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Who retains irrelevant information? 
Exploring individual differences in memory for distractors

Introduction
• Selective attention is the ability to direct attention to a target 

stimulus while ignoring a salient distractor stimulus1

• Most studies measure memory for target information, but not 
for distracting information participants are asked to ignore

• Evidence suggests that certain experiences can enhance 
people’s abilities to attend to distracting information in addition 
to target information2

• Children from low-SES homes show greater neural response 
to distractors than high-SES children, with no differences in 
memory for target information3

Measures

Conclusion
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Participants

Results

Low-SES (n=36) High-SES (n=35)
Age 21.74 (3.70) 20.79 (1.88) p=0.18
Gender p=0.468

female 26 (72%) 24 (69%)
male 8 (22%) 11 (31%)
other 2 (6%) 0 (0%)

Parents’ years of education 11.83 (0.91) 18.54 (1.52) p<0.001
Childhood income 11.83 (0.91) 18.54 (1.52) p<0.001
Childhood noise 10.17 (2.89) 7.46 (2.85) p<0.001
Childhood neglect 18.23 (7.28) 14.03 (3.22) p=0.003

TBA TBI

• Childhood environment shapes the attentional system
• Test whether SES-related variables contribute to indiv. 

diffs. in memory for targets and distractors

Hypothesis & Aims

Forced-choice Phrase
Recognition • Participants were more 

accurate on questions 
about the stories they 
were meant to attend to 
than ignore.

• For forced-choice 
questions, participants 
were more accurate on 
questions about to-be-
ignored stories than 
unheard stories.

• There were no SES 
differences.

Participants were 
asked to pay attention 
to one story (To-Be-
Attended, TBA) and 
ignore the other story 
(To-Be-Ignored, TBI)

Participants listened to four sets of stories of stories and answered a series of 
questions about them. We explored variation in learning from the stories.

Pictures on the screen accompanied the TBA story

***
*** + ***

***

***p<0.001; +p<0.07

Two stories 
were 
narrated
simultaneously

Block 1 Block 2 Block 3 Block 4
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Participants answered two different types of questions about the TBA story, TBI story, 
and a control (CTL) story that wasn’t played at all.

• Participants remembered content from the TBI story when 
presented with an option between two choices, but not when 
presented with specific phrases and asked to indicate whether 
they heard them

• Participants who grew up in noisier households learned less 
from the TBI stories, suggesting that they were better able to 
filtered out distractors

• Early experiences may influence breadth of attention and 
memory for distracting information
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71 UC Berkeley students, recruited based on their parents’ years 
of education (a proxy for SES)

Methods

Childhood SES

Participants who grew 
up in noisier homes 
learned less from the 
TBI stories (t(69)=-2.40, 
b=-2.77, p=0.019), 
regardless of their 
childhood SES.

Future directions
• Explore pupillary dilation as a physiological measure of 

attention
• Examine how individual differences in attention develop over 

childhood in different contexts, utilizing naturalistic samples of 
children’s home environments


