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A window into our thinking about the future
What’s the bottom line?

Planning for the future is something that people do everyday, often without
realizing it. Dr. Mahy’s research shows that future oriented abilities follow
specific patterns of growth, with increases during childhood and declines in
older age. Individuals interested in understanding how our ability to plan, act
upon and understand future intentions develops and changes, can use Dr.
Mahy’s research to provide them with fresh information and viewpoints.

How does our thinking about the future develop
— What is this research about?

and change

Dr. Mahy and colleagues have made several discoveries around how people
think and remember their plans for the future — looking at two interesting
types of memory called Prospective Memory and Episodic Foresight.

Don’t forget to…
Have you ever forgotten to do something that you planned to do? Maybe it was
forgetting to give someone a message or to bring something to work. The
ability to remember to carry out future plans is a specific type of memory
called Prospective Memory (PM) — a key skill for our lives, which begins to
develop in early childhood. Why is PM essential? PM helps to prepare children
for entering school and helps them become independent and in charge of
their own plans. Examples of PM in children include remembering to bring an
item to show-and-tell or putting the juice container back into the refrigerator
after pouring a drink.
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PM development tends to show large increases during
childhood, peaks during middle age and declines in older
adults (following a pattern similar to the image on the
right). Dr. Mahy’s research supports this finding and
extends it through connecting the growths and declines
with specific mental processes and environmental factors. For example, Dr. Mahy
researches how prospective cues, which are the signals that remind someone
about their future plans (e.g., an alarm reminding you to go somewhere), may
change PM performance. Dr. Mahy also looks at how PM is connected to
Executive Functioning (EF) — EF refers to specific mental processes that
‘coordinate’ many cognitive operations. EF generally improves with age during
childhood, with typically developing children gaining EF as they mature.

How does all of this come together?
With children, Dr. Mahy has found that PM performance depends on various things — such as whether the cues children
receive are in the centre of their attention or if the cues stand out from the other tasks that children might be engaged
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in. In terms of EF, Dr. Mahy has found that specific
aspects of EF (e.g., self-reflection) relate to PM
performance. Dr. Mahy has found that research
generally shows that older adults’ PM performance
may worsen when they have to perform their future
intentions in a specific order, instead of performing
these tasks when it works best for them — perhaps
because of their declining mental control abilities.
Similarly to younger children, Dr. Mahy says that older
adults may perform best when they are given
prospective cues that are in the centre of their
attention — again potentially because older adults may
experience declines in the mental resources needed to
spot cues that are outside of their centre of attention.

What am I going to want tomorrow?
Another future oriented memory process that Dr. Mahy
researches is called Episodic Foresight, which is the
ability to think about yourself in the future and
understand how you might feel — for example, when
you think about how you’ll be spending your
paycheque, you are using episodic foresight. Correct
episodic foresight tends to lead to higher accuracy in
predicting future thoughts, feelings and consequences
(e.g., if I eat this now, I will not be able to eat at my
party later). Generally there are two types of episodic
foresight - ‘cool’ foresight which is when someone
thinks about the future in only a logical manner and
‘hot’ foresight which is when someone’s emotions
affect how they think about the future. Interestingly,
Dr. Mahy has found that accuracy in ‘cool’ foresight
develops earlier in children than ‘hot’ foresight.

I know what’s hidden in the box, but do
you?

understanding of this process. ToM is the ability to
attribute thoughts/beliefs/desires to oneself and
others and also understand that others may have
differing thoughts/beliefs/desires.
Dr. Mahy would like to see more collaboration between
researchers who look at the theories behind ToM and
those that look at the specific brain developments
related to ToM — she has created a framework from
which these two groups can work together, potentially
leading to a balanced view of this interesting process.

So what — Where is this research being used?
Dr. Mahy’s work helps other researchers learn new and
interesting views on the development of future
intentions — contributing to a better understanding of
how human’s grow and change.
Dr. Mahy’s research can also be used by caregivers —
either to help them understand what may be going on
when children start to show future oriented abilities or
when older adults start to show declines.

How do they do it?
Dr. Mahy employs interesting methods:
Creative experimental designs
✦ Assessments of individual differences
✦ Creative measurements of PM
✦ Tasks looking at episodic foresight
✦

What’s next?
Dr. Mahy will be starting her position at Brock
University in July 2014 and is currently working to
set up a lab and program of study. This means that,
Dr. Mahy is looking to recruit participants for her
research. If you are a parent who would like to
involve your child in her work, please contact Dr.
Mahy — caitlin.mahy@brocku.ca

Beyond her work on future orientation, Dr. Mahy
also has looked at Theory of Mind (ToM), working
to provide researchers with a deeper
Want More Information?

Are you a student, researcher or parent who would like to be involved in Dr.
Mahy’s work?
Contact: Dr. Caitlin Mahy, caitlin.mahy@brocku.ca (905) 688—5550 ext. 6151
Website: http://www.brocku.ca/psychology/people/mahy.htm
For more information on the Centre for Lifespan Development Research,
please contact: Jayne Morrish, jmorrish@brocku.ca (905) 688—5550 ext. 4566
Website: https://www.brocku.ca/lifespan-development-research
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