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Prospective and Retrospective Memory Failures in Persons with
Memory Complaints: A Questionnaire Study

Eunhee Byun, Ph.D., Kwang-Ki Kim, M.D., Ph.D.

Department of Neurology, Dogguk University International Hospital, Goyang, Korea

Background: Earlier memory work has suggested that elderly people are especially vulnera-
ble to self-initiated retrieval. The differences between prospective memory (PM) and retrospec-
tive memory (RM) were predicted based on the assumption that PM retrieval relies heavily on
self-initiated retrieval. The main purposes of this study were 1) to compare the participants’ sub-
jective frequencies of PM and RM failures and 2) to compare PM and RM failures of the partici-
pants and their caregivers. In addition, the relations between the Korean version of Mini-Mental
State Examination (K-MMSE), Global Deterioration Scale (GDS), and failures in PM and RM were
examined. Method: One hundred and fifty five participants responded. All participants and some
of their caregivers answered the 16-item questionnaire. The questions came from 8 categories
reflecting different aspects of memory: type (prospective vs. retrospective), duration (short-term
vs. long-term), and cueing (self-cued vs. environmentally-cued). They also answered questions
on the degree of discomfort caused by the participants’ memory failures and the most distress-
ful memory failure. K-MMSE and GDS were administered only to participants. Results: More PM
than RM failures were reported by the participants. The participants reported more memory failures
than their caregivers when they performed PM tasks, and when there were no environmental cues.
In addition, both K-MMSE and GDS scores were significantly correlated with PM and RM failures.
The participants were more frustrated by their memory failures than their caregivers, and both the
participants and their caregivers were more frustrated by PM failures than RM failures. Conclusions:
These results suggest that PM failure is at least as frequent as RM failure and causes more dis-
comfort. Thus the reports of subjective memory failure from both participants and their caregivers
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should be given more importance in the diagnosis of memory impairment.

Key Words: Prospective memory, Retrospective memory, Subjective frequency of memory failure
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Table 1. Basic demographic information of hospital- and com-
munity-based participants

Hospital- Community-
based based p value*

Participants Participants
Number (male/female) 121 (59/61) 34 (18/16)
Age (yr) 66.30+11.2  71.76+55 0.005
Education (yr) 7.41+£55 11.75+£40 <0.001
K-MMSE score 24.11£56 26.21+4.1 0.04
GDS score 337+10 34108 0.96

*pvalue by t-test.
K-MMSE, Korean version of Mini-Mental State Examination; GDS, Glob-
al Deterioration Scale.
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Table 2. Mean subjective frequencies of memory failure of par-
ticipants and caregivers as a function of memory type and cue

PS PE RS RE
All participants 264+10 25411 271£10 213+09
(n=155)
Participantswho ~ 256+09 236+10 255+09 1.99+0.8
had caregivers’
questionnaire
(n=50)

Caregivers (n=50) 22009 214+09 222+09 205+09

PS, Prospective memory and Self-initiated cue; PE, Prospective memo-
ry and Environmental cue; RS, Retrospective memory and Self-initiated
cue; RE, Retrospective memory and Environmental cue.
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Fig. 1. Mean subjective frequencies of memory failure of participants
as a function of memory type and cue. The participants showed
no difference between self-cued and environmentally-cued con-
ditions during PM, while they showed difference between the two
cue conditions during RM.

PM, Prospective Memory; RM, Retrospective Memory; FQ, Frequen-
cy; Self, Self-Cued; Env, Environmentally Cued.
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Fig. 2. Mean subjective frequencies of memory failure of partici-
pants and caregivers as a function of memory type. The partici-
pants showed difference between PM and RM, whereas their care-
givers showed no difference.

P-C Pair, Participant-Caregiver Pair; FQ, Frequency; PM, Prospec-
tive Memory; RM, Retrospective Memory.
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Fig. 3. Mean subjective frequencies of memory failure of partici-
pants and caregivers as a function of cue. The participants report-
ed difference between self-cued and environmentally-cued con-
ditions, whereas their caregivers showed no difference.
P-C Pair, Participant-Caregiver Pair; FQ, Frequency; Self, Self-Cued;
Env, Environmentally Cued.
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Table 3. Correlation between K-MMSE & PM, K-MMSE & RM,
GDS & PM, and GDS & PM of Participants and Caregivers

K-MMSE & K-MMSE &  GDS & GDS &

PM RM PM RM
Al participants -0.38' -0.38' 0.49' 0.52'
(n=155)
Participants who -0.30* -0.23 0.42' 0.38'
had caregivers’
questionnaire
(n=50)
Caregivers (n=50) -0.44" -0.32* 0.58' 0.52

*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

'Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

K-MMSE, Korean version of Mini-Mental State Examination; GDS, Glob-
al Deterioration Scale; PM, Prospective Memory; RM, Retrospective
Memory.
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