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ABSTRACT 

 
When compared with controls, both Mild Cognitive Impairment (MCI) and dementia 
are each associated with impaired memory for future intentions, or “prospective 
memory’ (PM).  However, prior studies have failed to agree on how effectively 
measures of this construct differentiate between these two clinical conditions.  
Further, the degree and nature of the PM impairment remains to be clarified, as does 
the degree to which this impairment is secondary to deficits in other aspects of 
cognition. 
 
In this research program, participants with MCI, dementia, and controls were 
compared on a number of measures of PM. Measures included Virtual Week, a 
laboratory measure that closely represents the types of PM tasks that actually occur 
in everyday life, self- and informant-reports, a brief unstandardised assessment, and 
a naturalistic task which was done in participants’ everyday life. Virtual Week was 
repeated after a one year time period to assess change in PM. The overarching goal 
was to explore and better understand PM impairment in these groups, while also 
providing an evaluation of the appropriateness of different assessment methods. 
 
On the standardised laboratory measure (Virtual Week), both clinical groups 
exhibited impairment in PM function irrespective of the specific task demands. While 
other cognitive deficits contributed to these difficulties, a unique PM component was 
identified.  PM failures were also observed on a naturalistic measure administered in 
everyday life, and were found to be related to poorer performance on a cognitive 
screening measure as well as a validated laboratory PM task. Although MCI and 
dementia-related difficulties were observed both at baseline assessment and one 
year follow up on Virtual Week, the magnitude of the difficulties did not differ 
significantly between the two time points. It is suggested that the absence of 
significant decline across this time period reflects either a relatively stable level of PM 
function across this time period (a possibility that could be tested by using a longer 
follow-up period in future research), or the influence of selective attrition. For all three 
groups, both self-reports and informant-reports showed poor validity, at best 
correlating only weakly with objective assessments.  Self-reported impairments were 
equivalent across the three groups, and informant-reports of impairment, while higher 
for those with dementia, did not distinguish MCI from controls.  A brief but 
unstandardised assessment of PM successfully detected differences between the 
groups with dementia, MCI and controls.  However the effect size was very small and 
therefore this task is likely to be of limited practical use in clinical or research 
assessments.  
 
Overall, this research program provides evidence of group differences in PM between 
those with MCI and dementia and controls, but shows that different assessment 
methods differ in their sensitivity to these effects.  It appears that PM function may be 
optimally assessed with a validated laboratory test such as Virtual Week, but 
attesting to the ecological validity of these difficulties, dementia effects are also 
detectable on a naturalistic task. Self-report and informant-report, and a brief 
unstandardised task were not as sensitive an assessment method for PM in these 
groups. Taken together, the studies reported in this research program have important 
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implications for clinical practice, and also inform theoretical models of PM function in 
dementia. 
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