events to contrast from similar experiences.
 
Long-term memory is better for conceptual information 
than perceptual details.
 
Older adults have show increases in false memories in 
long-term memory, which has been linked to the retention 
of conceptual information but not percepual details.

METHODS

Are differences between conceptual and perceptual judgments already present in short-
term memory or do they arise in long-term memory?

Are age-related differences already present in short-term memory or do they arise in 
long-term memory?

 

- Two age groups
  - 35 young adults (mean age: 19 / range: 18 - 26)
  - 30 older adults (mean age: 69 / range: 61 - 93)
-  Asked to remember a series of images
- Tested for:
   General meaning (conceptual memory)
   Specific details (perceptual memory)
- Tested either immediately (short-term) or after thirty  
  minutes (long-term) 
-  Stimuli fell into one of five conditions (27 
   stimuli/condition)
 

0.4

0.2

0.6

0
Perceptual Conceptual

Older AdultsYoung Adults

O
ve

ra
ll 

A
cc

ur
ac

y

0.8

1

Perceptual Conceptual

Short-term Memory Long-term Memory

OVERALL ACCURACIES & MEMORY DECAY 
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RESPONSE PATTERNS IN LONG-TERM MEMORY 

  - young adults perform significantly better in conceptual tests compared to perceptual tests in long-term tasks but not in short-term tasks
 

- older adults show similar decay in perceptual and conceptual memory across time
 

- no age differences in either short-term task
   

- older adults do not show the conceptual memory advantage that young adults have in long term-memory

- young adults perform more accuractely in all but the 
  exact condition

- young adults perform more accuractly because older 
  adults are missing more responses

- no evidence for higher false alarm rates in older adults,  
  possibly due to greater proportion of missed responses
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CONCLUSIONS 
Young and older adults have no significant difference in memory during short-term memory tasks, whether it be for per-
ceptual details or conceptual meanings, suggesting that any age deficits do not occur during the initial processing of an 
event.

There is a similar decay in memory from short-term to long-term memory in perceptual details for both young and older 
adults.
 
Young adults have less decay from short- to long-term memory in conceptual memory tasks than in perceptual memory tasks. 
Older adults do not show the same conceptual memory advantage across time.
 
There was no evidence of higher rates of false alarms in older adults, possibly explainable by the large proportion of 
missed responses.
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- View all 81 stimuli for 2 seconds, with a 4 second interstimulus 
   interval
- Tested on 135 images (81 stimuli from study + 54 new) with 
   conceptual and perceptual tasks intermixed

LONG-TERM MEMORY TASK

...

study phase

2 s 2 s
test phase

1 = exact  2 = similar  3 = new
1 = exact   2 = similar   3 = new

1 = exact  2 = similar  3 = new
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...

- 135 trials of conceptual and perceptual memory tasks 
  intermixed

SHORT-TERM MEMORY TASK

coconut
1 = old category   3 = new category

+ ...

conceptual trial

2 s
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perceptual trial

+
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combined study & test

accuracy for perceptual = average(exact & similar categories) 
accuracy for conceptual = average(old & new categories)
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