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AGE-RELATED CHANGES IN EVENT-
RELATED POTENTIALS

Judith M. Ford and Adolf Pfefferbaum

INTRODUCTION

Slowness is a hallmark of aging. Birren, Woods, and Williams (1980) sug-
gest that “measurement of the slowness of behavior seen in older organisms
may be one of our best tools to asscss aging of the CNS, and a vantage
point from which to gain understanding about the organization of age
changes in behavior.” The nature of age-related slowing has been studied
with the tools of cognitive psychology, reaction time (RT) and error rate,
which suggest that both cognitive and motor aspects of behavior are slowed
in the elderly. The event-related potential (ERP), described in detail be-
low, offers an alternate technique for evaluating the speed of cognitive
processes. The ERP is a voltage/time response of the brain to events. As
such, it is suited to the study of the timing and, hence, the speed of mental
processes. When used together with overt behavioral measures such as
reaction time (RT), ERPs allow claboration of the cognitive psychophy-
siology and the pathophysiology of aging. Before describing how ERPs
have been used by us to study aging, we will provide a brief introduction
to the study of ERPs, the way they arc clicited and measured, the psy-
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