Memory
What is the longest period of time that an individual can remember events?

The concept of how far back an individual can remember events is tied to the functioning of long-term
memory, particularly episodic memory (memories of personal experiences and events).!

Here's a breakdown of what current research suggests:

1. Childhood Amnesia (Infantile Amnesia): Most adults cannot retrieve episodic memories from
before the age of 3 to 4 years old.? This phenomenon is called childhood or infantile amnesia. While
very young children (even infants) can form memories, these memories often don't persist into
adulthood.? The reasons for this are complex and thought to involve the incomplete development of
brain regions like the hippocampus (crucial for memory consolidation) in early childhood, as well as
the lack of language and a developed sense of self.*

2. Earliest Memories: Recent studies suggest that the average earliest memory people can reliably
recall is around 2.5 to 3.5 years of age. Some individuals may claim memories from even younger,
but these are often fragmented, "fictional" memories based on remembered snippets of experience or
stories told by others, rather than full episodic recall.

3. Long-Term Memory's Capacity: Once a memory is consolidated into long-term memory, it can
theoretically be stored for an indefinite period — for years, decades, or even a lifetime.> There's no
known "limit" to the capacity of long-term memory.°

4. Factors Affecting Retention: While memories can be stored for a very long time, the ability to
retrieve them can vary. Factors that influence how long a memory lasts and how well it can be
recalled include:

o Emotional Salience: Highly emotional events (positive or negative) tend to be remembered
more vividly and for longer.”

o Rehearsal/Retrieval: Memories that are accessed and recalled more frequently tend to be
strengthened.?

o Encoding Quality: How well a memory was initially formed (e.g., if you were attentive and
alert at the time) impacts its durability.

o Interference and Forgetting: Over time, new information or lack of retrieval can lead to
memory fading or difficulty in access.’

o Brain Health and Aging: Cognitive decline or brain injuries can affect memory retrieval.'®

In essence, while humans can store memories for their entire lives, the earliest period from which
individuals can genuinely remember specific, coherent events typically does not extend beyond early
childhood (around age 2.5-4 years old).!" Beyond that, memories can theoretically last for a lifetime, though
their clarity and ease of retrieval may change.
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