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research examines relatively automatic processing. First, in their previous work, Ohman et al.

(2001) compared RTs with both 2 × 2 and 3 × 3 arrays. No significant RT differences based on 

the number of images presented in the arrays were found. Second, in both Ohman et al.’s (2001)

study and the present study, analyses were performed to examine the influence of target location 

on RT. Across both studies, and across both age groups in the current work, emotional targets 

were detected more quickly than were neutral targets, regardless of their location. Together, 

these findings suggest that task performance is dependent on relatively automatic detection 

processes rather than on controlled search processes.

Although further work is required to gain a more complete understanding of the age-

related changes in the early processing of emotional information, our findings indicate that 

young and older adults are similar in their early detection of emotional images. The current 

study provides further evidence that mechanisms associated with relatively automatic processing 

of emotional images are well maintained throughout the latter portion of the life span

(Fleischman et al., 2004; Jennings & Jacoby, 1993; Leclerc & Hess, 2005). It is critical that, 

although there is evidence for a positive focus in older adults’ controlled processing of emotional 

information (e.g., Carstensen & Mikels, 2005; Charles et al., 2003; Mather & Knight, 2005), the 

present results suggest that the tendency to focus on the positive does not always arise when 

tasks require relatively automatic and rapid detection of information in the environment.
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Footnotes

covariance were conducted with these covariates, with no resulting 

influences of these variables on the pattern or magnitude of the results.

2 These data were also analyzed with a 2 × 5 ANOVA to examine the effect of target 

category when presented only in arrays containing neutral images, with the results remaining 

qualitatively the same. More broadly, the effects of emotion on target detection were not 

qualitatively impacted by the distractor category.
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