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Two studies examine the effects of aging on associative and item memory for brand information. Results show that more (vs. less)

meaningful brand logos and related (vs. unrelated) brand names and brand logos help improve recognition memory among elderly

consumers. Results also yield interesting differences between elderly and younger consumers.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Prior research in cognitive psychology has found important 

differences between associative memory and item memory (Clark 
1992; Clark and Burchett 1994; Gronlund and Ratcliff 1989; Hock-
ley 1991). While item memory is memory for individual items pres-
ent in a stimulus episode, associative memory is memory for a com-
bination of two or more items together. Especially germane to the 
present research is the prior finding that aging affects item and asso-
ciative memory differently. Larger age-related impairments are seen 
in associative memory than item memory (for a review refer to Old 
and Naveh-Benjamin 2008; Spencer and Raz 1995). 

Item memory and associative memory for brand information 
are both important for brand building. Memory for item informa-
tion such as individual brand names or brand logo graphics helps 
increase brand awareness and keeps the brand salient in the minds of 
consumers. Associations between the brand and favorable and dis-
tinct attributes and benefits work towards the creation of a positive 
brand image (Aaker 1996, 25; Broniarczyk and Alba 1994; Keller 
1993). Overall, brand equity and marketplace success of brands de-
pend upon the creation of high levels of brand awareness as well as 
positive and distinctive brand images (Warlop, Ratneshwar, and van 
Osselaer 2005).  

Despite the importance of item and associative memory for ef-
fective brand building, there has been very little consumer research 
on how these constructs are different from one another. Further, to 
the best of our knowledge, there is not even a single published study 
in consumer research on the effects of aging on item versus associa-
tive memory for brand information. This dearth of research is per-
plexing, given the importance of the elderly consumer to marketers 
(Yoon et al. 2005). Indeed, current demographic trends suggest that 
the age segment of 65 and above will increase dramatically over the 
next two decades, growing to nearly 20 percent of the total U.S. pop-
ulation by 2030. The growth of the elderly consumer segment makes 
a compelling argument for studying memory issues in this age group.  

The aim of this paper is therefore to address an important re-
search gap by studying the effects of aging on item and associative 
memory for brand elements. We focus not only on memory deficits in 
elderly versus younger consumers in a branding context, but also in-
vestigate how marketers can alleviate such deficits in the elderly. For 
doing so, we build on prior research in cognitive psychology which 
has shown that “schematic support” in terms of schemas or prior se-
mantic knowledge within a domain should aid encoding and retrieval 
of information (Craik and Bosman 1992). Two different forms of 
schematic support are examined in regard to item and associative 
memory for brand information among elderly consumers. In study 
1, the main question of interest is whether using more versus less 

meaningful brand elements (i.e., brand logo graphics) will improve 
item and associative memory for brand information in elderly (vs. 
younger) consumers. Meaningfulness of a brand element is the extent 
to which an individual has pre-existing semantic knowledge of the 
element in memory. In study 2, the same type of question is explored 
in regard to the degree of relatedness between brand elements (i.e., 
brand logo graphics and brand names). 

Study 1 (N = 50) used a 2 (elderly vs. younger consumer, be-
tween-subjects) x 2 (associative memory for brand information vs. 
item memory for brand logo graphics, within-subject) x 2 (more vs. 
less meaningful brand logo graphics; within-subject) mixed factorial 
design. The dependent variable was recognition accuracy as mea-
sured by the proportion of hits minus false alarms (Law, Hawkins, 
and Craik 1998; Morrin and Ratneshwar 2003). The stimuli were 
pairs of brand logo graphics and brand names. While brand logo 
graphics were manipulated to be more vs. less meaningful, the brand 
names were meaningful ones that were counterbalanced across the 
more and less meaningful brand logo graphics conditions.

Study 1 results showed that meaningfulness of brand logo 
graphics helped elderly consumers in remembering brand logo 
graphics better. Further, there was a two-way interaction between 
meaningfulness of logo graphics and age in the case of brand logo 
graphics (i.e., item) memory. Thus, the deficit in brand logo graphics 
memory between elderly (vs. younger) consumers in the less mean-
ingful brand logo graphics condition was actually eliminated in the 
more meaningful brand logo graphics condition. In addition, mean-
ingfulness of brand logo graphics enhanced associative memory for 
brand logo graphics and brand names in elderly consumers. Some in-
teresting results were also obtained in subsequent follow-up analyses 
where we examined hit rates and false alarm rates separately. 

Study 2 (N = 48) used a similar design and procedure as study 
1. Results showed that relatedness between brand logo graphics and 
brand names helped elderly consumers remember the individual 
brand elements better (i.e., improved item memory). Interestingly, 
there was also a significant two-way interaction between age and 
relatedness between brand logo graphics and brand names for item 
memory. Specifically, elderly (vs. younger) consumers benefited 
more from relatedness between brand logo graphics and brand names 
in boosting their item memory performance. Further, relatedness be-
tween brand logo graphics and brand names also helped elderly con-
sumers improve associative memory for brand information. Finally, 
in accord with past research, both studies 1 and 2 demonstrated that 
in the case of novel brand information, elderly (vs. younger) consum-
ers display a larger deficit in associative memory than item memory, 
i.e., there was a significant two-way interaction between age and type 
of memory. 


