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EPISODIC MEMORY 

Episodic memory is the form of memory that allows 
an individual to recollect happenings from his or  
her past. It is sometimes referred to as autobio- 
graphical memory. 

The concept of episodic memory has undergone 
considerable changes since its introduction by 
Tulving in 1972, and is now used in different senses 
by different writers and in different contexts. The 
two principal meanings are ( I )  episodic memory 
as a type of memory task and memory performance. 
and (2)  episodic memory as a distinct neurocogni- 
tive system. These two principal senses of the term 
are discussed here. 

Episodic Memory Tasks 

Episodic memory in the fust sense manifests itself 
in situations in which a person remembers some 
information acquired on a particular occasion. Al- 
though episodic memory experiments have been 
concerned with a large variety of different kinds 
of information-words, names, faces, pictures, 
facts, sentences, paragraphs, stories, and the like- 
much of the basic knowledge we have gained about 
episodic memory comes from various list learning 
experiments in which the to-be-remembered items 
are familiar words, and in which the acquired in- 
formation concerns the appearance of particular 
words in particular lists. 

The use of words ~n episodic memory experi- 
ments is a matter of convenience: Words them- 
selves are of no  more intrinsic interest to the 

students of memory than fruit flies are to the sci- 
entists investigating the mechanisms of heredity. 
Many facts and phenomena of memory that have 
emerged from research with lists of words also 
hold for other types of information and materials. 
Words represent convenient units of to-be-remem- 
bered information, because the appearance of each 
word in a list is an event with wel l -dehed temporal 
and spatial boundaries. Such an event is readily 
perceived and can be readily described by the 
learner. Also helpful is the fact that words have 
numerous and varied properties, many of which 
are systematically related to the words' memorabil- 
ity. 

A prototypical laboratory experiment on epi- 
sodic memory consists of ( I )  an original study 
experience during which individual items. such 
as words. are encoded and stored by the learner, 
and ( 2 )  a subsequent test during which some as- 
pect of the experience is retrierled. Tests of differ- 
ent aspects of the original experience define differ- 
ent episodic memory tasks. (These tasks can also 
be referred to as explicit memory tasks.) They 
include but are not limited to the following (see 
also MLASI~REMENT OF MEMORY): 

1. Free recall task-Name the items in the study 
set o r  list, regardless of their order. 

2. Serial recall, o r  serial reproduction, task- 
Name the items in the list in their proper 
order. 

3. Paired-associate task-Name the item that ap- 
peared together with Item X. 

4. Cued recall task-Name the item in the study 
list that represented an instance of Category 
C (or  one that rhymes with Word W, or  fits 
into the sentence frame S). 

5. Free-choice (or  YesAlo) recognition task- 
Did Item X appear in the study set? 

6. Two-alternative forced-choice recognition 
task-Which of these two items, X or  Y, ap- 
peared in the study set? 

7. (Absolute) Frequency estimation task-How 
many times did item I occur in the study 
list? 

8. (Relative) Recency judgment task-Which 
of these two items. X o r  Y, appeared earlier 
(or  later) in the study list? 

Each of these tasks can be described in terms 
of the subject's earlier personal experience. This 
is why thcy are classified as episodic memory tasks. 
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