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Abstract
The Autobiographical Interview, a method for evaluating detailed memory of real-world events, reliably detects differences 
in episodic specificity at retrieval between young and older adults in the laboratory. Whether this age-associated reduction 
in episodic specificity for autobiographical event retrieval is present outside of the laboratory remains poorly understood. 
We used a videoconference format to administer the Autobiographical Interview to cognitively unimpaired older adults 
(N = 49, M = 69.5, SD = 5.94) and young adults (N = 54, M = 22.5, SD = 4.19) who were in their homes at the time of retrieval. 
Relative to young adults, older adults showed reduced episodic specificity in their home environment, as reflected by fewer 
episodic or “internal” details (t (101) = 3.23, p = 0.009) and more “external” details (i.e., semantic, language-based details) 
(t (101) = 3.60, p = 0.003). These findings, along with detail subtype profiles in the narratives, bolster the ecological valid-
ity of the Autobiographical Interview and add promise to the use of virtual cognitive testing to improve the accessibility, 
participant diversity, scalability, and ecological validity of memory research.

Introduction

Decades of cognitive aging research have established that 
young and older adults differ in the way they narrate auto-
biographical events (Frankenberg et  al., 2022; Grilli & 
Sheldon, 2022; Levine et al., 2002; Rubin & Schulkind, 
1997; St. Jacques & Levine, 2007). One notable difference 
is in the specificity with which autobiographical events 
are orally retold, with younger adults tending to provide 
more event-specific detail relative to older adults, and older 
adults often providing more background (e.g., semantic), 

meaning-based information (Levine et al., 2002; Simpson 
et al., 2023; St. Jacques & Levine, 2007). This difference in 
“autobiographical episodic specificity” is thought to reflect 
typical age-related changes in brain structure and function, 
as well as normal cognitive and motivational shifts in older 
age (Adams et al., 1997; Addis et al., 2011; Ford et al., 2014; 
Grilli & Sheldon, 2022; Piolino et al., 2010). However, pro-
nounced reductions in autobiographical episodic specificity 
are also associated with disease-related brain aging, includ-
ing mild cognitive impairment and dementia from Alzhei-
mer’s disease (Addis et al., 2009; Andrews-Hanna et al., 
2019; Irish et al., 2011; Murphy et al., 2008). Reduced auto-
biographical episodic specificity, therefore, is a cognitive 
feature associated with both typical and atypical older age, 
albeit likely for distinct reasons.

Autobiographical episodic specificity and its age-asso-
ciated reduction are commonly experimentally assessed 
with the well-known Autobiographical Interview (Levine 
et al., 2002; Simpson et al., 2023). In the Autobiographical 
Interview, specific details are characterized as “internal” and 
include references to the episodic or unique features of the 
event. These are contrasted with “external” details, which 
capture knowledge that typically provides a background 
story, along with other language features (e.g., editorializing, 
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repetitions of information). Although the Autobiographi-
cal Interview has undergone several experimental adap-
tions (e.g., different types of cueing, emotional content of 
memories, past or future in autobiographical orientation), 
a consistent finding across tasks is that older adults tend to 
provide less internal detail relative to young adults, whereas 
external detail is either statistically equivalent or elevated 
with older age, which is considered a classic profile of 
reduced autobiographical episodic specificity (Acevedo-
Molina et al., 2020a, 2020b; Addis et al., 2010; Levine et al., 
2002; Madore et al., 2014; Peters & Sheldon, 2020; Wank 
et al., 2021). A recent meta-analysis including 21 studies 
comparing young to healthy older adults found large, statis-
tically significant effects for both an age-associated reduc-
tion in internal detail (Hedges’ g = 1.007) and an inflation in 
external detail (Hedges’ g = − 0.799) (Simpson et al., 2023).

The Autobiographical Interview is traditionally con-
ducted in the laboratory. This means that researchers, when 
drawing conclusions about the broader impact of reduced 
autobiographical episodic specificity among older adults, 
have largely assumed that the Autobiographical Interview 
translates from in the laboratory out into everyday life. A 
few recent studies, however, have assessed autobiographi-
cal memory retrieval in individuals who are at home or in 
another non-laboratory context, using computer and smart-
phone technology. This work has shown, for example, that 
individuals recruited through MTurk can report on their 
autobiographical memories in an unsupervised context, and 
they experience positive and negative memories similar to 
those in the laboratory (Gower et al., 2023a, 2023b). In addi-
tion, several studies have demonstrated that autobiographical 
memory training programs, developed in the laboratory and 
clinic, can be delivered virtually in a videoconference format 
(Jung et al., 2023; Martens et al., 2019a, 2019b; Martens 
et al., 2019a, 2019b). Beyond autobiographical memory, 
recent research has in fact shown that many cognitive tasks, 
despite the reduction in control and translation to a home 
environment, produce similar outcomes when administered 
by videoconference (Brearly et al., 2017; Marra et al., 2020).

Nonetheless, whether the age-associated difference 
in autobiographical episodic specificity is present when 
retrieval is assessed in the home environment remains 
unclear. However, if the Autobiographical Interview is a 
robust, ecologically valid task of reduced autobio

graphical episodic specificity, we might expect that an 
alteration of context from laboratory to home would have 
minimal impact on age-related outcomes. To this point, 
research has shown that some age-related differences in auto-
biographical memory persist when staged events outside of 
the laboratory are later retrieved in the laboratory, suggesting 
that autobiographical memories normally retrieved by young 
and older adults in the laboratory may not be not unusual 
in their relationship to memory organization and accuracy 

(Diamond & Levine, 2020; St. Jacques et al., 2015). How-
ever, there are theoretical reasons to suspect that retrieving 
autobiographical memories in the home environment might 
mitigate age-related differences in autobiographical episodic 
specificity. First, the shift from laboratory to home dramati-
cally alters the familiarity and self-relevance of cues that 
are available at retrieval for older adults. This is important 
because older adults may not self-initiate memory strategies 
as effectively as young adults, and therefore, an environment 
that is rich in familiar external cues may disproportionately 
benefit older adults’ autobiographical memory performance 
(Craik, 1983, 2022). In other words, age-related differences 
in episodic specificity may partly reflect that the laboratory 
is a depersonalized, cue-impoverished environment that 
places high demands on self-initiated internal strategies to 
recall autobiographical events in detail. The presence of per-
sonal, familiar cues of the home environment may reduce 
reliance on self-initiated internal strategies and ultimately 
close the gap in episodic specificity that divides older adults 
from young adults. Second, there is interest in the idea that 
the types of autobiographical memories that come to mind in 
a familiar environment might be starkly different from those 
generated in the more controlled, depersonalized context of 
the laboratory. That is, personal, familiar cues are thought 
to increase the accessibility of certain types of memories 
that are naturally more specific (e.g., involuntary memories) 
and less affected by normal cognitive aging (Berntsen, 1998; 
Schlagman et al., 2009). Relevant to translatability, a recent 
study, which used a smartphone application to unobtrusively 
record autobiographical memory sharing in daily conver-
sations, found that advanced age among older adults was 
not significantly related to a disproportionate drop in event-
specific detail, although older adults were not compared to 
young adults (Wank et al., 2020). Thus, there are theoretical 
and empirical reasons to wonder whether the home envi-
ronment may attenuate the reduction in autobiographical 
episodic specificity associated with older age—an outcome 
that could potentially place a boundary on the ecological 
validity of the laboratory-based Autobiographical Interview 
approach as a measure of cognitive aging.

To evaluate these potential outcomes, we used a vide-
oconference format to administer a virtual Autobiographical 
Interview to young and cognitively normal older adults in 
their homes. We hypothesized that if age-related outcomes 
of the Autobiographical Interview are not contingent on 
retrieval occurring in the laboratory, older adults would 
provide fewer internal details and a lower proportion of 
internal details (i.e., internal:total details) relative to young 
adults in the home environment. However, if older adults 
disproportionately benefit from the availability of personal 
cues of the home environment, as we might predict from 
self-initiated (Craik, 2022) and memory context theories of 
cognitive aging (Schlagman et al., 2009), conducting the 
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Autobiographical Interview in the home environment may 
not detect age-related differences in autobiographical epi-
sodic specificity.

Materials and methods

Participants

One hundred and three participants were included in the 
present study, including 54 younger (age range = 18–34) and 
49 older adults (age range = 61–83). The participants were 
recruited through online newspaper and newsletter advertise-
ments, as well as social media and a campus email listserv. 
Participant demographics are reported in Table 1. As can 
be seen in Table 1, older adults had achieved significantly 
higher levels of education overall, t (101) = 4.92, p < 0.001. 
Young and older adults did not significantly differ in their 
ratio of women to men, χ2 = 0.55, p = 0.46, and they were 
similar in being predominately White non-Hispanic accord-
ing to self-reported race and ethnicity. All participants were 
recruited, enrolled, and administered the following study 
procedures in compliance with the Institutional Review 
Board at the University of Arizona.

Table 1 Sample characteristics of young and older adults. 
Table 1 displays the demographic characteristics of young 
and older adults from the virtual Autobiographical Interview 
study.

Procedures

Neuropsychological testing. To be eligible for the present 
study, older adults were required to score within normal 
limits on a battery of neuropsychological tests. In line with 

our previous research (Acevedo-Molina et al., 2023; Grilli 
et al., 2018), older adults were comprehensively screened for 
abnormal age-related cognitive decline using a profile, actu-
arial approach (Bondi et al., 2014). Twenty-one participants 
completed neuropsychological testing in person before the 
COVID-19 pandemic began and were included in the study 
sample. The remaining participants completed neuropsycho-
logical testing on Zoom after the start of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Domains tested were memory (California Verbal 
Learning Test Second Edition, Long Delay Free Recall; Rey 
Complex Fig. Test) (Delis et al., 2016; Meyers & Meyers, 
1995), language (Boston Naming Test Total Score; Animal 
Fluency Total Correct) (Kaplan et al., 2001), and attention/
executive functioning (21 participants completed Trail Mak-
ing Test A&B in person (Reitan, 1955); the remaining par-
ticipants completed the Digit Span Forward Total Score and 
Digit Span Backward Total Score from the Wechsler Adult 
Intelligence Scale IV (Wechsler, 2012), which was better 
suited for the virtual format). Consistent with prior research 
(Bondi et al., 2014), two scores more than one standard devi-
ation below the age and education corrected mean in one 
domain or three scores across the three domains were used 
to screen out potential mild cognitive impairment.

Virtual Autobiographical Interview. We administered the 
standard free recall and general probe portion of the Auto-
biographical Interview (Levine et al., 2002). In this task, 
participants were asked to recall five memories from their 
lifespan. The first memory recall task was from early child-
hood (before age 11). The second and third memory recall 
tasks were from adolescence (11–17 years) and early adult-
hood (18–35 years). The fourth memory recall task for the 
older adult group was from middle adulthood (35–55 years), 
whereas the younger adult group was asked about another 
early adulthood memory. The fifth memory recall task, 
regardless of the participant’s age, was asked to recall a 
memory from within this past year. For each memory, par-
ticipants were instructed to select an event that occurred 
in less than 24 h. The standard instructions for the initial 
recall portion of the Autobiographical Interview were used. 
Although we included a general probe (i.e., can you tell me 
more?), we did not administer the additional cueing portion 
that can follow initial recall (i.e., when specific aspects of 
events are cued for more detail) because of concerns about 
the overall length of the Autobiographical Interview in a 
virtual environment. The sessions were recorded with the 
permission from the participants.

The memory narratives were scored using the standard 
Autobiographical Interview scoring manual (Levine et al., 
2002). That is, narratives were segmented into individual 
details, and each detail was scored as either internal to the 
event, meaning episodic (i.e., perceptual, time, place, event 
feature, and thought/emotion), or external to the event. 
External details include semantic knowledge, repetitions, 

Table 1   Participant characteristics

Demographics Young adults Older adults
(N = 54) (N = 49)

Age M (SD) 22.5 (4.19) 69.5 (5.94)
Education 15.3 years 18.5 years
Female N (%) 43 (80%) 36 (73%)
Male N (%) 11 (20%) 13 (27%)
Race N (%)
 Black or African American 1 (2%) 2 (4%)
 White 31 (57%) 47 (96%)
 Asian 7 (13%) 0 (0%)
 Native American 1 (2%) 0 (0%)
 Other 14 (26%) 0 (0%)

Ethnicity N (%)
 Hispanic or Latinx 13 (24%) 0 (0%)
 Non-Hispanic or Latinx 41 (76%) 49 (100%)
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meta-comments, and descriptions of secondary events. 
Each narrative was scored by two raters who were trained 
in the Autobiographical Interview. Each rater achieved high 
interrater reliability for internal and external details (i.e., 
ICC > 0.90) with expert scorers on a standard memory data-
set used for training. The two raters’ scores were averaged for 
each participant, creating a more reliable estimate of their use 
of detail types.

Statistical analyses

Consistent with laboratory-based research, we first examined 
whether there were significant age group differences in internal 
and external details gathered using the virtual Autobiographi-
cal Interview, using a two (group: young versus older) by two 
(detail type: internal versus external) mixed analysis of vari-
ance. We applied a square root transform to the detail data to 
improve data normality, and we used the Tukey correction on 
planned post hoc comparisons. To determine whether the mag-
nitudes of effects in the virtual Autobiographical Interview 
were similar to the findings of a recent meta-analysis (Simpson 
et al., 2023), we calculated Cohen’s d for age differences in 
the frequency of internal and external details, and we asked 
whether the 95% confidence interval for these effects spanned 
the Hedge’s g reported in Simpson and colleagues (Simpson 
et al., 2023). As is common among laboratory-based research, 
we followed up with an independent samples t-test of episodic 
specificity proportional scores (i.e., internal:total), which 
accounts for any subtle group variability in overall detail gen-
eration. We next examined whether a drop in episodic specific-
ity was similarly associated with older age when treated as a 
continuous variable among older adults. Finally, we examined 
the relative use of the internal and external detail subtypes. 
Here, we were interested in knowing whether, as is commonly 
found in the laboratory, event-related details would be the most 
common internal detail subtype and semantic details would 
be the most common external detail subtype, among both 
young and older adults. We were also interested in examining 
whether young and older adults significantly differed on select 
detail subtypes. To do so, we conducted separate two (group: 
young versus older) by four or five (detail subtype) analyses 
of variance on internal and external details, which again were 
done after the data were submitted to a square root transform. 
We used the Tukey correction on planned post hoc compari-
sons for the analysis of variance tests to follow.

Results

The mean internal and external details provided by each par-
ticipant are depicted in Fig. 1. Our two (group: young versus 
older) by two (detail: internal versus external) mixed analy-
sis of variance revealed a main effect of detail type such that, 

consistent with the task instructions, internal details were 
generated more than external details on the virtual Auto-
biographical Interview, F (1, 101) = 25.2, p < 0.001, partial 
η2 = 0.20. Although there was not a significant main effect 
of group (F (1, 101) = 0.14, p = 0.71, partial η2 = 0.001), 
there was a significant interaction between group and detail 
type (F (1, 101) = 33.6, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.25). Planned 
post hoc t-tests with the Tukey correction showed that, rela-
tive to young adults, older adults generated fewer internal 
details (t (101) = 3.23, p = 0.009) and more external details 
on the virtual Autobiographical Interview (t (101) = 3.60, 
p = 0.003). The 95% confidence interval for the Cohen’s d for 
the internal detail reduction (d = 0.64, 95% CI = 0.23–1.04) 
spanned the Hedge’s g values reported in Simpson and col-
leagues’ recent meta-analysis (Hedge’s g = 1.007) (Simpson 
et al., 2023), as did the Cohen’s d for the inflation in exter-
nal details (d = − 0.71, 95% CI = − 0.30 to − 1.12; Hedge’s 
g = − 0.799). We also found that whereas young adults 
generated more internal than external detail (t (101) = 7.84, 
p < 0.001), older adults did not significantly generate more 
internal than external detail (t (101) = 0.54, p = 0.95). Con-
sistent with the apparent shift in internal and external detail 
use in older age, when we examined episodic specificity 
proportional scores (i.e., internal:total), there was a signifi-
cant effect of group such that older adults had lower epi-
sodic specificity compared to young adults (t (101) = 6.00, 
p < 0.001, d = 1.18).

Figure 2 depicts the relationship between age and epi-
sodic specificity (i.e., internal:total) among the older adults 
(i.e., age 60+). Aligning with laboratory-based research, a 
bivariate Pearson correlation revealed a small-to-medium, 
significant linear relationship such that older age was asso-
ciated with a decrease in episodic specificity in the virtual 
Autobiographical Interview, r = − 0.342, p = 0.016. Given 
that the oldest older adult appeared to be an extreme case 
in the scatterplot, we reran the analyses as a Spearman 
correlation. This did not meaningfully change the results, 
rho = − 0.293, p = 0.041.

Figure 3 shows the average number of internal detail sub-
types (part A) and external detail subtypes (part B) used by 
young and older adults separately. For internal detail sub-
types, a 2 (group: young versus older) by 5 (detail subtype) 
analysis of variance revealed a significant effect of detail 
subtype, F(4, 404) = 566.44, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.85, 
and a significant interaction between detail subtype and 
age group, F(4, 404) = 4.76, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.05, in 
addition to the previously reported main effect of group, 
F(1, 101) = 11.2, p = 0.001, partial η2 = 0.10. Breaking 
down internal detail subtype use, as is commonly found in 
the laboratory-based version of the Autobiographical Inter-
view, event details were by far the most common internal 
detail subtype, t’s > 27.19, p’s < 0.001. Thought/emotion 
and perceptual detail subtypes were more common than 
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place and time details, t’s > 6,40, p’s < 0.001, and thought/
emotion and perceptual details did not significantly differ 
from each other, t = 1.98, p = 0.33. Finally, place and time 
details did not significantly differ from each other, t = 0.11, 
p = 1.00. Given that there was a significant interaction 
between detail subtype and age group, we next examined 
whether this general pattern held in each group separately. 
It largely did, although a few differences emerged. For 
older adults, event details were by far the most common 
subtype, t’s > 16.87, p’s < 0.001, as it was for young adults, 
t’s > 21.72, p’s < 0.001. Similarly, thought/emotion details 
were more common than place and time details among older 
adults, t’s > 6.96, p’s < 0.001, and young adults, t’s > 6.08, 
p’s < 0.001. There was a group difference in perceptual 
details. Whereas young adults generated more perceptual 
than place and time details, t’s > 6.63, p’s < 0.001, older 
adults did not significantly generate more perceptual than 
place or time details, t’s < 2.88, p’s > 0.12. As was the case 
in the cohort as a whole, place and time details did not sig-
nificantly differ in either young or older adults, t’s < 0.47, 
p’s = 1.00. One final group difference was in the relative use 
of thought/emotion and perceptual details. Whereas young 
adults did not significantly differ in the use of these two 

subtypes, t = 0.82, p = 1.00, older adults used more thought/
emotion than perceptual details, t = 3.38, p = 0.03. When we 
compared young and older adults on internal detail subtypes, 
we found that young adults only generated more perceptual 
details, t = 3.56, p = 0.02, with the age groups not signifi-
cantly differing on event details, t = 2.92, p = 0.11, place 
details, t = 2.14, p = 0.50, time details, t = 1.82, p = 0.72, or 
thought/emotion details, t = 0.56, p = 1.00.

For external details, a 2 (group: young versus older) by 
4 (detail subtype) analysis of variance revealed a significant 
effect of detail subtype, F(6, 606) = 93.1, p < 0.001, partial 
η2 = 0.48, and a significant interaction between detail subtype 
and age group, F(4, 404) = 10.3, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.09, 
in addition to the previously reported main effect of group, 
F(1, 101) = 20.0, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.17. Breaking down 
the external detail subtype use, as is commonly found in lab-
oratory-based Autobiographical Interviews, semantic details 
were by far the most used external detail subtype, t’s > 4.69, 
p’s < 0.001, followed by metacognitive statements, which 
were significantly more common than external events and 
repetitions, t’s > 7.17, p’s < 0.001. External events were sig-
nificantly more common than repetitions, t = 3.23, p = 0.009. 
Given the significant interaction between detail subtype and 

Fig. 1   Average internal and 
external details per memory in 
the virtual Autobiographical 
Interview. As shown here, on 
average older adults generated 
significantly fewer internal 
details and significantly more 
external details relative to 
young adults. Whereas young 
adults generated more internal 
than external detail, older adults 
did not. These results replicate 
what is commonly found with 
laboratory-based Autobio-
graphical Interviews. Although 
we square root transformed the 
data for statistical analysis, we 
are depicting raw averages for 
illustrative purposes and for bet-
ter comparison to prior work
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group, we next examined whether the detail pattern held in 
each group separately. Both groups used semantic details more 
than any other external detail subtype, t’s > 3.28, p’s < 0.03. 
Young adults used metacognitive statements more than 
external events and repetitions, t’s > 8.00, p’s < 0.001. Older 
adults used metacognitive statements more than repetitions, 
t = 10.65, p < 0.001, but not external events, t = 2.29, p = 0.31. 
In fact, older adults used external events more than repetitions, 
t = 6.34, p < 0.001, whereas young adults did not, t = 1.97, 
p = 0.51. When comparing young and older adults, we found 
that older adults generated significantly more external events 
relative to young adults, t = 6.19, p < 0.001. However, the 
groups did not significantly differ on the other external detail 
subtypes, t < 1.73, p > 0.67.

Discussion

According to laboratory-based research, differences in 
autobiographical episodic specificity are defining features 
of typical cognitive aging and are significantly impacted 
by age-related neurodegenerative diseases (Andrews-
Hanna et al., 2019; Levine et al., 2002; Simpson et al., 
2023). Assessing episodic specificity in the laboratory 
provides insight into not only everyday memory, but also 
a host of cognitive functions that rely on memory retrieval, 
including future thinking, decision-making, and creativ-
ity (Madore et  al., 2014; Schacter et  al., 2007, 2017). 
The COVID-19 Pandemic limited the administration of 

Fig. 2   Relationship between age 
and episodic specificity among 
older adults. As shown here, 
advanced age among cogni-
tively normal older adults was 
significantly associated with 
a drop in episodic specific-
ity, even after accounting for 
the extreme position of the 
oldest older adult, Pearson’s 
r = − 0.342, p = 0.016, Spear-
man’s rho = − 0.293, p = 0.041
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in-person cognitive tests, such as the Autobiographical 
Interview, restricting this branch of research and clini-
cal care. However, it provided an opportunity to evaluate 
age-related differences in autobiographical episodic speci-
ficity outside the laboratory and in a home environment, 
assessed by the virtual Autobiographical Interview.

In a relatively large study of autobiographical memory in 
young and cognitively unimpaired older adults, the present 
results replicated the typical, primary pattern of age-related 
differences found through laboratory administrations of the 
recall portion of the Autobiographical Interview (Simp-
son et al., 2023). Compared to young adults, cognitively 
normal older adults generated significantly fewer internal 
or episodic details and more external details. The mag-
nitude of these age-associated differences in internal and 
external details on the virtual Autobiographical Interview 
was medium-to-large and broadly consistent with what is 
commonly found with laboratory-based Autobiographical 
Interviews (Simpson et al., 2023). Consistent with in-person 
research, we also found that, among the older adults, there 
was an age-related reduction in the proportion of details that 
were internal. These findings suggest that, despite the pres-
ence of personal, familiar cues of the home testing environ-
ment, there is a reliable shift in the type of details provided 
by older adults to the lifetime period cueing approach taken 
in the recall portion of the Autobiographical Interview.

Additional aspects of the data speak to the translatability 
of the Autobiographical Interview from the laboratory to the 

home environment. As repeatedly found in the laboratory, 
internal details were far more common than external details 
among the young adults in this virtual recall version of the 
Autobiographical Interview. Comparing the current results 
to the recall period of the initial Autobiographical Interview 
study (Levine et al., 2002), we see that, in the present study, 
the average number of internal details (mean = 23.9) and 
external details (mean = 13.7) generated by young adults was 
consistent with what is generally found in standard, labora-
tory-administered Autobiographical Interviews, indicating 
that how memories are described at home in a virtual Auto-
biographical Interview may be similar in episodic richness 
to memory retrieval in the laboratory among young adults. 
Regarding the older adults, the relative use of internal details 
(mean = 17.9) and external details (mean = 18.8) was also 
broadly aligned with what is commonly found in laboratory-
based studies. Taken together, the results generally support 
the ecological validity of the Autobiographical Interview.

It is interesting to consider why the age-related shift 
in episodic specificity on the Autobiographical Interview 
persisted in a home environment, when there was reason 
to think that personal, familiar cues might eliminate age-
related differences (Craik, 2022) and that autobiographical 
memory sharing in familiar contexts may differ (Schlagman 
et al., 2009; Wank et al., 2020). We recently suggested that 
the shift from episodic to semantic detail that characterizes 
normal cognitive aging may partly reflect a developmental 
and potentially adaptive shift in memory (Grilli & Sheldon, 

Fig. 3   Detail subtype use 
among young and older adults. 
As shown here, event and 
semantic details were the most 
commonly used in their respec-
tive categories, irrespective 
of age group. We also found 
that older adults showed a 
pronounced under-use of per-
ceptual details and an overuse 
of external events, relative to 
young adults. Although we 
square root transformed the data 
for statistical analysis, we are 
depicting raw averages for illus-
trative purposes and for better 
comparison to prior work
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2022). That is, older adults may prefer to describe memories 
in a more gist-like manner, capturing the basics of a particu-
lar event while drawing in more knowledge and meaning, 
reflecting a developmental shift in cognition and motivation, 
including a preference to make connections across events 
and describe them from another’s perspective or in a more 
storytelling like way. From this viewpoint, we can specu-
late that the availability of familiar, personal cues may not 
have eliminated an age-related drop in episodic specificity, 
because older adults naturally prefer to describe memories in 
a manner that de-values idiosyncratic (i.e., episodic) features 
about a singular event, regardless of how available event-
specific details might be. Another possible contributor is 
that the virtual Autobiographical Interview, despite being 
administered in the home environment, nonetheless used 
cued, voluntary memory retrieval, similar to the laboratory. 
It is possible that familiar environments with involuntary 
memory retrieval may eliminate age-related differences, 
which might need to be assessed in different ways from the 
Autobiographical Interview (Schlagman et al., 2009; Wank 
et al., 2020). As noted in the Methods, the present study did 
not include additional probing of specific, episodic features. 
Whether combining specific probing with the familiarity of 
the home environment helps older adults close the gap with 
young adults in episodic specificity remains an open ques-
tion. Older adults also may show strong benefits of a home 
environment when autobiographical memories are retrieved 
under more naturalistic contexts, such as in conversation 
or when prompted in ways that go beyond lifetime period 
cueing. Finally, it is important to note that, although effect 
sizes were consistent with laboratory studies, the present 
study does not rule out that older adults disproportionately 
benefited from the home environment, given that we did not 
directly compare laboratory and home retrieval.

The present study also provides additional support and 
new insights into the type of results that can be obtained 
through a virtual Autobiographical Interview by analyz-
ing detail subtypes. Regardless of age group, event and 
semantic details were by far the most common subtypes of 
internal and external detail categories, respectively. This is 
consistent with the detail profiles of laboratory-based Auto-
biographical Interviews. However, we also found additional 
detail subtype results that may have important implications 
for understanding how laboratory-based Autobiographical 
Interviews translate to home environments. First, relative to 
young adults, older adults appeared to have a pronounced 
difficulty generating perceptual details in the virtual Auto-
biographical Interview. Perceptual details were the only 
internal detail subtype that significantly differed between 
young and older adults, and the relative use of perceptual 
details in comparison to other internal details among older 
adults was less than their relative use among young adults. 
These results align with fMRI findings noting that older 

adults commonly experience activation differences in brain 
regions implicated in perceptual processing of episodic 
memories (Ankudowich et al., 2019; McIntosh et al., 1999) 
and may support the validity of virtual Autobiographical 
Interviews. Second, older adults appeared to have a pro-
nounced tendency to reference external events. Here again, 
external events were the only external detail subtype for 
which young and older significantly differed, and the relative 
use among external subtypes was different between young 
and older adults. Although we did not have hypotheses sur-
rounding detail subtype use, these results may reflect that in 
the home environment, older adults have a notable difficulty 
with perceptual details, and the presence of familiar cues 
may prompt retrieval of events that reflect related “asides” 
(Bluck et al., 2016). However, given that the present study 
did not directly compare home and laboratory environments, 
future research needs to clarify whether different detail pro-
files emerge across contexts.

Although we provide preliminary evidence of the trans-
latability of the Autobiographical Interview from the labora-
tory to the home environment, future research is needed to 
address the limitations of the present study. First, a future 
study could collect both in-laboratory and virtual Autobio-
graphical Interviews in the same set of participants. This 
will allow for a direct comparison of older age effects and 
may reveal differences that we cannot detect by comparing 
our findings to meta-analytic effect sizes (Simpson et al., 
2023). It also would add insight into intra-individual reliabil-
ity across contexts, which is valuable for knowing the degree 
to which the formats are interchangeable. Second, a future 
study could examine whether the added cognitive and tech-
nological demands of a virtual Autobiographical Interview 
impact reliability and validity in a clinical sample of older 
adults, such as older adults with mild cognitive impairment 
or dementia secondary to Alzheimer’s disease. Third, future 
research could adopt recently developed scoring protocols 
to examine the influence of the home environment on more 
fine-grained distinctions in external details (Renoult et al., 
2020; Strikwerda-Brown et al., 2019). For instance, perhaps 
the home environment boosts personal semantics.

In conclusion, the present study extends numerous lab-
oratory-based experiments (Acevedo-Molina et al., 2020a, 
2020b; Acevedo-Molina et al., 2020a, 2020b; Devitt et al., 
2017; Levine et al., 2002; St. Jacques & Levine, 2007; Wank 
et al., 2021) by showing that cognitively normal older adults 
generated fewer internal and more external detail while nar-
rating autobiographical events in their home environments 
during a videoconference version of the Autobiographical 
Interview. These findings add evidence that assessing auto-
biographical memory in the laboratory provides a window 
into how autobiographical memories are shared in daily 
contexts. Future research can investigate whether virtual 
assessment may be vital to developing accessible formats 
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of cognitive assessments that can reach diverse populations 
underrepresented in the psychological science literature 
(Andrews-Hanna & Grilli, 2021).
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