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Childhood amnesia in children and adolescents:
Their earliest memories
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Investigations of childhood amnesia have almost exclusively focused on the earliest memories of adults.
Here we investigate the earliest memories of children of 6-19 years old. Parents confirmed the memory
events and dated the memories. There were surprisingly few developmental differences between the
earliest memories of children. Although 6-9-year-olds recalled earlier events than did older children,
there were no differences between older age groups. Memories from all age groups were similar in
structure, social orientation, and the nature of the recalled event. However, memories of older children
were more likely to involve negative affect. There were also few gender differences, although girls were
more likely to recall traumatic or transitional events while boys were more likely to recall play events.
Overall, results deepen the paradox of early memory: 6-9-year-olds have verbally accessible memories
from very early childhood that then seem to disappear as they get older.

Childhood amnesia (often called infantile amne-
sia) is the absence or scarcity of autobiographical
recollections among adults for events that hap-
pened in their early life, generally before their
fourth birthday (Rubin, 2000; West & Bauer,
1999). In fact, most adults do not remember any
events that occurred before age 3 (Kihlstrom &
Harackiewicz, 1982; Pillemer & White, 1989;
Wetzler & Sweeney, 1986). Typically, this is
assessed by asking adults to recall their earliest
memory, although some investigators ask for a
number of memories from early childhood or even
ask about specific early-occurring target events
such as sibling births (Eacott & Crawley, 1998,
1999; Kihlstrom & Harackiewicz, 1982; MacDo-
nald, Uesiliana, & Hayne, 2000; Mullen, 1994;
Rubin, 2000; Usher & Neisser, 1993). The emer-
gence of autobiographical memory has been seen
as marking the end of childhood amnesia.

Although adults have little or no memory of
their early years, young preschoolers amply
demonstrate that they have a well-functioning
long-term memory system that is verbally acces-
sible. For example, it is relatively easy to engage
preschoolers in memory conversations about their
past experiences, and children’s recollections have
been shown to be remarkably accurate. Three-
year-olds readily talk about events that occurred
as much as a year in the past (Fivush, Haden, &
Adam, 1995; Peterson, Moores, & White, 2001;
Peterson & Rideout, 1998), and so do 2-year-olds,
although their memory conversations may have to
be more scaffolded by adults (see review in
Peterson, 2002).

Thus, there is a paradox: young children readily
talk about events that happened in their past, even
relatively remote events, thus demonstrating that
these events have entered into their verbally
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accessible long-term memory system. And yet
adults seem to have no recall of any of those
events that occurred before the age of approxi-
mately 3% years, although there is individual as
well as cultural variation in this age (MacDonald
et al., 2000; Wang, 2001, 2003). In order to
understand what happens to these memories, it is
first important to fill a crucial gap in the literature:
virtually no one has looked at children’s earliest
memories (Fitzgerald, 1991). Rather, the research
on childhood amnesia has almost exclusively
looked at the early memories of adults. Second, as
pointed out by Wang (2003), longitudinal research
that traces the maintenance and/or disappearance
of early memories through childhood would
enable us to directly examine the link between
memory for specific events in young children and
the later inability of adults to access these mem-
ories.

The present study is directed towards the first
issue: what are the earliest memories of children?
Furthermore, do these memories change in sys-
tematic ways as children get older? In our lab, we
have found that children as young as 6 years of age
are usually able to respond meaningfully to
questions about early memories. In contrast, our
attempts to get 4-year-olds to understand what we
were asking them to do were marked by a notable
lack of success. Although they readily recalled
earlier events, many were from the previous
month or year and were unlikely to be their ear-
liest memories. Consequently, this investigation
includes children between 6 and 19 years old.
Because of the almost complete lack of prior
research on children’s earliest memories, this
study is largely exploratory.

THEORETICAL APPROACHES

Investigators have offered several explanations
for childhood amnesia and the subsequent emer-
gence of autobiographical memory. Early expla-
nations focused on repression (Freud, 1905/1953)
or on cognitive shortcomings in young children
such as a poor memory system that changes dra-
matically (Wetzler & Sweeney, 1986; White &
Pillemer, 1979), but these explanations seem less
credible in light of recent research. For example,
there has been considerable recent attention
focused on whether there is in fact a major shift in
children’s memory systems as they make the
transition from toddlerhood to childhood, and
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reviews have concluded that there is little sign of
such discontinuity (Bauer, 1997, Courage &
Howe, 2002). Thus, a major shift in the memory
system cannot explain the offset of childhood
amnesia.

One theoretical account that has received
considerable recent attention is based on social
interaction, particularly early parent-child mem-
ory-sharing. It has been proposed that such par-
ent—child reminiscing is an important factor in the
development of autobiographical memory
(Fivush, 1994; Hudson, 1990; Nelson, 1993; Tessler
& Nelson, 1994). For instance, Nelson (1992)
suggested that the emergence of autobiographical
memory is facilitated by “‘the exchange of repre-
sentations with others through language” (p. 176).
Moreover, parent—child memory conversations
provide a common cultural format for the sharing
and remembering of personally experienced
events. Reminiscing with parents teaches children
that memory sharing is a valued activity; it also
teaches children the appropriate form of mem-
ories to be shared. That is, parent—child con-
versations about personal experience teach
children ‘““what to remember, how to remember,
and why to remember it” (Wang, 2003, p. 71). This
theoretical approach sees the decrease of child-
hood amnesia as related to children’s increasing
narrative skills that develop through parent—child
reminiscing. Thus, as narrative skill develops,
infantile amnesia decreases (Fivush et al., 1995;
Fivush & Schwarzmueller, 1998).

There is considerable evidence showing that
narrative skills of children show substantial
development throughout early childhood (Fivush
etal., 1995; Peterson & McCabe, 1983). Moreover,
the development of narrative skills has been
repeatedly linked to parent—child conversations,
and in particular the conversational style of par-
ents during memory sharing (Fivush, Haden, &
Reese, 1996; McCabe & Peterson, 1991; Peterson,
Jesso, & McCabe, 1999; Peterson & McCabe,
1994; Reese, Haden, & Fivush, 1993). Parents who
are elaborative and topic extending, who encou-
rage children to elaborate on their experiences
and their feelings about those experiences, have
children who come to tell coherent and elaborated
narratives at an earlier age. North American
parents as a group tend to encourage children to
elaborate on self-experience; in contrast, parents
in some Asian cultures focus not on the child’s
individual experiences but rather on social norms,
behavioural expectations, and collective experi-
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ence (Wang, 2003). This in turn seems to lead
children towards the development of quite dif-
ferent narrative styles, in which narratives are
short and oriented around group interaction. In
such cultures, people’s earliest memories seem to
be later than are those of North Americans.

A number of other explanations have also been
proposed to account for childhood amnesia. For
example, some investigators have proposed that
the advent of a child’s self-concept may play a role
in spurring his or her autobiographical memory
(Howe & Courage, 1993, 1997). Howe and Cour-
age suggest that when children achieve a self-
concept, indicated by the ability to visually
recognise themselves, there is a self that children
can attach memories to, and this permits the
emergence of autobiographical memories. How-
ever, self-recognition generally emerges in the
second year of life (i.e., between 18 and 24
months), much earlier than most assessments for
the offset of childhood amnesia, and so others
have suggested that a more elaborated and psy-
chological self-concept must be present (e.g.,
Welch-Ross, 1995). In addition, the advancement
of children’s metacognitive faculties may play a
role in this emergence of personal memory
(Welch-Ross, 1995). Taking a cross-cultural per-
spective, Wang (2003) adds two other factors that
he thinks play a role in determining when and
what events from early childhood are recalled: the
function of autobiographical memory within a
person’s cultural context, and the complexity of a
person’s life experience. The functional approach
suggests that autobiographical memories serve
social and personal functions within a society, and
the life complexity approach suggests that people
who live in cultures where there are frequently
changing life experiences have more novel
experiences, as well as ones that are able to be
dated, than do people who live in societies that
stress stability, continuity, and repetition of
experience.

It is unlikely that any one of these theories is
adequate on its own, and recent theoretical for-
mulations have emphasised an integrated
approach to the study of the emergence of auto-
biographical memory (Reese, 2002; Wang, 2003;
Welch-Ross, 1995). In fact, recent empirical
research has supported a pluralistic account of the
onset of autobiographical memory. For instance,
Harley and Reese (1999) found that self-recogni-
tion skills (from the self-concept theory) and
maternal reminiscing style (from the social inter-

actionist theory) both independently predicted
children’s future memory skills.

FACTORS INFLUENCING INFANTILE
AMNESIA

The variable that has been assessed the most in
research on childhood amnesia is the age of the
individual at the time of their earliest memory.
Although the average age has been found to be
around 3% years, this average differs considerably
between individuals. Some people can recall an
event that occurred when they were only 1 year
old, while others cannot recall any events occur-
ring before the age of 6 or 7, and sometimes later
(Rubin, 2000). Several factors have been found to
influence the age of earliest memory and as
mentioned previously, culture is one of them.
Others include gender and the nature of early life
experiences.

Gender

Several investigators have found that females
have earlier memories than do males (Davis, 1999;
Mullen, 1994), and Rubin (2000) found that
females had more memories for ages 2, 3, and 4
than did males. In contrast, MacDonald et al.
(2000) found no differences between males and
females in the age of earliest memory for New
Zealand Caucasian or Maori participants, but
Asian women had a later age of earliest memory
than did Asian men. Mullen and Davis suggest
that earlier memory in North American women is
due to their greater participation in memory dis-
cussions with other family members, and in fact,
Fivush (1998) suggests that parent—child memory
talk may be gendered, with both mothers and
fathers reminiscing about shared events more with
daughters than with sons. In keeping with the
social interactionist theory that emphasises the
importance of parent—child memory talk, Mullen
and Davis suggest that earlier memory in women
reflects this interactive history. For similar rea-
sons, the later memory in Asian women may
reflect their societal devaluation and their lesser
participation in family talk. Other gender differ-
ences have been found as well. Females are more
likely to have memories about emotion-eliciting
events, and that emotion is more likely to be
negative (Davis, 1999; Friedman & Pines, 1991;
Mullen, 1994; Schwartz, 1984). In contrast, males



are more likely to recall positively valenced
events.

Nature of early experiences

When adults are asked to describe their earliest
memories, what is the content of those memories?
The nature of early life experiences has been
suggested as playing a content-related role in how
early people’s earliest memories are. In essence,
memorable experiences are often those that are
unique and salient, and somehow significant to
one’s self (Bauer, Kroupina, Schwade, Dropik, &
Wewerka, 1998; Peterson, 2002). In terms of
adults’ recall of early life events, Usher and
Neisser (1993) found that if they had been hospi-
talised or had experienced the birth of a sibling,
they recalled these salient life events if they had
occurred when they had been as young as age 2,
but adults did not recall family moves or family
deaths unless they had been at least 3 years old at
the time. Thus, some types of events seem to be
more memorable and are more likely to be
retained for years, and people who experience
these events are more likely to be able to retrieve
them as early memories. A number of investiga-
tors have suggested that these early-occurring
remembered events are the experiences that
become part of an individual’s life story and con-
tribute to their self-concept (Conway & Pleydell-
Pearce, 2000; Fivush, 1994; Neisser, 1988). Wang
(2003) also stresses the important contribution of
the type of experience to some of the cultural
differences that have been found.

Emotional tone

Because of the presumed salience of the early
experiences that are remembered, an aspect of
memory content that has elicited attention is the
emotional tone of recalled events. Overall, a
number of researchers have found that early
memories are more likely than not to involve
emotion (Howes, Siegel, & Brown, 1993; Kihl-
strom & Harackiewicz, 1982; Mullen, 1994;
Saunders & Norcross, 1988). There is some con-
troversy over whether this emotion is more likely
to be negative (e.g., Howes et al., 1993) or positive
(Kihlstrom & Harackiewicz, 1982), although both
emotions are well represented. Both Mullen (1994)
and Saunders and Norcross (1988) found that the
single most frequently recalled topic was illness or
injury although, overall, the majority of the
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memories were associated with a pleasant or
neutral emotional tone rather than an unpleasant
one. Although itis often supposed that people most
easily remember those personally experienced
events that were traumatic in some way, Mullen
found that only about one quarter of the memories
involved trauma. Similarly, Kihlstrom and Har-
ackiewicz (1982) found that most participants’
earliest memories surrounded what they described
as rather trivial events, but trauma was the next
most frequent type of content reported by parti-
cipants, followed by transitional events. However,
Wang (2001, 2003) cautions that emotional ela-
boration in early memories is culturally relative
and seems to be more typical of North Americans.
In contrast, Asian adults are more likely to recall
routine events that are emotionally neutral.

Social orientation

There are other content differences as well that
have been discussed in the literature, such as social
orientation of the memories. Some memories focus
on collective activities of groups, such as the family
or peer group, and the child’s interactions with
other members of the group are stressed. Other
memories stress an individual orientation. There
may be no other participants but the self men-
tioned, or if others are present, the theme of the
memory is the person’s own experiences, feelings,
and role in the event. Differences in social orien-
tation characterise memories of North American
versus Asian samples of adults, with North
Americans more oriented towards describing
personal adventures, achievements, and feelings
while Asian adults are more likely to emphasise
group participation and interactions (MacDonald
et al., 2000; Wang, 2001, 2003). Another way in
which social orientation is measured is by counting
the number or identity of all the participants
mentioned, and early memories differ in the
inclusion of siblings and other family members
versus non-family individuals, and some even lack
mention of anyone besides the self (e.g., Fakouri &
Hafner, 1984; Mullen, 1994). Again, North
American participants are more likely to generate
early memories that mention no one but the self.

Structure

The structure of the event descriptions may also
differ (Hudson, Gebelt, Haviland, & Bentigegna,
1992). Some memories conform to the structure of
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a plotted story, with causal and temporal rela-
tionships between propositions. These memories
have clear beginnings, middles, and ends, such as
the following: “We were at my cousin’s and we
drove and drove and drove, then we got stuck in the
mud. And Renee’s dad had to go down in the mud.
Yuck. And then they putted the dog on the very
back of the truck and they put some kids. And then
my dad found us and got us out of the mud.”” Others
seem instead to capture a moment in time, with an
elaboration of multiple aspects of one event. For
example, “I can remember when I was little and
when I was four we were up into PEI but we went
and saw horses and they were stinky. I petted them,
and they were really smelly.”” Other memories are
descriptions of repeated or habitual events, such as
“I remember riding my trike up and down the
driveway. I did that a lot.”” Although Wang (2003)
classifies these different sorts of memories as
reflecting content differences, we prefer to think of
them as reflections of event structure of the
memory, but they can arguably be seen as either.

Investigations that have focused on the devel-
opmental progression of children’s narrative skills
have often focused on the acquisition of plotted
stories. Labov and Waletzky (1967/1997), in pio-
neering work, stated that well-structured stories
have beginnings, middles, and ends; that they build
up to crisis or high-point events that are then
resolved. In other words, they conform to the
structure of plotted stories. In an early large-scale
cross-sectional study of children’s narrative
structure (Peterson & McCabe, 1983), it was found
that this structure is increasingly found with age.
Preschoolers tend to provide narratives that focus
on only a couple of events, akin to the moment-in-
time structure described by Hudson et al. (1992).
In contrast, as children got older, their narratives
were more likely to conform to the structure of a
plotted story (Peterson & McCabe, 1983). How-
ever, alternative structures were persistently pre-
sent, even among the oldest children studied.
Narrative structure seems especially to vary in
children from different cultural backgrounds
(Han, Leichtman, & Wang, 1998; McCabe, 1996;
Minami & McCabe, 1995), and stories from some
cultures are particularly likely to focus on repeated
or habitual events (Wang, 2001).

EARLIEST MEMORIES OF
CHILDREN

Virtually all of the above studies of childhood
amnesia focus exclusively on adults. While there is

a robust literature on children’s autobiographical
memory, few investigators to our knowledge have
looked at the earliest memories of children. Chil-
dren must also have childhood amnesia for early
life events, at least those that occur prior to the
age of approximately 2 years. Peterson (2002)
recently reviewed studies of very young children’s
verbal memories for events that occurred prior to
their second birthday, and concluded that such
memories are scarce, although occasionally pre-
sent. In a 5-year follow-up of children who had
been 1 or 2 years of age at the time of an injury and
subsequent ER visit, Peterson and Parsons (2004)
found that some of the children had no verbal
memory whatsoever for these events, even after
considerable prompting. Fivush and Schwarz-
mueller (1998) also found that some events about
which children had talked when they were 3 or 4
years of age were no longer recalled when they
were 8 years of age.

Anecdotally, parents claim that childhood
amnesia is characteristic of their children. On a
personal note, one of the authors took her son to
Greece when he was 20 months old and he was very
taken with the donkeys they encountered. These
donkeys were the topic of considerable con-
versation for at least the subsequent year.
Nevertheless, he had completely forgotten the
donkeys as well as all his adventures in Greece by
the time he was in elementary school. Surprisingly,
at the age of 17 his earliest memory dates to when
he was not much older than during the trip to
Greece, namely 22 months—a rather pedestrian
event that was not part of family discussions. He
recalls being fed lots of cookies by a woman while
his parents were shown by her husband around a
house that they subsequently bought. He also
recalls the layout of the room, the furniture, and
the appearance of the woman. Extensive renova-
tions meant that the room and furniture he recalls
have little or no similarity with the current situa-
tion, and he never saw that woman again. Unfor-
tunately, there is little in the way of systematic
studies of children’s memories for early events that
are subsequently forgotten (Wang, 2003), although
such studies would be informative.

In one of the few studies with children to report
their age at the time of early memories, Davis
(1999) asked elementary and high-school children
to recall times during which they felt happy, sad,
angry, anxious, or shy. No request was made for
the memories to be early ones; rather, the parti-
cipants were informed that it was the number of
memories about each emotion that they could
come up with that was important, not their age at



the time. Girls remembered more events, and
rated them as being more emotionally intense,
than boys did, and the age of the memories
reported by girls was younger than for boys. But
an important limitation of this study was that
participants were not asked to try to recall their
earliest memories, just various emotional experi-
ences. In contrast, Kihlstrom and Harackiewicz
(1982) specifically asked high-school students to
write a brief summary of their earliest memory,
and focused on the emotional content of these
earliest recollections; pleasant, unpleasant, and
neutral. The results showed that the ratio of
unpleasant memories to total memories was about
1:3. However, they did not include participants
younger than high-schoolers. Fitzgerald (1991) did
focus on younger children, namely 6-year-olds and
9-10-year-olds. He showed them drawings and
asked them to generate a memory related to what
they saw, a memory that could be from long ago or
from last week or even yesterday. Memories that
children labelled as being from their first 4 years
of life were numerically scarcer than predicted,
which Fitzgerald interpreted as evidence for
childhood amnesia. However, children were never
asked for their earliest memories. In contrast,
Wang (2004) specifically asked 4-, 6-, and 8-year-
olds for their earliest memories, along with three
recent memories. Their average age at the time of
their earliest memories was 28 months. Interest-
ingly, he found no age, gender, or culture (Eur-
opean vs Chinese) effects. This may be partly due
to the difficulty preschoolers have with under-
standing the task, and partly due to the fact that he
did not ask children for anything more than a year
estimate (i.e., “age 2"’ versus trying to narrow the
child’s age to less than a 12-month spread by
detailed follow-up questioning). On the other
hand, there may be few developmental differences
in children this young.

The present study is an investigation of the
earliest memories of children between the ages of
6 and 19, from entry into primary school to the end
of high school. (Although we originally included
children younger than 6, we found that they had a
lot of difficulty understanding the task.) Impor-
tantly, the parents of all of the children were asked
about the veracity of the children’s recollections
and the age at which the described events took
place. Age estimates by both parents and children
were followed by detailed questioning to narrow
down the age of the child to at most a few months,
if possible. Such parental confirmation is quite
rare in extant research. Because the sample of
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children is culturally homogeneous, the relation-
ship between culture and earliest memories will
not be explored. However, the connection
between earliest memories and both age and
gender will be examined. Although there is little
extant research to guide hypotheses about the
earliest memories of children, we hypothesise that
younger children will recall events that occurred
at earlier ages in their lives, as compared with
older children, because younger children are clo-
ser to those events of early childhood. And if
parent—child memory sharing is gendered, as
proposed by Fivush (1998), it is expected that
females will recall earlier events than will males.

We also predict that older children’s memories
will be more likely to conform to a coherent nar-
rative structure such as a plotted story, whereas
younger children’s are more likely to be descrip-
tions of moments in time. This prediction follows
from our expectation that children’s memory for
early life events is tied to developing narrative
skill, as proposed by the social interactionist
model. If so, it is possible that the earliest mem-
ories of younger children will differ from those of
older children in ways that reflect their less ela-
borated narrative skill. Although extant research
has documented structural variation in children’s
narratives regardless of age, one of the largest
contributors to that variation is culture. This fac-
tor is not relevant in the present sample, since
Statistics Canada states that 97% of the people in
the geographical area from which these children
are drawn are of European Canadian heritage.

A number of investigators have proposed that
early memories are important contributors to an
individual’s self-concept or view of the self
(Conway & Pleydell-Pearce, 2000; Fivush, 1994;
Neisser, 1988). In other words, what is remem-
bered has significance for the self. Thus, early
memories should be about events that have some
kind of salience to the individual. The telescope of
time may alter what is salient to the individual,
and thus there may well be differences in the
nature of the events that are recalled or the affect
attached to those events, depending on the current
age of the individual doing the remembering.
However, since there is no extant research to
guide hypotheses, this study is exploratory about
these issues. Although we expect the majority of
our North American sample to recall individual-
oriented rather than group-oriented memories, in
keeping with prior research with samples from this
culture, we have no way of predicting whether
there are systematic age-related changes in this.
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Participants

A total of 136 children participated in the study.
They were divided into four age groups as follows:
There were 48 children (19 girls and 29 boys) who
were 6-9 years of age (mean age = 7 years 10
months, SD = 16.1 months, range = 6 years 1
month to 9 years 10 months); 32 children (12 girls
and 20 boys) who were 10-13 years of age (mean
age = 11 years 8 months, SD = 14.2 months, range
= 10 years 1 month to 13 years 11 months); 30
children who were 14-16 years of age (mean age =
15 years 6 months, SD = 11.2 months, range = 14
years 3 months to 16 years 10 months); and 26
children who were 17-19 years of age (mean age =
18 years 2 months, SD = 8.0 months, range = 17
years 2 months to 19 years 6 months). They were
almost all white, and came from a mixed socio-
economic background.

Procedure

Most of the participants were recruited as part of
other studies that investigated children’s memory
for injuries (Peterson, Ross, & Tucker, 2002;
Peterson & Whalen, 2001). As part of those stu-
dies, children were visited at home multiple times
over several years. During one of these visits,
investigators asked the children to recall their
earliest memories: “‘I want you to think way back
and tell me the first thing you ever remember,
something that happened when you were really
little.”” Participants were also encouraged to think
of a couple more of their earliest memories in case
the first one they thought of was not the event that
happened temporally earliest. Then children were
asked to provide an estimate of how old they were
at the time of the remembered event. Subse-
quently, one of each participant’s parents (usually
the mother) was asked to confirm the accuracy of
the child’s memory and to provide an age estimate
of the target event. Rather than accepting age
estimates that were given in years (e.g., “‘She/l was
4 at the time”), the interviewer tried to narrow
down the age to as small a range as possible by
additional questioning of both the parent and
child, such as, “What season of the year was it?
Summer? Winter? Was it near a holiday, like
Christmas? Near a birthday? Near when you/she
started preschool (kindergarten)?”” Memories that
were deemed incorrect by a participant’s parent

(i.e., the recalled events never happened) were
discarded. If parents believed a particular recol-
lection was based solely on pictures, videos, or
family stories, those recollections were not inclu-
ded in the analysis. However, 8% of the memories
were of events that the parent had no knowledge
of but were plausible according to parent report
(e.g., a child swallowing a coin and being too
scared to tell his parents). If they were embedded
within confirmable context, they were included.
The memory that was deemed to be the earliest
was the one chosen for analysis. The participants’
verbal recollections and the parents’ confirma-
tions were recorded on audiotapes and then sub-
sequently transcribed. Scoring was done from
these transcripts.

Scoring system

The scoring procedure was developed for the
present investigation, but some of the items were
adapted from the scoring procedures used in other
studies (i.e., Howes et al., 1993; Kihlstrom &
Harackiewicz, 1982; McCabe, Capron, & Peter-
son, 1001; Mullen, 1994; Weigle & Bauer, 2000).
The following categories of information were
scored (see Appendix for definitions and exam-

ples):

Age at earliest memory. Both the child’s and
the parent’s estimates of the child’s age at the time
of the recollected memory were collected. For
some children, age could be calculated with pre-
cision (e.g., first day of kindergarten). For others
the age was taken as the midpoint of the range
determined through detailed questioning (e.g., for
“the summer when he was 3”’, the age was taken as
the midpoint of that range).

Nature of the event. Events were classified as
involving trauma (physical or emotional), transi-
tion (such as first day of preschool), play, or mis-
cellaneous other.

Emotional tone. Memories were classified as
involving positive emotion, negative emotion, or
neutral.

Structure. The memories were classified as a
plotted story, a snapshot of a moment in time, or a
repeated or habitual event. If a memory was too
brief to allow structural categorisation, it was
excluded from structural analyses.



Social orientation. The memory as a whole
was classified as having a group orientation or an
individual orientation. A group orientation was a
memory focused on collective activities, such as by
the family or peer group. An individual orienta-
tion was a memory exclusively talking about the
child’s self or, if other people were mentioned, the
memory focused on personal feelings or achieve-
ments, and the self’s own role in events.

Two raters independently scored memories for
25% of the participants. Inter-rater agreement
was 95% for nature of the event, 98% for affect,
93% for structure, and 89% for social orientation.
One of the raters coded the remaining memories.

RESULTS

The focus of this investigation is an exploration of
the earliest memories of children across a wide
age range. The first analysis explored whether
children’s age at the time of their earliest mem-
ories differs depending on their current age or
their gender. Subsequent analyses focused on age
and gender effects on the nature of remembered
events, affect attached to the events, structure of
the memory report, and social orientation, these
latter aspects being classified categorically. To
assess whether there were Age x Gender interac-
tions as well as age or gender effects, log linear
analyses were done with follow-up chi-square
analyses where appropriate.

The age of children’s earliest memories was
analysed in a 4x2x2 ANOVA, with age (four
levels) and gender (two levels) the between-sub-
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jects factors, and reporter (parent vs child) the
within-subjects factor. The age of the child made a
difference in how early their memories were, F(3,
128) = 3.53, p = .017. (See Table 1 for means and
standard deviations.) Follow-up paired compar-
isons showed that the three oldest groups did not
differ from each other; however, the 6-9-year-olds
(M = 36 months old according to parental esti-
mates) had significantly earlier memories than did
either the 10-13-year-olds (M = 44 months, p =
.042) or the 14-16-year-olds (M = 45 months, p =
.009). However, differences with the 17-19-year-
olds (M = 42 months) only approached sig-
nificance.

Gender was not a significant factor for the age
of children’s earliest memory, nor was there a
significant Age x Gender interaction. Thus, both
girls and boys recalled similarly early events.
Interestingly, the trend of the data did not support
earlier memory for girls, since age of earliest
memory for girls was 43 months whereas the age
of earliest memory for boys was 40 months. In
addition, the person estimating how old the child
was at the time of the recalled events made a
difference, with parents estimating their children
to be over 3 months younger than children esti-
mated (41.5 months of age vs 44.7 months of age).
There were no interactions with any other factor;
thus, parents consistently estimated their children
to be younger at the time of the recalled events,
regardless of their current age or their gender.

The types of experiences recalled by the chil-
dren are shown in Table 2. Recall that events were
classified as involving trauma, transitional events,
play, or miscellaneous other. The largest number

TABLE 1
Age and SDs of the earliest memories recalled by girls and boys of different ages, as reported by parents
and by children

Girls Boys Both

Age group n M SD n M SD n M SD
Ages as reported by parents

6-9 years 19 374 14.2 29 352 14.5 48 36.1 14.3
10-13 years 11 46.7 20.9 21 42.1 18.8 32 437 19.3
14-16 years 16 48.3 22.1 14 46.4 21.0 30 47.4 21.2
17-19 years 16 43.1 182 10 39.7 12.9 26 41.8 16.2
All ages 62 433 18.8 74 39.9 172 136 41.5 17.9
Ages as reported by children

6-9 years 19 411 16.5 29 38.1 144 48 39.3 15.2
10-13 years 11 50.5 14.3 21 45.0 11.9 32 46.9 12.8
14-16 years 16 54.0 20.9 14 49.9 28.0 30 521 24.1
17-19 years 16 42.7 16.3 10 443 14.3 26 433 15.3
All ages 62 46.5 17.8 74 43.1 174 136 44.7 17.6
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TABLE 2
Nature of events recalled by children of different ages

Type of event

Age group Gender Trauma Transition Play Other Total
6-9 years Girls 2 (10.5%) 6 (31.6%) 4 (21.0%) 7 (36.8%) 19
Boys 5(0172%) 50172%) 11 (37.9%) 8 (27.6%) 29
Both 7(14.6%) 11(229%) 15(312%) 15(31.2%) 48
10-13 years Girls 4 (33.3%) 3 (25.0%) 1(8.3%) 4 (33.3%) 12
Boys 3 (15.0%) 3 (15.0%) 5(25.0%) 9 (45.0%) 20
Both 7 (21.9%) 6 (18.8%) 6 (18.8%) 13 (40.6%) 32
14-16 years Girls 6 (37.5%) 1(6.2%) 2 (12.5%) 7 (43.8%) 16
Boys 2 (142%) 1(7.1%) 5(35.7%) 6 (42.9%) 14
Both 8 (26.7%) 2(6.7%) 7(233%) 13 (43.3%) 30
17-19 years Girls 6 (37.5%) 6 (37.5%) 2 (12.5%) 2 (12.5%) 16
Boys 1 (10.0%) 2 (20.0%) 1 (10.0%) 6 (60.0%) 10
Both 7 (26.9%) 8 (30.8%) 3 (11.5%) 8 (30.8%) 26
All ages Girls 18 (28.6%) 16 (25.4%) 9 (143%)  20(31.7%) 63
Boys 11 (151%) 11 (151%) 22(30.1%) 29 (39.7%) 73
Both 29 213%)  27(19.8%) 31 (228%) 49 (36.0%) 136

of memories was classified into the miscellaneous
category, involving a wide range of experiences,
while memories of trauma, transitional events,
and play events were approximately equally dis-
tributed at around a fifth to a quarter of the
memories. A log linear analysis that included the
factors of age (four levels), gender (two levels),
and content (four levels) was calculated, and there
was no Age x Gender interaction, by itself or in
interaction with content. Nor did age interact with
content. Thus, children at all ages were recalling
equivalent sorts of events as their earliest mem-
ories. However, there was a significant Gender x
Content interaction, Likelihood Ratio Change %>
(df =3) =8.10, p = .045. A follow-up 2 (gender) x 4
(event categories) x> was calculated, and the nat-
ure of the events recollected by girls and boys
differed, ¥* (df = 3) = 9.03, p < .05. Follow-up 2
(gender) x 2 (event category) x’s were calculated,
comparing girls’ and boys’ frequencies of trauma
versus play events and transitional versus play
events. Girls recalled relatively more trauma (29%
vs 15% for girls vs boys, respectively) while boys
recalled more play events (30% vs 14% for boys vs
girls, respectively), y? (df = 1) = 6.61, p < .02, and
girls recalled more transitional events (25% vs
15% for girls vs boys, respectively) while boys
recalled more play events, y* (df = 1) = 5.38, p < .05.

The emotion or affect of the remembered
experiences was assessed next. Table 3 shows the
number of memories that were classified as
involving emotion, divided into positive versus

negative, and memories that were coded as neu-
tral. Two observations are relevant: first, most
memories were coded as neutral rather than
emotion eliciting. Second, when an emotion was
present, it was more likely to be negative. To
assess the presence of Age x Gender interactions,
a log linear analysis that included the factors of
age (four levels), gender (two levels), and emotion
(three levels) was calculated, and there was no
Age x Gender interaction, by itself or in interac-
tion with emotion. Nor was gender significant, by
itself or in interaction. However, there was a sig-
nificant Age x Emotion interaction, Likelihood
Ratio Change x> (df = 6) = 14.50, p = .024. To
explore this interaction, we first calculated a fol-
low-up 4 (age groups)x2 (emotion versus no
emotion) %2, and there were differences between
ages in emotion, ¥ (df = 3) = 8.14, p < .05. An
additional follow-up y* compared younger versus
older children, and older children were more
likely to have emotion-laden memories than were
younger children, y*> (df = 1) = 4.47, p < .05.
However, a 2 (age) x 2 (emotion) x> comparing 6—
9-year-olds with 10-13-year-olds was not sig-
nificant, nor was another y*> comparing 14-16-
year-olds with 17-19-year-olds. Thus, the earliest
memories of children over 13 years of age are
more likely to be about emotion-laden events than
are those of younger children. In addition, we
compared the valence of the emotion, i.e., whe-
ther it was positive or negative. Only the youngest
age group (the 6-9-year-olds) provided enough
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TABLE 3
Emotion coding of memories recalled by children of different ages

Type of Emotion

Age group Positive Negative Both emotions No emotion Total
6-9 years Girls 3 (15.8%) 4 (21.0%) 7 (36.8%) 12 (63.2%) 19
Boys 3 (10.3%) 4 (13.8%) 7 (24.1%) 22 (75.9%) 29
Both 6 (12.5%) 8 (16.7%) 14 (292%) 34 (70.8%) 48
10-13 years Girls 0 (0.0%) 2 (16.7%) 2 (16.7%) 10 (83.3%) 12
Boys 0 (0.0%) 2 (10.0%) 2 (10.0%) 18 (90.0%) 20
Both 0 (0.0%) 4 (12.5%) 4 (12.5%) 28 (87.5%) 32
14-16 years Girls 0 (0.0%) 6 (37.5%) 6 (37.5%) 10 (62.5%) 16
Boys 1(7.1%) 3(21.4%) 4 (28.6%) 10 (71.4%) 14
Both 1(3.3%) 9 (30.0%) 10 (33.3%) 20 (66.7%) 30
17-19 years Girls 1(6.2%) 7 (43.8%) 8 (50.0%) 8 (50.0%) 16
Boys 2 (20.0%) 2 (20.0%) 4 (40.0%) 6 (60.0%) 10
Both 3(11.5%) 9 (34.6%) 12 (46.2%) 14 (53.8%) 26
All ages Girls 4(6.3%) 19 (30.2%) 23 (36.5%) 40 (63.5%) 63
Boys 6 (82%) 11 (15.1%) 17 (23.3%) 56 (76.7%) 73
Both 10 (7.4%) 30 (22.1%) 40 (29.4%) 96 (70.6%) 136

positively as well as negatively valenced memories
to enter into the y? analysis, whereas we had to
sum all three of the older age groups to get enough
positively valenced memories. A 2 (age: 6-9 years
vs 10-19 years) x 2 (positive vs negative emotion)
x> was of borderline significance, x> (df = 1) = 3.66,
p < .07. For the youngest children, a full third of
their memories that explicitly involved emotion
were positive, whereas for older children, only
15% of their emotion-laden memories were posi-
tive. Thus, older children were more likely to have
emotion-laden memories, and the emotion was
most likely to be negative.

The structure of the memories, i.e., whether
they were plotted stories, descriptions of moments
in time, or repeated events, was assessed next. A
total of 29 out of the 136 memories (21%: 10, 5, 4,
and 3 by the youngest to oldest groups, respec-
tively) were coded as being too brief to allow
adequate structural categorisation, and they are
excluded. The remaining memories were entered
into a log linear analysis with age (four levels),
gender (two levels), and structure (three cate-
gories), and there were no significant effects.
Children in the different age groups produced
memories with similar structures, as well as both
boys and girls. Overall, the largest proportion of
the memories described moments in time, with
both plotted stories and repeated events equiva-
lently represented (see Table 4).

Data on the social orientation of the children’s
memories (individual versus group) are presented

in Table 5. The memories overwhelmingly had an
individual orientation (86%). A log linear analysis
with age, gender, and social orientation had no
significant effects. Thus, the social orientation of
the memories did not differ depending on the age
of the children nor on the children’s gender. An
orientation towards group activities was rare at all
ages and in both girls and boys in this sample.

DISCUSSION

Overall, it is surprising how similar the first
memories of children are to those of adults.
Although children who were between 6 and 9
years of age had earlier first memories than did
older children, there was no steady increase in age
of earliest memory as children got older. Rather,
all of the age groups that included children who
were at least 10 years of age had a similar age of
earliest memory, and that age is parallel to that
found in studies of adults. Thus, the amount of
time that has elapsed since the occurrence of the
early events being recalled does not seem to be an
important factor (except for the 6-9-year-olds).
Instead, the age estimates for childhood amnesia
that have been developed in research with adults
seems to be applicable to children too, at least for
children who are 10 years of age or older.
Another very intriguing, and somewhat unex-
pected, finding was that there were no age effects
on the structure of participants’ earliest memories.
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TABLE 4
Structure of memories recalled by children of different ages

Age group Gender Plotted story Moment in time Repeated event Total
6-9 years Girls 3 (18.8%) 9 (56.2%) 4 (25.0%) 16
Boys 7 (31.8%) 11 (50.0%) 4 (182%) 22
Both 10 (26.3%) 20 (52.6%) 8 (21.0%) 38
10-13 years Girls 5 (45.4%) 3(27.3%) 3(27.3%) 11
Boys 3 (18.8%) 7 (43.8%) 6 (37.5%) 16
Both 8 (29.6%) 10 (37.0%) 9 (33.3%) 27
14-16 years Girls 4 (28.6%) 7 (50.0%) 3(21.4%) 14
Boys 3 (25.0%) 3 (25.0%) 6 (50.0%) 12
Both 7 (26.9%) 10 (38.5%) 9 (34.6%) 26
17-19 years Girls 5(35.7%) 7 (50.0%) 2 (14.3%) 14
Boys 2(222%) 6 (66.7%) 1(11.1%) 9
Both 7 (30.4%) 13 (56.5%) 3 (13.0%) 23
All ages Girls 17 (30.9%) 26 (47.3%) 12 (21.8%) 55
Boys 15 (25.4%) 27 (45.8%) 17 (28.8%) 59
Both 32 (28.1%) 53 (46.5%) 29 (25.4%) 114

Memories that were too brief to be coded for structure were excluded.

One might have anticipated that older partici-
pants, given their superior narrative skills, would
have recounted significantly more plotted stories
than the younger participants. Instead, children at
all ages were most likely to provide a snapshot of a
moment in time. Perhaps it is the level of narrative
skill possessed at the age at which the memory was
encoded, not the current level of narrative skill,
that determines the structure of a recollection.
Earliest memories may also be less likely to be

TABLE 5
Individual versus group orientation of earliest memories of
children of different ages

Age group Gender Individual Group Both
6-9 years Girls 14 (73.7%) 5(26.3%) 19
Boys 28 (96.6%) 1(3.4%) 29
Both 42 (87.5%) 6 (12.5%) 48
10-13 years Girls 8(72.7%) 3(27.3%) 11

Boys 18(85.7%)  3(143%) 21
Both  26(812%)  6(188%) 32

14-16 years Girls 15 (93.8%) 1(6.2%) 16
Boys 13(92.8%)  1(7.1%) 14
Both 28 (93.3%) 2 (6.7%) 30
17-19 years Girls 14 (87.5%) 2 (12.5%) 16
Boys 7(70.0%) 3(30.0%) 10
Both 21 (80.8%) 5(192%) 26
All ages Girls 51(822%) 11 (17.7%) 62

Boys 66(892%)  8(108%) 74
Both  117(86.0%) 19 (14.0%) 136

detailed plotted stories because they are probably
more obscure to the participants, young or old,
than are later memories.

There were other similarities between the ear-
liest memories of children, regardless of age.
Overwhelmingly, they were about individual
experience rather than having a group orientation.
The individual orientation of the memories was
expected from the cultural background of the
children, namely North American Caucasian,
parallel to findings of other researchers (Wang,
2003). The social orientation of the memories
would undoubtedly have been different if the
children had come from other cultures, specifi-
cally those that emphasise inter-connectivity
within one’s family and society rather than indi-
vidual accomplishment and reactions. Within such
a society it would be interesting to see if the
orientation of children’s early memories changes
systematically as they get older and are socialised
into their culture’s expectations. However, no
developmental changes were apparent in the
present sample.

The nature of the experiences recalled by the
children was also similar across age. In general,
about a quarter or so of the children’s memories
involved some type of trauma, which is parallel to
that found by other investigators (Kihlstrom &
Harackiewicz, 1982; Mullen, 1994). But by far the
majority of the children’s memories did not
involve trauma. There was a wide range of
experiences recalled, from looking at a dandelion



growing out of a crack in the pavement, to walking
across a narrow bridge over a river, to peeking at
Grandma around a reclining mom’s very large,
pregnant belly. There were as many memories of a
play episode as there were of trauma and, like
other researchers, we found that the majority of
the early memories were about relatively mun-
dane experiences. Why these particular experi-
ences are remembered for so long and others are
not is still a mystery. When we told parents what
their children had recalled, many of the parents
not only expressed surprise at the particular early
events their children had recalled, but also said
that they could see no reason why those events
happened to be recalled rather than others.

Emotion has often been maintained to be an
integral part of earliest memories. For instance, in
their investigations, Mullen (1994), Davis (1999),
and Howes et al. (1993) all found emotion to be a
typical component of early memories. On the
contrary in the current study, with regard to par-
ticipants’ very first memories, there were actually
more memories scored as neutral than scored as
emotional. The discrepancy between previous
research and the current study with respect to
emotion could be due to the fact that participants
in the current study were not systematically asked
about emotion. In addition, the criterion for
scoring a memory as emotional was strict. For
instance, although a recollection of skating on a
pond with Grandma might be inferred to be a
positive emotional event, it was scored as neutral
unless there was good reason to score it otherwise.
A strict criterion was used for scoring emotion
because there was often no way of telling the
essential affect of a memory. For instance, it is
conceivable that the child in the memory example
above was frightened of Grandma or was extre-
mely cold while skating. Thus, this study captured
explicit emotional expressiveness, but may not
have captured very well the emotional nature of
the events. Future research should explicitly ask
whether there was some kind of emotion attached
to early memories.

There was a significant effect of age on whether
or not the children’s memories involved emotion,
with older children recalling proportionately more
emotion-laden events than did younger children.
The two younger groups did not differ in emo-
tionality of their memories, nor did the two older
groups. Thus, it was the teenaged sample of chil-
dren (14 to 19 years of age) that recalled more
emotion-laden events than did younger children.
Interestingly, most of these affect-related mem-
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ories were negative. While the majority of the
memories were neutral, when emotion was present
it was more likely to be negative. This is in contrast
to earlier studies with adults, which found that
negative and positive memories were more
balanced in number (Howes et al., 1993; Kihlstrom
& Harackiewicz, 1982; Mullen, 1994; Saunders &
Norcross, 1988). The more negative nature of the
emotions of the children in the present study could
have been because they were primed to talk about
negative events. After all, they had recently suf-
fered an injury serious enough to require hospital
ER treatment, and they had just been interviewed
about it. As a consequence, the memories they
retrieved may have been more likely to be nega-
tive. However, this would not explain why the
unbalance between negatively and positively
valenced memories is so great only for older
children. The youngest children were more even in
their recall of negative vs positive emotional
events. Nevertheless, like others, we found that it is
a minority of memories that are negative.

Contrary to some previous studies which found
that females had earlier first memories (e.g.,
Mullen, 1994), there was no significant gender
difference in the age of earliest memory in the
present study. However, the literature on gender
differences in the age at time of earliest memory
offers mixed results. For instance, MacDonald et
al. (2000) found that Asian females recounted
much later earliest memories than did Asian
males. The lack of gender differences may also be
related to the greater gender balance in parenting
among Canadian parents and a historical trend for
fathers to spend increasing time interacting with
their children (Gauthier, Smeeding, & Fursten-
berg, 2001). Greater gender balance in parenting
may well be reflected in less gender differentiation
in how parents interact with boys vs girls. There-
fore, it is not altogether surprising that neither
gender had significantly earlier first memories in
the current study.

There was, however, a tendency for girls to
have more emotion-laden first memories than
boys. This finding is in the same direction as pre-
vious research which suggests that females’ early
memories are often more emotionally charged
than are those of males (e.g., Davis, 1999) and
more negative than are those of males (e.g.,
Mullen, 1994; Schwartz, 1984). It may well be that
if we had explicitly asked about the emotions
attached to the children’s memories, this finding
may have been more robust. The tendency
towards negative affect in girls’ early memories is
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consistent with the topic of trauma being recalled
more by them, whereas boys were more likely to
recall play events.

Of course, one of the most important aspects of
the current study is the inclusion of an accuracy
measure. Most of the reported memories included
in this study were confirmed by the participants’
parents. In addition, parents’ age estimates were
used for the great majority of the recollections
analysed. However, the accuracy data must be
viewed with some caution. Although most of the
memories were confirmed by participants’ parents,
the parents were not asked to confirm every detail
of the participants’ recollections. Furthermore, the
parents’ memories are undoubtedly not perfect
either, since forgetting over time is relevant for
them too. In addition, some of the participants’
memories occurred when the parent was not pre-
sent, so there was not even an opportunity for
parental confirmation. Therefore, although par-
ental confirmation is probably a good measure of
memory accuracy, it is certainly not perfect.
Nevertheless, the majority of the children’s earliest
memories seemed to be accurate. This is in keeping
with other research that has asked for parental
confirmation of early memories. Eacott and
Crawley (1998, 1999), for example, asked adults to
recall the events surrounding the birth of a sibling
that took place when they were under 3 years of
age, and found that mothers confirmed most of the
details recalled. However, sibling births are a
highly salient event that may well be talked about
over the years; in contrast, many of the early
recollections of children in the present study were
not the stuff of family stories and, according to
parents, had never been talked about except per-
haps at the time, in the same way as one talks about
most events. Nevertheless, parents confirmed the
children’s recollections as mostly accurate.

Overall, then, an assessment of children’s ear-
liest memories fills an important gap; it also dee-
pens the mystery of childhood amnesia. The
earliest memories of children are surprisingly
similar to those of adults, in spite of some of the
children’s quite different developmental level and
their being much closer in time to the events being
recalled. Although preschoolers demonstrate
robust long-term verbally accessible memory
about events of very early childhood, these events
clearly become shrouded by time. What remain to
become their earliest memories are strikingly like
those of adults, including a similarity in the age of
their earliest memory for children who are at least
10 years of age.

But children who are between 6 and 9 years old
have earliest memories that date from a younger
age. Thus, they clearly have long-term verbal
recall of events that occurred a number of years
earlier in their lives. What happens to these early
memories of younger children? Why does the age
of earliest memory increase for them as they get
older, while it does not increase for older chil-
dren? Future research could profitably be more
fine-grained in terms of children’s ages. Specifi-
cally, our youngest group included -children
between 6 and 9 years of age, thus spanning 4
years. It may well be that combining children of
these disparate ages disguised developmental
changes that were taking place but could not be
picked up with such a broad age brush. Further-
more, more detailed study of early memories of
children in this age range may shed light on the
disappearance of these early memories.

Overall, then, this report adds to the paradox
described earlier—children are able to verbally
retrieve memories from a period of their lives to
which they later have little or no verbal access.
Thus, explanations of the typically found age for
the offset of infantile amnesia that are based on
cognitive shortcomings or the inability to code
events in language are not tenable, since our
youngest children have verbally accessible mem-
ories from as long ago as 7 years in their past,
memories that they are unlikely to recall when
they get older.

The social interaction hypothesis emphasises
parent—child memory talk as a crucial contributor
to children’s learning how and what to remember
(Fivush, 1994; Nelson, 1992, 1993). Narrative
researchers also focus on memory talk, and they
have documented substantial changes in chil-
dren’s narrative skills over the preschool years
(Eisenberg, 1985; Fivush et al., 1995; McCabe &
Peterson, 1991; Peterson & McCabe, 1983, 1994).
These changes include dramatic decreases in
children’s dependence on adult scaffolding of
what to say and how to say it during auto-
biographical storytelling, accompanied by increa-
ses in independent contributions to parent—child
memory conversations. The largest changes are
taking place during the time period identified as
central to changes in childhood amnesia, and the
increasing narrative skill of preschoolers may well
be related to the increased access to auto-
biographical memories that marks the end of the
childhood amnesia period. If, as social interaction
theorists predict, elaborative parent—child mem-
ory talk is an important factor contributing to the



end of childhood amnesia, then it would be
informative to trace the earliest memories of
children who had varied in their participation in
such elaborative narrative discourse as young
children. One might predict that children who had
elaborative and frequent parent—child conversa-
tions about past experiences would, several years
later, have earliest memories that dated from a
younger point in time. Such research remains to
be done.

However, this study cannot be construed as
providing explicit supportive evidence for the
social interaction hypothesis. It is striking how
many of the children’s earliest memories were not
the stuff of elaborated family stories or about
events of which there were photo or video
reminders. Sometimes these memories did not
seem likely to be the stuff of any parent—child
discourse at all. So even if social interaction plays
a role, it must be only a general one. It does not
seem likely that children are learning specifically
what to remember during parent—child memory
talk; rather, it may be just a tendency to verbally
code and remember events which is encouraged
by frequent and elaborative parent—child memory
talk.

This study also does not provide explicit sup-
port for the role of a child’s self-concept devel-
opment (Howe & Courage, 1993, 1997). In that
theoretical perspective, children must first
develop a concept of self, to which self-related
memories can be attached. Typical measures of
this achievement suggest that a basic concept of
self is attained around 18 months of age, although
a more psychological sense of self develops later
(Welch-Ross, 1995). But this theory cannot
account for why children have long-term verbal
memories for some early autobiographical
experiences that then systematically disappear, as
they must do if the age of earliest memory changes
as children get older.

In summary, the youngest children in our
sample—those between 6 and 9 years of age—had
earliest memories that dated from a younger age
than those of older children. Other than differ-
ences in the child’s age at the time of their earliest
memories, these memories from children across a
wide age range are remarkably similar to the
earliest memories of adults. Although younger
children tended to have less affect-laden mem-
ories, in general the nature of their memories, the
structure of their recall, and the social orientation
of their memories were similar across childhood.
Likewise, boys’ and girls’ earliest memories were
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more similar than dissimilar, except that boys
tended to recall more early events that were
associated with play. Future research should
extend this research cross-culturally as well as to
groups of children with different parent—child
interactive histories within a single culture.
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APPENDIX
SCORING OF EARLIEST MEMORIES

Structure

e Plotted Story. There is a causal and temporal relationship
between stated events, e.g., “I was climbing a tree and I slipped
and fell on the ground. Then Uncle Bruce picked me up and
carried me inside.”

o Moment-in-Time. Description of many aspects of one iso-
lated episode, e.g., ‘I remember sitting on my back deck with
four friends and I was wearing my Mickey Mouse t-shirt and we
were singing ‘I scream, you scream, we all scream for ice
cream!””’

® Repeated Event. Description of a type of event that occurred
repeatedly, e.g., “On the couch, I used to sit on my Dad’s
shoulders with my legs hanging down while we watched tele-
vision.”

Affect

e Positive. This could be explicit, as evidenced by the partici-
pant’s use of the following words/phrases (or their syno-
nyms): happy, excited, laughed, giggled, proud, warm &
proud, safe, “cool”, “had fun”, crying (tears of joy), relieved,
“high” feeling (not drug related), “looking forward to”, or
“hugging & kissing.” In addition, clearly implied positive
affect even without explicit positive emotion descriptors was
included, such as winning a big prize.

e Negative. This could be explicit, as evidenced by the parti-
cipant’s use of the following words/phrases (or their syno-
nyms): cry, sad, afraid, scared, frightened, terrified, lonely,
mad, angry, guilty, pain, devastated, hate(d), traumatic,
panicked, nerve-wracking, “hardest thing to do”, “almost
fainted”, “had to calm down”, embarrassed, ‘“‘almost died”,
hysterical, weary, ““in a slump”’, or bored. In addition, clearly
implied negative affect even without explicit negative emo-
tion descriptors was included, such as remembering breaking
a leg or getting stung by a bee.

e Neutral. No positive or negative emotion was indicated.

Type of experience

e Trauma. A shock, bodily injury, illness, or a painful emo-
tional experience, e.g., ‘I was bitten by a dog.” These trau-
mas could be physical or emotional.

e Transition. A passage from one stage to another, e.g., first
day of kindergarten or a third birthday.

e Play. These were descriptions of play sessions, or events that
occurred during play.

e Other. These included any other miscellaneous content.

Social orientation

e [ndividual orientation. The memory exclusively concerned
the self, or if other people were mentioned, the memory
focused on the self’s experience, role, or feelings.

e Group orientation. The memory was about collective activ-
ities of the family, of friends, or the school.



