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Everyone Knows Memory Fails as
You Age. But Everyone Is Wrong.

Even 20-year-olds forget the simplest things.

By Daniel J. Levitin
Dr. Levitin is a neuroscientist.

I'm 62 years old as I write this. Like many of my friends, I forget names that I used to be
able to conjure up effortlessly. When packing my suitcase for a trip, I walk to the hall
closet and by the time I get there, I don’t remember what I came for.

And yet my long-term memories are fully intact. I remember the names of my third-
grade classmates, the first record album I bought, my wedding day.

This is widely understood to be a classic problem of aging. But as a neuroscientist, I
know that the problem is not necessarily age-related.

Short-term memory contains the contents of your thoughts right now, including what
you intend to do in the next few seconds. It’s doing some mental arithmetic, thinking
about what you’ll say next in a conversation or walking to the hall closet with the
intention of getting a pair of gloves.

Short-term memory is easily disturbed or disrupted. It depends on your actively paying
attention to the items that are in the “next thing to do” file in your mind. You do this by
thinking about them, perhaps repeating them over and over again (“I'm going to the
closet to get gloves”). But any distraction — a new thought, someone asking you a
question, the telephone ringing — can disrupt short-term memory. Our ability to
automatically restore the contents of the short-term memory declines slightly with every
decade after 30.

But age is not the major factor so commonly assumed. I've been teaching
undergraduates for my entire career and I can attest that even 20-year-olds make short-
term memory errors — loads of them. They walk into the wrong classroom; they show
up to exams without the requisite No. 2 pencil; they forget something I just said two
minutes before. These are similar to the kinds of things 70-year-olds do.

The relevant difference is not age but rather how we describe these events, the stories
we tell ourselves about them. Twenty-year-olds don’t think, “Oh dear, this must be
early-onset Alzheimer’s.” They think, “I've got a lot on my plate right now” or “I really
need to get more than four hours of sleep.” The 70-year-old observes these same events
and worries about her brain health. This is not to say that Alzheimer’s- and dementia-
related memory impairments are fiction — they are very real — but every lapse of short-
term memory doesn’t necessarily indicate a biological disorder.

In the absence of brain disease, even the oldest older adults show little or no cognitive or
memory decline beyond age 85 and 90, as shown in a 2018 study. Memory impairment
is not inevitable.


https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29114732

Some aspects of memory actually get better as we age. For instance, our ability to extract
patterns, regularities and to make accurate predictions improves over time because
we’ve had more experience. (This is why computers need to be shown tens of thousands
of pictures of traffic lights or cats in order to be able to recognize them). If you're going
to get an X-ray, you want a 70-year-old radiologist reading it, not a 30-year-old one.

So how do we account for our subjective experience that older adults seem to fumble
with words and names? First, there is a generalized cognitive slowing with age — but
given a little more time, older adults perform just fine.

Second, older adults have to search through more memories than do younger adults to
find the fact or piece of information they’re looking for. Your brain becomes crowded
with memories and information. It’s not that you can’t remember — you can — it’s just
that there is so much more information to sort through. A 2014 study found that this
“crowdedness” effect also shows up in computer simulations of human memory
systems.

Recently, I found myself in an office elevator in which all the buttons had been pushed
— even though there were only three of us in the elevator. As the elevator dutifully
stopped on every floor, one of the people standing next to me said, “Looks like some kid
pressed all the buttons.” We all laughed. I thought for a moment and offered, “I was that
kid about 50 years ago,” and we all laughed again. And then I thought: My memories of
being 10 years old are clearer than my memories of 10 days ago. Shouldn’t that seem
odd?

But in the warm, familiar privacy of my own mind, it didn’t seem odd at all: I am that
same person. I don’t feel 50 years older. I can see the world through the eyes of that
mischievous 10-year-old. I can remember when the taste of a Butterfinger candy bar was
the most delectable thing in the world. I can remember the first time I encountered the
grassy smell of a spring meadow. Such things were novel and exciting back then, and my
sensory receptors were tuned to make new events seem both important and vivid.

I can still eat a Butterfinger and smell spring meadows, but the sensory experience has
dulled through repetition, familiarity and aging. And so I try to keep things novel and
exciting. My favorite chocolatier introduces new artisanal chocolates a few times a year

and I make a point to try them — and to savor them. I go to new parks and forests where
I'm more likely to encounter the smells of new grasses and trees, new animal musks.

When I find them, these things I remember for months and years, because they are new.
And experiencing new things is the best way to keep the mind young, pliable and
growing — into our 80s, 90s and beyond.
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Jokrtop JleBiTiH - HEBPOJIOT.

MeHi 62 poku, Ha MOMEHT SK 5 MUY 11e. 5K 1 OUIBIIICTh MOiX APY3iB, 5
3a0yBaro IMEHa sIK1 paHilie s MIT 3rajatu 0e3 ocoOmBuX 3yciib. Komu s
30uparo Bajizy B MOI3AKY, g Wy 70 madu y BITalbHI 1 32 Yac MOKH 5
JICTABCA TY/H, 51 BXKE HE MaM’ ATar0 3a YUM S BJIACHE ¥ IPUIIIIOB.

[ Bce-Taku MOi OaraTopiuHi Criorajy He 3pyiHyBaluch. S maM’staro iMeHa
MOIX CIIBYYHIB y TPETbOMY KJIaCl HABYAHHSI, EPIINI 3aMKC AIbOOMY SIKUM I

KYIIUB, MO€ BECLILJIS.

VYce 11e B IIUPOKOMY pO3yMiHHI KJIJaCUYHA MPOoOIeMa CTapiHHS. AJie K
HEBPOJIOT, s 3HAIO 1110 111 MpobJieMa He 000B’I3KOBO MOB’ si3aHa 3 BIKOM.
KopoTtkoTpuBasna nam’siTb MICTUTh B CO01 3MICT BalllMX JYMOK Ha JaHUN
MOMEHT, BKJIFOYAIOUHU T€, 1110 BU IJIAHYETE 3pOOMTH B HANOIMKY1 KIJIbKa
cexyH. Lle meBHa MeHTanbHA apudMeTHKa, TyMaTH PO Te, 110 BU TUIAHYETE
CKa3aTH HACTYITHUM B PO3MOBI , a00 K MPOryJIsiHKa /10 Iadu y BiTaabHI 3

HaMIpOM B3SITH TIapy PYKaBHIIb.

KopoTkoTpuBany mnam’sth JIeTKo opymuTH. e 3anexxuTs BiJ1 Baioi
AKTUBHOCTI 3BEpTATH yBary Ha MPeIMETH 10 € «HACTYIMHOI PIuvIo Ky
noTpiOHO 3poOUTHY y Ballii rojioBl. Bu pobure 11e 3aBAsSKH TOMY, 1110
JyMa€eTe PO 11e, MOKIIMBO, TTOBTOPIOIOYH 1X 3HOBY 1 3HOBY («S 30uparoch
MIIIATH 10 madu mo0 B3ITH PYKABHUIII).

AJie OWHO BU BiABOJIIKJIMCEH- HOBA TyMKa, XTOCh 33/1aCTh BaM MTUTaHHS,

TenedOHHUMN 3BIHOK- K YK€ MOPYIITUIN KOPOTKOTpUBAy mam’ siTh. Hara



3/IaTHICTh aBTOMATHUYHO BIJHOBIIFOBATH 3MICT KOPOTKOTPUBAJIOL ITaM’sITi

TPOXH 3HUKYETHCS KOXKHI IECATh POKIB MICIS TPUILISATH.

3a3BHYail BIKk BBXKAE€THCS TOJIOBHUM (PaKTOPOM, ajie HaCIpaB/i BCE MO~
1HIIOMY. $I BUMB CTYZCHTIB Ha MPOTS31 YCI€T MO€ET Kap €pH 1 1 MOXKY
3aCBIIYUTH 1110 KOPOTKOTPUBAJA MaM’ATh M1JBOJUTH HABITh
JNBAALSATUPIYHUX, OUIBIIICTD 3 HUX. BOHU 3aX0/sTh B 1HIII, HEBIPHI KJIACH;
BOHHU MPUXOJISTH 3aBATH €K3aMEHHU 0€3 HEOOX1JHUX iM peueii; BOHU
3a0yBalOTh HABITh TE, IO I CKA3aB JIBl XBUJIMHUA TOMY. Y Ci Il BUIIAJKU

NOA1I0HI 10 THX, SIKI TPAIUISIFOTHCS Y CIMJIECSITUPIYHHUX.

BianoBiiHO, pi3HUIICIO € HE CaM BiK, a SIK MU OIMCYEMO 111 BUITAIKH, 1CTOPIi
K1 MU PO3Ka3yeMO co01 Ipo HUX. J(BaausTUpiuHi HE TymMaroTh: «OX
JIOPOTEHbKI, 11€ OBUHEH OyTH MOYaTOK HACTaHHS XBOPOOU AJbIreiiMepa.»
Bonu gymarots: «I1lock 3aHaTO BCHOT0O HA MOiM Tapui», ado: «MeHi
crpaB/i MOTPiOHO OLNIBIII YUM YOTUPHU TOJMHU CHY.» CIMIECITUPIUHI
CITOCTEpPITaoTh 111 caMi BUMAAKHU 1 TYPOYHOTHCS TIPO 3710pOB sl IXHHOTO MO3KY.
[le He roBOpUTH Te 110 XBOpoOa AJblreiiMepa 1 JeMeHIIis, OB’ A3aHa 3
MOPYIIECHHSIM I1aM’sITi 1€ (paHTACTUKA, YCe 1€ PeabHO, ITPOTE 1€ 1IE HE
000B’A3KOBO 3HAUUTD, 110 OYAb-SIKUI MPOMINKOK Y KOPOTKOTPUBAJII

nam’sTi- 11e y>ke 010JI0T1UHUN po3a.

3a BIZICYTHOCT1 XBOPOOU MO3KY, HaBITh Y HAMCTAPIIIKX JITHIX TIOPOCTUX
JIIOJICH CIIOCTEPITaEThCs HE3HAYHE, YA HE TICUX1YHE, 3HKEHHS 1Mam ST 3a
BiKOM BiJ 85 110 90 pokiB, siK MOKa3aHo y gociimxenHl 2018 poky.

[ToripimieHHst mam’siTi HEMUHYYE.



HacmpaBni, iesiki acrekTH MoKpaniyroThes 3 BikoM. Hampuknaz, nama
3/IaTHICTh BUTATYBATH Bi3€PYHKH, 3aKOHOMIPHOCTI 1 pOOUTH TOYH1 MMPOTHO3U
MOKPAITYIOTHCS 3 9acOM, TOMY III0 MU OTpUMY€EMO Oiitbiiie JocBiay. (Och
YoMy Ha KOMIT FOTep1 MOTP10HO MOKA3aTH JECATKU TUCTY (oTorpadiii
CBITI0()OPIB UM KOTIB, OO MATH 3MOTY PO3MI3HATH iX). SIKIIO BY TJIAHYETE
3pOOUTH PEHTTEH, BU X04eTe 1100 11e poOuB 70-piuHUI PEHTTEHOJIOT, a HE

30-piuHuUi.

OT1xe, IK MU MOSICHIOEMO Halll Cy0’€KTUBHUI JOCBII, 110 3JIA€THCSI, CTapIII
JITHI JIFOJM METYIIAThCs 31 ciioBamu Ta iMeHamu? [lo-niepiiie, icHye
y3arajjbHEHE TICUXIYHE YIOBUILHEHHS 3 BIKOM, ajie, SIKIIO JaTH TPIIIKH

O1IbIIIe Yacy, JIITHI JIFOJIM MTOKaXXYTh HEMOTaHUN Pe3yJIbTar.

[To-apyre, Mr0M y Billl 3MYIIIEH]I KOMOMIUTUCS Y OUIBIINX 00’ €Max CIOTa/iB,
HIK MOJIO/I1 OCOOMHM, 11100 3HANTHU AKUUCH (haKT YM KJIANOTh 1HGOpMaIlli sKy
BOHM IIIyKalOTh. Balr MO30K MounHae NEepEeHAOBHIOBATHCH YCI€IO TIEIO
iH(dopmartiero Ta cioragamu. L{e He Te 110 BU HE MOXKETE 3rajaT, BU
MOJKETE, 11€ MPOCTO Yy BalllOMy MO3KY Ha/I3BUYaiiHO Oarato iH@opMaiiii oo
po3kiacTy Bce mo Mictsam. Jlocmipkenas 2014 poky BUSBUIIO, 110 OCh LIEH
e(heKT «IepEeHANOBHEHOCT1» TAKOXK BUSIBJISIETHCS B KOMITIOTEPHOMY

MOJIEJIFOBAHH] CUCTEM I1aM'AT1 JIFOUHU.

HemonaBHo, st oMUHUBCS y JT1(PT1 y SIKOMY BC1 KHOIIKHA OYJIM HATUCHYTI, X04
Hac y JidTi Oymo aumie Tpoe. Tak sk midT 3ynuHSABCS HA KO)KHOMY TTOBEPC,

OJIHA JIFOJIUHA, IO CTOsJIa TOPYY 31 MHOIO cKa3ana: «Burmisgae HaueOTo



SKECh MaJie JTUTS HATUCHYJIO YC1 MOXJIMB1 KHOMKH.» MU Bci 3acMisIUCh. S
MOPUHYB y TYMKHU Ha XBUJIbKY 1 TIPOMOBHB: «5] OyB TaKUM XK JUTSIM
OykBanbHO 50 pokiB TOMY.» Mu 3HOBY Bci 3acMisuiuchk. Toil s 3ayMaBcs:
Moi cnioranu sikum yxe 10 pokiB OUTbII SBHI, Hi>XK MO1 crioraau 10 qHiB

Tomy. Xi0a 11e He TOBUHHO 3/1aBATUCh JTUBHHUM?

AJie B AICHOCTI MOT'O pO3yMy, 1I€ B3araji He BUTJIAIa€ JUBHUM: S Taka  cama
ocobucTicth. S He BiguyBato cede crapimium Ha S0 pokiB. S MOXy
CIIOIJISIIATH Ha CBIT Kp13b 04l TOr0 MajieHbKoro 10-piyHoro OemkeTyHa. S
naMm’siTar0, KOJIM CMaK IYKEPKH Y BUTJISAL METENNKa OyB Haluy 10BIILIOIO
pl4y4Io0 y BChbOMY CBITI. Sl mam’srtaro, SiK sl BOEpILE 3ITKHYBCS 13 3a1axoM
TpaBH y BECHSIHOMY Jy31. To/il Taki peyi Oyjau HEMMOBIPHUMU Ta
BpakarouuMu. Moi CeHCOpHI perenTopu Oy/Iu HaJlalllTOBaH1 CIIpUMAaTH HOBI

BHUITAJIK! SIK 1 BAXKJIMBUMU, TaK 1 HACUUYECHUMH.

51 Bce 1m1e MOXKYy CMaKyBaTH I[yKEPKH 1 BIIUyBaTH 3allaX BECHIHUX JIYT1B, ajie
JIOCB1JT MO€1 CEHCOPHOI CUCTEMHU B1JIOYBCS 3HOBY 1 BUSIBUBCS YK€ 3HAHOMUM,
IUTIOC TIPOILIeC CTapiHHs. S Hamararoch 1100 11l BUNIAJKU OyJv JjIsl MEHE BCe
1€ HEMMOBIPHUMU Ta BpaxkarounMu. Miil ynro01eHui BUpOOHUK IIIOKOJIA Ty
BUITYCKAa€ HOB1 peMICHUYI IIOKOJIaHI IlyKEPKHU Mapy pa3 Ha PiK 1 5
HaMararoch iX CpoOyBaTH Ta MOCMAaKyBaTH HUMU. S MPOTYIIIOIOCH Y HOBUX
napKax Ta Jiicax Jie HalOUIbII BIpOT1AHO S MOXY 3yCTPITHUCH 13 3aI1aXoM

HEB1JIOMUX MEHI TpaBU Ta JEPEB, TBAPUHHUX MYCKIB.

Konu s Brepiie 31TKHYBCS 3 M, S 3alaM sITaB 1€ Ha BIKU-BIYHI, TOMY IO
9 9

11e Bce Oysi0 HOBUM JTsi MeHe. MaJsio 4u He Hallkpaluil crocio BiIKpUBaTH



11 ce0e HOB1 pedi 1 3aBISKU IbOMY 30epiraTi po3yM MOJIOUM, THYUYKUM 1

JaBaTH MOXJIMBICTH lOMY Mi3HABAaTH, HaBITh y Bamux 80-Tux, 90-TUX 1 gai.



