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Susanne Passow∗†1,2, Maike Müller3, René Westerhausen2,4, Kenneth Hugdahl2,4, Isabell
Wartenburger5, Hauke Heekeren6, Ulman Lindenberger1, and Shu-Chen Li‡1

1Center for Lifespan Psychology, Max Planck Institute for Human Development, Berlin – Germany
2Department of Biological and Medical Psychology, University of Bergen – Norway

3Department of Cognitive and Clinical Neuroscience, Central Institute of Mental Health Mannheim –

Germany
4Division of Psychiatry, Haukeland University Hospital, Bergen – Norway

5Center of Excellence Cognitive Sciences, Department of Linguistics, University of Potsdam – Germany
6Department of Education and Psychology, Freie Universität Berlin – Germany

Abstract

Conversational situations confront listeners with a wealth of competing auditory inputs;
the listeners thus need to selectively focus on relevant information, particularly when the
perceptual saliency of the competing irrelevant auditory inputs is high. We used an intensity-
attention-modulated dichotic listening paradigm to study age-related differences in such se-
lective attention mechanisms between 24 younger (7 to 8 years) and 24 older children (11 to
12 years). The children were instructed to either attend to the right- or left-ear ear stimu-
lus and perceptual saliency was manipulated by stepwisely decreasing the loudness of either
the left- or right-ear stimulus. Attentional control demands were higher in conditions when
attentional focus and perceptual saliency favored opposing ears than in conditions without
such conflict. The results showed that older children were able to focus on auditory inputs
from either ear, overcoming the effects of perceptual saliency, while younger children showed
deficits in the high demand situation. Direct comparisons with data from a recently pub-
lished study of 24 younger (23-35 years) and 25 older (65-76 years) adults (Passow et al., in
press; Psychology and Aging) suggest that although younger children and older adults show
similar levels of performance, different factors were involved. The younger children’s perfor-
mance was characterized by selective difficulties in attentional control, whereas older adults’
performance deficits additionally reflect an exaggerated reliance on perceptual saliency. We
conclude that auditory attentional control improves considerably from middle to late child-
hood, and that auditory attention deficits in healthy aging cannot be reduced to a simple
reversal of childhood improvements.

∗Speaker
†Corresponding author: susanne.passow@psybp.uib.no
‡Corresponding author:

sciencesconf.org:escan2012:3946

mailto:susanne.passow@psybp.uib.no
mailto:

