
VU Research Portal

Autobiographical Memory in Longitudinal Perspective

Assink, M.H.J.

2008

document version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Link to publication in VU Research Portal

citation for published version (APA)
Assink, M. H. J. (2008). Autobiographical Memory in Longitudinal Perspective: Stability and change of reported
life-events over a five-year period. [PhD-Thesis – Research external, graduation internal, Vrije Universiteit
Amsterdam]. Box Press.

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            • You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal ?

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

E-mail address:
vuresearchportal.ub@vu.nl

Download date: 23. May. 2023

https://research.vu.nl/en/publications/8b66c53c-5160-4621-b466-c400d55837a7


 35

Chapter 2 

NUMBER OF EVENTS  
 

 

2.1 Introduction 
 

As was mentioned in the previous chapter, various methods are used to obtain 

autobiographical data. In many studies on autobiographical memory subjects are asked to 

react to a certain number of cue-words (cf. Rubin, Rahhal & Poon, 1998) or to report a 

specific number of memories from their past (d’Argembeau, Comblain & Van der Linden, 

2003; Berntsen & Rubin, 2002) resulting in the same number of memories for each 

respondent. In other studies, however, respondents are free to report as many events as they 

want resulting in a different number of events per respondent.  

In most of these studies respondents are asked to mention only events from the past. For 

instance, Elnick et al. (1999) asked respondents to fill in a Life History Timeline that was 

divided into 5-year increments. They found an average of 7.4 events (SD = 4.3) for 

respondents ranging from 40 to 87 years of age (four age groups) without an effect of age or 

gender. Luborsky (1998) asked elderly women (M age = 84 yrs) to describe their lives and 

counted a mean number of eight topics per life story. Fromholt et al. (2003) found in a 15-

minute free narrative of life history events a mean of 18.13 events for healthy 80-year-old 

respondents, 10 events for 100-year old respondents, 8.33 events for demented respondents, 

and 11.87 events for depressive respondents. To their great surprise Martin and Smyer (1990) 

didn’t find a significant difference in the number of recognized life events by older cohorts 

and a college cohort in a life event sorting task. Brugman (2000) asked 258 adults divided in 

two age groups (young: ≤ 53 years; older: > 53 years) to draw their lifeline and found a mean 

number of 14.14 events also without an effect of age or gender.  

In a few studies respondents are asked to report past as well as future events. Hentschel, 

Sumbadze and Shubladze (2000) asked subjects with an age range from 27 to 35 years to fill 

in subjectively important life events on a lifeline (past and future) which resulted in an 

average number of 7.27 events over the whole lifespan. Newby-Clark and Ross (2003) asked 

students to list a maximum of ten events from their past and for their future and found that 

participants recalled more events (6.80) than they anticipated (5.63). Grob, Krings and 

Bangerter (2001) asked participants from three birth cohorts in a semi-structured 90-minute 
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interview to mention important markers in their experienced and expected biographies and 

found an average number of about 20 life markers for the total life. DeVries and Watt (1996) 

asked respondents of three age groups to complete a questionnaire of which the primary 

measure was the Rappaport Time Line (TL) (Rappaport, Enrich, & Wilson, 1985) in a written 

session of about 90 to 120 minutes. They found an average number of 19 events for the whole 

lifespan with an effect of gender on the total number of events - woman identified more 

events (21) than men (17) did – but no effect of age; all age groups identified the same 

number of events over the total lifespan. However, the distribution of events over past and 

future differed by age group in their study; older respondents reported more events from the 

past than younger respondents and younger respondents reported more events in the future 

than older respondents. Studies by means of the Life-line Interview Method (Schroots & 

Assink, 1998; Schroots, van Dijkum & Assink, 2004) yielded the same results concerning the 

total number of events; the total number of events appeared to be the same for all age groups 

although the absolute number of events (7.03) (Schroots, van Dijkum & Assink, 2004) 

differed from the absolute number (19) found by deVries and Watt (1996). For the ratio of 

past and future LIM-events also an interaction effect of time and age group was found; the 

older the group, the greater the number of past events and in contrast, the younger the group, 

the greater the number of future events. Figure 2.1 shows the ratio between past (or future) 

events and total number of events (percents) by age group (young, middle, older) for both 

LIM and TL.  
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Figure 2.1.  Ratio of past and future events (percents) for LIM (Life-line Interview Method) 
and TL (Time Line) by age group (Young, Middle, Older). 
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Given the results of these two independent studies, Schroots and Assink (1998) formulated 

the so called Principle of the Constant Life Perspective, i.e., the sum of past and future 

autobiographical events being constant across the lifespan. 

From the above mentioned studies can be concluded that there is great variation between 

different studies in the absolute number of memories (and expectations) respondents recall 

from their past (and expect for their future) which is due to the use of different methods 

(Schroots & Assink, 1998, 2004). The LIM is an interview method which is administered 

individually. It is a rather directive, confronting method by which the life course is explored 

in a systematic way. An advantage of the LIM is, for instance, that most respondents of the 

older age group (90 percent) mention at least one event in the future while, for instance, in the 

Time Line study, which is administered by means of a written questionnaire, 50 percent of the 

oldest age group does not mention any event in the future (deVries & Watt, 1996). In the 

LIM-study respondents are asked to visualize their life by means of a life-line and to identify 

events on this line without much thinking resulting in reporting fewer events than when using 

a method which allows the respondent more time to identify events such as the Time Line. It 

is assumed, however, that LIM-events are all of ‘high quality’. First of all, social desirability 

bias will be minimal as respondents do not realize what they are revealing when drawing the 

life-line. Second, when respondents get more time to generate events they will also report 

events of less importance. It is plausible that in case of the LIM only the most important 

turning points are mentioned and that the LIM gives a genuine picture of one’s life with the 

accompanying affect closer to the personal ‘truth’ (Schroots & Assink 1998, 2004).  

 Considerable research has been done on the distribution of reported events over the 

lifespan. On the basis of the forgetting curve (Ebbinghaus, 1885/1964) it is expected that 

people remember most events from their recent past. But in a variety of contexts it has been 

found that older subjects report a larger than expected number of memories (autobiographical 

memories, vivid memories, semantic memories) from the period of late adolescence and early 

adulthood. This phenomenon has been called the ‘reminiscence bump’ or the 

‘autobiographical memory bump’ or simply ‘bump’ (cf. Fitzgerald, 1995; Fromholt & Larsen, 

1992; Fromholt et al. 2003; Jansari & Parkin, 1996; Martin & Smyer, 1990; Rubin, Rahhal & 

Poon, 1998; Rubin & Schulkind, 1997; Schroots & Assink, 1998; Schroots & van Dijkum, 

2004; Schroots, van Dijkum & Assink, 2004; deVries & Watt, 1996). In this thesis the term 

‘autobiographical memory bump’ or simply ‘bump’ will be used because reminiscence refers 

to life review and reflecting on one’s life, while autobiographical memory bump is a more 
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general term which refers to more comprehensive research in this field. The bump is a 

universal phenomenon. For instance, Conway and Haque (1999) found that the bump also 

appeared in a study in which Bangladeshi participants were asked to recall and date 

autobiographical memories across their lifespan. 

Rubin, Rahhal and Poon (1998, p. 13-17) gave four possible theoretical accounts of the 

bump. The following summary of these accounts has been liberally taken from their 

comprehensive literature review (Schroots, van Dijkum & Assink, 2004).  

(a) Cognitive account: Events from early adulthood are remembered best because they occur 

in a period of transitions from rapid change to stability. In times of rapid change many novel 

events are encountered, which benefit recall as follows. First, when a novel event is 

encountered at the end of a period of change, there is more effort after meaning, which 

increases the event’s memorability. Second, there may be a lack of proactive interference, 

which is an important cause of forgetting, because the novel event is different from what has 

preceded it. Third, the first time that an event occurs, it should be more distinctive both 

because of its novelty and because more attention is paid to details that the individual will 

learn to ignore in later occurrences. Such distinctiveness is an aid to later memory. Rubin and 

colleagues also note the benefits of stability on later recall. First, events from stable periods 

are more likely to serve as prototypes or models for future occurrences and thus may be 

retrieved and rehearsed more as new events are retrospectively compared to them. Second, 

once a stable cognitive structure has been established, this structure will serve as a stable 

organization to cue events.  

(b) Cognitive abilities/Neural substrate account. If cognitive abilities were to rise and fall as a 

function of age with the same time course as that for the bump, this rise and fall could account 

for enhanced memory in early adulthood if one assumes that people learn in proportion to 

their ability. In contrast, if there was a rapid, major increase in abilities followed by a period 

of relative stability, or slow decline, then a more complex explanation would be needed. The 

latter pattern is the case, both for cognitive processing speed and memory test data as for 

crystallized intelligence. At the neural level both patterns could exist, i.e., an aspect of neural 

development could either follow a course similar to the pattern of cognitive abilities, with a 

rapid rise and slow decline, or it could peak sharply in early adulthood.  

(c) Identity formation account. A sense of identity develops in late adolescence. If identity is 

viewed as a narrative of the important aspects of one’s life, and if much of identity is formed 

in early adulthood, there will be more events in that narrative that come from early adulthood 

than would be expected from a monotonic forgetting function. In addition, events from this 
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period will be more likely to be organized and incorporated into an overall story or view of 

the self and thus benefit mnemonically from all the advantages of such a schematic 

organization as well as from increased spaced rehearsal. 

(d) Genetic fitness account. Early adulthood could be special because it is the time of the 

greatest potential to reproduce. That is, the increase in memory during the bump could serve 

the cognitive functions needed in selecting the best mate. In addition, it might not have been 

as common for our ancestors to live as long as we now do, so there might have been little 

selection pressure for a high level of functioning beyond a certain age.  

Rubin, Rahhal and Poon (1998) conclude that the first theory based on principles of 

cognitive psychology can account for the bump, while an account based on the pattern of 

cognitive abilities and their neural substrates can not explain the bump in any simple way. 

The last two accounts can be seen as functioning through the mechanisms of the cognitive 

theory. According to Schroots and Van Dijkum (2004, p. 2) the accounts “derive their 

interpretative power mainly from descriptive evidence but fail to give an explanation for the 

emergence of the bump over the lifespan”. Schroots and Van Dijkum (2004) developed a 

dynamic model to provide an explanation for the emergence of the bump over the lifespan. 

According to Schroots and Van Dijkum (2004) and based on the principle of the constant life 

perspective, the sum of growth and decline is constant over the lifespan. From this 

perspective, growth is interpreted as the lifelong process of development, measured in years 

from birth, and decline as the lifelong process of aging, which is traditionally defined in terms 

of survival and measured in years of residual lifespan from chronological age to (expected) 

death. As the relative number of future events (expectations) decreases with age and the 

relative number of past events (memories) increases over time, both increase and decrease 

follow the same dynamic pattern of growth and decline within the constraint of the lifespan. 

Schroots and Van Dijkum (2004) have constructed a model which represents, both 

graphically and mathematically, the dynamics of autobiographical memory across the lifespan 

and validated this model with LIM-data of the first wave. By means of the construction, 

simulation and validation of this dynamic model, they have demonstrated that processes of 

growth and decline offer a satisfactory account for the dynamics of the autobiographical 

memory bump. They conclude that the neurobehavioral function of autobiographical memory 

is determined by two synchronic processes of ontogenetic change - development and aging - 

resulting in the autobiographical memory bump by relatively more intensive encoding of 

information between 10 and 30 years of age.   

Besides the bump effect for middle-aged and older people, recency effects and proximity 
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effects can be discerned when considering the distribution of autobiographical memories over 

the lifespan. The recency effect refers to the distribution of past events which follows a power 

function; recent life events are recalled more frequently than events experienced in the distant 

past. This effect is very clear for younger age groups. Older age groups, however, show a 

bimodal pattern, a bump and a recency effect. In the LIM-study respondents are also asked to 

generate expectations for the future which refers to prospective autobiographical memory. 

Prospective autobiographical memory is concerned with the retrieval of expectations, 

anticipations or future events. Both retrospective and prospective autobiographical memory 

are based on present memory functioning. The distribution for future events shows a pattern 

which can be compared to the power function of the recency effect; events which are expected 

for the near future are mentioned more often than events which are foreseen in the distant 

future. In analogy with the recency effect this phenomenon was called the ‘proximity’ effect 

(Schroots, van Dijkum & Assink, 2004).  

In addition to the distribution of events over the lifespan the question arises from which 

age respondents mention their first and last event and at what age they expect to die. DeVries 

and Watt (1996) found in their study of three age groups (mean ages for the young, middle 

and older age groups were 21.2, 41.9, and 72.7 years, respectively) that women mentioned the 

first event at a younger age (M = 5.9 yrs) than men did (M = 8.3 yrs). For the age of the last 

mentioned event, which is mostly an event expected in the future, they found an effect of age; 

the older the age group, the later the last event was situated (M young = 57.5; M middle = 

64.5; M older = 78 yrs). On the basis of objective life expectancy tables it can be 

hypothesised that women expect to reach a higher age than men do and that the older 

respondents are, the higher the subjective life expectancy.  

The above mentioned phenomena of the constant life perspective, the changing ratio of 

past and future events, the bump, recency/proximity effects and the changing extension in 

time when growing older are all based on cross-sectional studies. The question is what will 

happen when the same subjects are interviewed for a second and third time, respectively. How 

robust are the patterns found in these cross-sectional studies? Is the ‘principle of the constant 

life perspective’ repeated in the other waves? Do the patterns develop in the expected 

direction within the same subjects over a period of five years, i.e., does the ratio of past and 

total number of events increase as respondents grow older and does the recency/proximity 

effect move in the direction of the present age? Do individuals situate the final event and the 

moment of expected death at a later age when growing older?  
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2.2 Method 
 

As mentioned before, in the Results section first, full data of each wave will be analyzed 

separately and independently from each other (N = 98, 83 and 77 respondents, respectively). 

To this type of analysis will be referred by the heading ‘W1 | W2 | W3’. Besides the 

description of inter-individual differences at each wave, this will also result in the description 

of different patterns. Results of these three waves will be compared to each other with respect 

to patterns found at each wave and it will be determined whether patterns which are found at 

the first wave are also found at the second and third wave and can be considered as stable 

patterns.  

 Second, longitudinal data of 74 respondents who took part in all three waves will be 

analyzed in order to study the individual stability and change of certain aspects of 

autobiographical memory over time and the effect of age and gender on stability and change 

of these aspects. This type of analysis will be referred to by the heading ‘W1→W2→W3’.  

 

 

2.3 Results 
 

2.3.1 Number of events 

 

W1 | W2 | W3 

W1. Initial examination of the data was in terms of the total number of life events identified 

by men and women of three age-groups. Overall, individuals specified an average of 7.03 

events (SD = 2.73, range 3 to 14) across their entire life. There was no effect of age or gender 

on the total number of events. Next, a 2(Gender) x 3(Age Group) x 2(Event Time: Past and 

Future) analysis of variance was conducted with repeated measures on the last factor and with 

the number of past and future events as the dependent variable. A main effect was found for 

the repeated measures variable, F (1, 92) = 142.283, p <. 001; life stories can be characterized 

by a greater number of past (M = 4.96, SD = 2.46) than future events (M = 2.07, SD = 1.30). 

This main effect for event time, however, was qualified by its interaction with the age group 

variable, F (2, 92) = 18.429, p < .001. As was mentioned in the introduction, the older the 

group, the greater the number of past events and in contrast, the younger the group, the 

greater the number of future events. In Table 2.1 the mean number of events for the young, 
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middle and older age group for past, future and total life is shown for each wave.  

 

Table 2.1 W1 | W2 | W3: Number of events with Standard Deviation (between brackets) for 
Past, Future and Total life for three waves (W1, W2, W3) for three age groups (Young, 
Middle, Older). 
 
  Young Middle Older 

  W1 W2 W3 W1 W2 W3 W1 W2 W3 

Past 
 
 
Future 
 
 
Total 
 

 3.76 
(2.03) 

 
2.71 

(1.38) 
 

6.47 
(2.56) 

4.78 
(2.10) 

 
2.93 

(1.77) 
 

7.70 
(2.83) 

5.24 
(2.10) 

 
3.10 

(1.78) 
 

8.34 
(2.76) 

5.06 
(2.15) 

 
2.00 

(1.11) 
 

7.06 
(2.62) 

5.53 
(2.14) 

 
1.88 

(1.32) 
 

7.41 
(3.02) 

6.10 
(2.63) 

 
1.90 

(1.21) 
 

8.00 
(2.99) 

6.24 
(2.65) 

 
1.41 

(1.09) 
 

7.66 
(3.00) 

6.55 
(2.35) 

 
0.91 

(0.81) 
 

7.45 
(2.60) 

7.17 
(2.53) 

 
1.39 

(1.29) 
 

8.56 
(3.42) 

 

 

W2. At the second wave, individuals specified an average of 7.52 events (SD = 2.82; range 3 

to 14) without an effect of age or gender. Again, a main effect was found for the repeated 

measures variable, F (1, 77) = 200.257, p <. 001; participants identified a greater number of 

past (M = 5.55, SD = 2.26) than future events (M = 1.96, SD = 1.57). There was also an 

interaction effect for event time and age group variable, F (2, 77) = 16.065, p < .001. The 

older the group, the greater the number of past events and the younger the group, the greater 

the number of future events.  

 

W3. At the third wave the same effects were found. Overall, individuals specified an average 

of 8.25 events (SD = 2.98; range 3 to 14) without an effect for age or gender. A main effect 

was found for time, F (1, 71) = 164.965, p < .000; more events were reported from the past 

(M = 6.03, SD = 2.50) than for the future (M = 2.23, SD = 1.61). An interaction effect for 

event time and age group was found, F (2, 71) = 10.654, p < .000. The older the group, the 

greater the number of past events and the younger the group, the greater the number of future 

events. 

 

In sum, 

- At each wave there is no effect of age or gender on the number of events respondents 

identify over the total lifespan.  

- At each wave respondents remember more events from their past than they expect for their 
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future. 

- At each wave the older respondents are, the greater the number of past events, and the 

younger respondents are, the greater the number of future events. 

 

W1→W2→W3 

A one-within, one-between MANOVA for repeated measurements was carried out with the 

number of events at each wave as dependent variable, and age and gender as the between-

subject variable, in order to determine (1) whether there is an overall change over waves in 

the total number of reported events, (2) whether the change over waves in the number of 

events is different for the compared groups, and (3) whether there is an overall effect of 

gender and/or age on the total number of events. Because this analysis was conducted on 74 

respondents who participated in all three waves the average value of numbers may vary 

slightly from the average value of numbers obtained by the cross-sectional analyses which 

was conducted on all participants who participated in the specific wave. The results of the 

MANOVA indicated a significant wave effect, F (2, 67) = 6.894, p < .01. Follow-up 

polynomial contrasts indicated a significant linear effect with means increasing over time, F 

(1, 68) = 13.959, p < .001. The average number of events in the longitudinal analysis were 

7.08 (SD = 2.71), 7.61 (SD = 2.89) and 8.31 (SD = 3.00) for the first, second and third wave, 

respectively, without an effect of age or gender meaning that the change in number of events 

over three waves is the same for all subgroups. There was also no overall effect of age or 

gender on the total number of events over the three waves.  

Next, a MANOVA for repeated measures was conducted on the number of past and future 

events separately. For past events, there was an effect of wave, F (2, 67) = 7.578, p = .001. In 

general, the number of past events increased over the three waves. For the first wave the 

average number of past events was 4.89 (SD = 2.44), for the second wave 5.55 (SD = 2.34) 

and for the third wave 6.05 (SD = 2.52). There was no interaction effect of wave and age 

group or gender meaning that the number of past events increased for al subgroups in the 

same way over the three waves. For future events, however, no effect of wave was found 

meaning that the same average number of future events was mentioned at the first, second and 

third wave. In Table 2.2 the average number of events for past, future and total life is 

presented per wave and per age group. 
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Table 2.2 W1→W2→W3: Number of events with Standard Deviation (between brackets) for 
Past, Future and Total life for three waves (W1, W2, W3) for three age groups (Young, 
Middle, Older). 
 
  Young Middle  Older 

  W1 W2 W3 W1 W2 W3 W1 W2 W3 

Past 
 
 
Future 
 
 
Total 
 

 3.65 
(1.98) 

 
2.88 

(1.42) 
 

6.54 
(2.60) 

4.77 
(2.14) 

 
3.00 

(1.77) 
 

7.77 
(2.86) 

5.23 
(2.14) 

 
3.27 

(1.78) 
 

8.50 
(2.78) 

5.03 
(2.24) 

 
2.07 

(1.11) 
 

7.10 
(2.72) 

5.53 
(2.15) 

 
1.90 

(1.37) 
 

7.43 
(3.08) 

6.10 
(2.63) 

 
1.90 

(1.21) 
 

8.00 
(2.99) 

6.44 
(2.50) 

 
1.39 

(1.15) 
 

7.83 
(2.83) 

6.72 
(2.54) 

 
0.94 

(0.80) 
 

7.67 
(2.72) 

7.17 
(2.53) 

 
1.39 

(1.29) 
 

8.56 
(3.42) 

 

      

Then, the ratio of past and total number of events was determined for each participant at the 

three waves and a MANOVA for repeated measurements was conducted with repeated 

measures on the wave variable, age and gender as the between-subjects factors and the ratio 

of past and total number of events as the dependent variable. The results of the MANOVA 

indicated a significant effect of wave, F (2, 67) = 4.400, p < .05. Follow-up polynomial 

contrasts indicated a significant linear effect with means increasing over waves, F (1, 68) = 

5.869, p < .05, meaning that over a period of five years, overall, the ratio between past and 

total (past + future) number of events increases. The mean ratio of past events and total 

number of events for the first wave was .68, for the second wave .74 and for the third wave 

also .74, meaning that the overall change in ratio takes place from the first to the second 

wave. A significant overall effect of age was found on the ratio of past and total number of 

events [F (2, 68) = 35.770, p < .001]; the older the group, the higher the ratio of past and total 

number of events, which was also found in the cross-sectional analyses. For the youngest 

group the ratio for the first, second and third wave was .55, .62 and .63, respectively, for the 

middle group .70, .76 and .76, and for the oldest group .82, .87 and .85. This is shown in 

Figure 2.2. 
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Figure 2.2 W1→W2→W3: Ratio of Past and Future events per age group (Young, Middle, 
Older) per wave (W1 = Wave 1, W2 = Wave 2, W3 = Wave 3). 
 

Although no interaction effects of wave, age and gender were found, meaning that there is no 

significant difference in change in ratio of past and total number of events over waves for the 

different subgroups, the data suggest that the change in ratio of past and total number of 

events decreases as people grow older.  

 

In sum, (1) the phenomenon of the Constant Life Perspective turned out to be a robust pattern; 

(2) the total number of reported life-events increases over the three waves which is due to an 

increase of the average number of past events; (3) overall, an effect of wave on the ratio of 

past and total number of events was found, i.e., as time passes by the proportion of past events 

increases whereas the proportion of future events decreases; (4) there is a tendency that the 

change in ratio of past and total number of events is most prominent for the youngest group. 

 

 

2.3.2 Distribution of events  

 

W1 | W2 | W3 

According to reported age at the time of event, the number of events per five years was 

determined for the three age groups and subsequently, the number of events was translated 

into percentage of events per five years. In Figure 2.3 the percentage of events per five years 
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per age group is shown for the first and the third wave. For reasons of convenience the second 

wave is not shown. In the Appendix the distribution of events over the lifespan is shown for 

all three waves (Figure A2.3). The transition from past events to future events for the first and 

third wave is indicated by a vertical line.  

 

Young (M age W1 = 23.5 yrs) 

At the first wave the distribution of past events shows a power function with a clear recency 

effect, i.e., recent life events are mentioned more frequently than events experienced in the 

distant past. The distribution of future events also follows roughly a power function, i.e., life 

events which are expected for the near future, are mentioned more often than events which are 

foreseen in the distant future. Earlier this was called the ‘proximity’ effect.  

The second wave shows about the same pattern with a sharp peak between 15 and 20 years of 

age and a recency/proximity effect between 20 to 30 years of age. 

At the third wave, the peak has been flattened out and the recency and proximity effect have 

moved in the direction of the increasing mean age or, in other words, stay centred around the 

present age of the respondents.  

 

Middle (M age W1 = 43.3 yrs) 

The distribution of events for middle-aged adults is less clear. At the first wave a clear bump 

can be discerned between about 10 to 40 years of age. A recency effect is almost missing but 

a proximity effect can be discerned.  

At the second wave besides an emerging bump a small recency effect as well a small 

proximity effect can be discerned. 

The third wave shows an unclear pattern with one great ‘bump’.  

 

Older (M age W1 = 67.4 yrs) 

The oldest group shows at each wave a very clear pattern with a strong bump and recency and 

proximity effects. The bump is situated in the period of about 10 to 40 years of age. The 

patterns of the three waves look very much the same. However, it is noticeable that the bump 

is higher at the first wave than at the second and third wave while recency/proximity effects 

are stronger at the second and third wave.  
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Figure 2.3 W1 | W3: Distribution of past and future events (percents) per five years for young 
(M age W1 = 23.5), middle-aged (M age W1 = 43.3) and older (M age W1 = 67.4) adults as 
function of reported age at time of event for W1 and W3 (Vertical, dotted lines indicate the 
transition from past events to future events for W1 and W3). 
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In order to determine the location of the bump more exactly, data of all three waves were put 
together for the oldest group and the distribution of events over the lifespan summarized over 
three waves was determined per five years and per ten years. This is shown in Figure 2.4a and 
Figure 2.4b, respectively.  
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Figure 2.4a. Distribution of past and future events (percents) per five years for older adults 
(M age = 68.6 yrs) as function of reported age at time of event summarized over three waves 
(Vertical line indicates the transition from past events to future events).  
 

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Age at time of event

Pe
rc

en
t o

f e
ve

nt
s

   OLDER
10 yr interval

 
Figure 2.4b. Distribution of past and future events (percents) per decade for older adults (M 
age = 68.6 yrs) as function of reported age at time of event summarized over three waves 
(Vertical line indicates the transition from past events to future events). 
 
 
Figure 2.4a shows that, when determining the distribution of events per five years, the top of 
the bump is situated between 15 to 30 years of age. From Figure 2.4b can be read that the top 
of the bump is situated between 20 to 30 years of age when determining the distribution of 
events per decade followed by the period of 10 to 20 years of age. In the next chapters the 
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period of 10 to 30 years of age will be considered the bump period when starting from 
decades. 
 
In standardized event distributions of age groups with significant age ranges (12, 24 and 28 

years on the LIM for young, middle and older age groups, respectively) the mean age per age 

group might lead to confounding of memory effects. For instance, the age range in the older 

age group is 28 years. When starting from the average age of this age group (67.3 years) 

recency and proximity effects can be confounded; for instance, for a 56-year old respondent 

the period from the age of 56 is all future while for a 84-year old respondent the period of 56 

till 84 is past. For a more detailed analysis of event patterns, time of testing and event time in 

years from time of testing might be used instead of the subject’s calendar age and reported 

age of event. In Figure 2.5 the distributions of past and future events (percents), scaled per 

five years and centred on the time of testing (0 yrs at first wave) with past and future event 

time measured in years from time of testing, are reproduced graphically for the first and third 

wave for the young (top panel), middle-aged (middle panel) and older (bottom panel) age 

groups. For clarity reasons the pattern for the second wave is not represented but this pattern 

holds about the mean between the first and third wave. In the Appendix results are presented 

for all three waves (Figure A2.5). The transitions from past events to future events for the first 

and third wave are indicated by a vertical line. 

 

Young (M age W1 = 23.5 yrs) 

Figure 2.5 (top) shows a power curve for the young age group with a clear recency effect, i.e., 

recent life events are mentioned more frequently than events experienced in the distant past. 

The distribution of future events shows the proximity effect, i.e., life events which are 

expected for the near future, are mentioned more often than events which are foreseen in the 

distant future. As was also shown in Figure 2.3, Figure 2.5 shows that this recency/proximity 

effect is clearly moving in the direction of the increasing mean age or, in other words, stays 

centred across the present age across the lifespan. 

 

Middle (M age W1 = 43.3 yrs) 

Figure 2.5 shows that there is an emerging bump and a recency effect at all three waves. This 

recency effect is moving with increasing age. A proximity effect can be distinguished at the 

second wave but is less clear at the first and third wave. 
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Figure 2.5. W1 | W3: Distribution of past and future events (percents) for young (M age W1 = 
23.5), middle-aged (M age W1 = 43.3) and older (M age W1 = 67.4) adults per five years 
centred in years from time of testing (0 yrs at W1) for W1 and W3 (Vertical lines indicate the 
transition from past events to future events for W1 and W3). 
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Older (M age W1 = 67.4 yrs) 

For the older age group there is a clear bump at all three waves and there are recency and 

proximity effects at the second and third wave. At the first wave there is a proximity effect. 

Recency and proximity effect are also moving with increasing age. 

 
In sum, two effects seem to determine the distribution of events over the lifespan. A 

recency/proximity effect is moving with calendar age of the respondent, while the bump is 

fixed in the period of adolescence and young adulthood for middle-aged and older 

respondents with the top between 15 to 30 years of age when taking periods of five years as 

unit of time, and 20 to 30 years of age when taking decades as unit of time. 

 
 
2.3.3 Age of first and last event, and subjective life expectancy  

 

W1 | W2 | W3 

W1. The mean age for the first event was 11.5 years (SD = 6.2). There was no effect of age or 

gender. The mean age for the last mentioned event, which is mostly an event expected in the 

future, differed per age group, F (2, 92) = 29.380, p < .001; the older, the later in life the last 

event is situated (M young = 50.6 yrs; M middle = 60.3 yrs; M older = 74.4 yrs). For 

subjective life expectancy there was also an effect of age, F (2, 92) = 9.541, p < .001; the 

older, the higher the age of expected death (M young = 75.9 yrs; M middle = 78.4; M older = 

83.9). 

 

W2. The mean age for the first event was 11.4 years (SD = 6.2) without an effect of age or 

gender. For the age of the last mentioned event there was an effect of age, F (2, 77) = 17.967, 

p < .001; the older, the later in life the last event is situated (M young = 51.2; M middle = 

62.2; M older = 74.7). For the age of expected death there was also an effect of age, F (2, 77) 

= 4.664, p < .05. The older, the higher the expected age of death (M young = 77.4; M middle 

= 80.5; M older = 84.1). 

 

W3. The mean age for the first event was 12.4 (SD = 7.9) without an effect of age or gender. 

The mean age of the last mentioned event differed by age group, F (2, 71) = 18.805, p < .001, 

(M young = 52.6; M middle = 63.4; M older = 76.7). For the subjective life expectancy there 

was also an effect of age, F (2, 71) = 5.588, p < .01. The older, the later the moment of 



 52

expected death (M young = 77.9; M middle = 79.5; M older = 85.0). 

 

In sum,  

- At each wave there is no effect of age or gender on the age from which the first important 

event in life is reported. 

- At each wave it is found that the older respondents are, the more advanced the age at which 

they situate the last event. 

- At each wave it is found that the older respondents are, the more advanced the age of 

expected death. 

 

W1→W2→W3 

A MANOVA for repeated measurements was carried out with the age of the first mentioned 

event at each wave as dependent variable and age and gender as the between-subject variable. 

There were no effects of wave, age or gender on the age from which the first event was 

reported. The grand mean for the age of the first event is 11.9 years.  

The effect of gender, age and wave on the age at which the last event was situated was also 

determined. Over a period of five years the mean age of the last event slightly increased but 

this was not statistically significant (first wave 60.5 yrs; second wave 61.3 yrs; third wave 

63.6 yrs). As could be expected and became clear on basis of cross-sectional analyses, there 

was an overall effect of age group on the age of the last mentioned event, F (2, 68) = 28.563, 

p < .001, (M young = 52.4; M middle = 62.3; M older = 74.7).   

Finally, the effect of gender, age and wave on the age of expected death was determined. 

Over a period of five years, overall, the mean age of expected death slightly increased but this 

was not statistically significant (first wave 79.1 yrs; second wave 80.4 yrs; third wave 80.6 

yrs). An overall effect of age group on the age of expected death was found as well, F (2, 68) 

= 7.062, p < .01. Over three waves the average age of expected death was 77.7 years, 79.5 

years and 84.5 years for the young, middle-aged and older group, respectively.  

 

In sum, the first important event in life is situated at about 12 years of age, while the age of 

the last expected event as well as the age of expected death is depending on the age of the 

respondent; the older the respondents are, the later in life they situate the last event and the 

moment of expected death. 
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2.4 Discussion 
 

In the LIM-study respondents of a young, middle and older age group were asked to report 

important events from their past and expectations they have for their future at three 

measurement points over a period of five years. In the present chapter the focus was on the 

number and distribution of events over the lifespan. The most important results are 

summarized and discussed below. 

 

Sum of past and future events is constant. 

A significant outcome from the lifespan perspective is the finding that the total number of 

events (past + future) does not differ by age group at all three waves. Earlier, this 

phenomenon was called the Principle of the Constant Life Perspective, i.e., the sum of past 

and future autobiographical events is constant across the lifespan (Schroots & Assink, 1998). 

This principle, which was also found by deVries and Watt (1996) who made use of the Time 

Line (TL), seems to be very robust as it is also found in the second and third wave. DeVries 

and Watt (1996) concluded that “It is as if there exists a sort of finite capacity for the 

identification and representation of the events of a life” (p. 95). Although the number of 

events over the total lifespan appeared to be equal for respondents of different age groups 

within a specific method, the absolute number of events identified by respondents varied 

between different methods; the more time respondents are allowed to recall events, the more 

events they report.  

 It is noticeable that in a number of studies it was found that the number of events is also 

independent of age when exploring only the past (e.g., Elnick et al., 1999; Martin & Smyer, 

1990; Brugman, 2000). As the LIM is administered in two parts - first, the past is explored 

and second the future – and as the LIM-grid is the same for all age groups as well as the time 

allowed to identify events in the past and in the future separately, it would be expected on the 

basis of results of the above mentioned studies that the number of past events in the LIM-

study would be equal for all age groups as well as the number of future events. The results of 

the LIM-study, however, are more in accordance with reality; older respondents have 

experienced more events in their life than younger respondents while younger respondents 

will experience more events in the future than older respondents. It seems that the LIM-

method of visualizing and drawing one’s life evokes a rather genuine picture of one’s life and 

of the most important events in one’s past and future. The number and, consequently, the 
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‘quality’ of events respondents identify over the total lifespan seem to be dependent of the 

method used and independent of age of respondent.  

 

The ratio of past and total number of events is dependent of age. 

Although the total number of events over the lifespan is the same for all age groups, the ratio 

of past and total number of events differs by age group at all three waves. The older 

respondents are, the greater the number of past events (memories), and the younger 

respondents are, the greater the number of future events (expectations). Cross-sectional 

studies show that this ratio of past and total number of events is systematically changing with 

age. As in this longitudinal study all subjects grow older, the ratio of past and total number of 

events is expected to increase for the whole group. This hypothesis is (partly) confirmed; the 

ratio increases between the first and second wave for the whole sample and for all age groups. 

Between the second and third wave, however, the ratio remains the same for the total group. 

For the oldest group the ratio decreases slightly compared to the second wave; apparently, 

changes within this group are minimal and can show small fluctuations within the standard 

error of measurement. Overall, the younger respondents are, the greater the change in the ratio 

of past and total number of events.  

 

Over waves respondents report more events. 

Over the three waves, the average number of reported events over the whole lifespan 

increased which is probably a test-retest effect. At the third wave respondents were asked at 

the beginning of the interview whether they remembered something of the previous 

interviews. Most respondents remembered they had to draw a line and had to tell something 

about their life but they, mostly, did not remember what they had told. Thus, vaguely, 

respondents know what is expected at the second and third wave and they are more or less 

prepared on what the interviewer asks from them. It will be easier for them, then, to retrieve 

memories from their past and expectations for the future and the result is that they identify 

more events over the total lifespan.  

  

The distribution of events over the lifespan shows a bump, and recency and proximity effects. 

At first sight the patterns for the distribution of events over the lifespan look quite different 

for the three age groups. For the youngest age group there is a very strong recency effect and 

a proximity effect. This recency/proximity effect is moving with the present age as the 

longitudinal analysis shows. For the middle-age group the recency/proximity effect is also 
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moving with the present age and a bump is emerging. For the oldest group bump and 

recency/proximity are clearly separated. Results (only past events) found by Fromholt et al. 

(2003) also show this ‘moving’ recency effect; the period of relatively low recall between the 

bump and the recency effect was 20 years longer for centenarians than for 80-year old 

participants. Generally, it is found that the bump is very fixed in the period of about 10 to 30 

years of age. Most researchers assume that the bump appears only after the age of forty. 

However, it is salient from the results that the recency effect is much stronger for the younger 

age group than for the middle age and older age group. Fitzgerald (1995) suggested that for 

younger adults the autobiographical memory bump could be overshadowed by memories for 

recent events. In the Introduction of this chapter the model of Schroots and Van Dijkum 

(2004) was introduced; they showed that there is an autonomous process of growth and 

decline that produces the bump, which slowly emerges from the forgetting curve with age. 

Between about ten and thirty years of age information is encoded more intensively than in 

other periods of life. This applies also to the young age group. For this group retention and 

encoding curves overlap completely resulting in one big bump. As people grow older the 

recency effect is moving with age and bump and retention curves get more and more 

dissociated resulting in a bimodal distribution of bump and recency effects for older adults.   

 

Mean age of first event is 12 years; mean age of last event is dependent of age. 

In this LIM-study no effect of age was found on the age from which the first important event 

was reported, while the age of the last expected life event changed with increasing age. This is 

in accordance with results reported by deVries and Watt (1996) although the absolute mean 

ages of first and last event were different in the two studies. In the LIM-study the average age 

of the first event was 12 years which is higher than the average age (5.9 years for women and 

8.3 years for men) found by deVries and Watt (1996). For the last event the mean age in the 

LIM-study was 52.4 for the young age group, 62.3 for the middle age group and 74.7 for the 

older age group (over three waves) while the mean ages in the Time Line (TL) study of 

deVries and Watt (1996) were, respectively, 57.5, 64.5 and 78 years. These differences in 

average age can be due to the fact that in the TL-study more events are generated and 

consequently also more events at a younger and older age. The age of the subjective life 

expectancy also appeared to be dependent on the age of the respondent which is in accordance 

with life expectancy tables; as people grow older, the average life expectancy increases.  

 
In concluding this chapter, (a) it can be stated that the sum of past and future events is 
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independent of age of respondent and dependent of method used, (b) the ratio of past and total 

number of events is dependent of age and increases as respondents grow older, (c) the change 

in the ratio of past and total number of events tends to be stronger for younger age groups (d) 

the recency/proximity effect is moving with the present age of the subjects while the bump is 

fixed in the period of adolescence and young adulthood, (e) it can be hypothesized that the 

bump and recency/proximity effects play a part in all age groups; for young adults the bump 

and recency/proximity effects could show a complete overlap resulting in a high peak in 

adolescence and young adulthood, and (f) as people grow older they situate the last event and 

the moment of expected death further into the future.  

 


