Concept generalization in young and older adults

Caitlin R. Bowman & Dagmar Zeithamova
Department of Psychology, University of Oregon

Background

» Two types of proposed concept generalization models:

Exemplar models': categories represented as individual instances (exemplars). Generalization involves joint
consideration of all category exemplars.

Prototype models?: categories represented as central tendencies (prototypes). Generalization involves
comparison to category prototypes.

* Aging often reduces memory for items in episodic memory3 while concept learning* and ‘gist’-based memory®
are often relatively preserved with age.

» Recent evidence that the ventromedial prefrontal cortex (VMPFC) and anterior hippocampus support prototype-

based concept generalization in young adults,® but unclear how they are affected by age.

|s prototype-based concept generalization preserved in older adults?
Do VMPFC-hippocampal mechanisms support prototype-based generalization across age?
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« QOverall age deficit early in training.
« Age deficit for high distortion examples late in training and during the final test.
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» Better prototype than exemplar fit in
both young and older adults.

« Similar to young adults, older adults
show mostly prototype correlates,
including in medial PFC.

Conclusions

« Early in learning, age deficit in concept generalization for all items.

« Late in learning, no age deficit for items close to prototypes.

« (Consistent age deficits across phases for examples with few prototypical features.
« Prototype representations support concept generalization across age groups.

« Preliminary evidence of medial PFC prototype representations across age groups.
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