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ABSTRACT

Objective: Prior research has evaluated the effects of acute exercise on episodic memory function. These
studies have, on occasion, demonstrated that acute exercise may enhance both short- and long-term
memory. It is uncertain as to whether the acute exercise improvements in long-term memory are a result of
acute exercise attenuating declines in long-term memory, or rather, are driven by the enhancement effects
of acute exercise on short-term memory. The present empirical study evaluates whether the decline from
short- to long-term is influenced by acute exercise. This relationship is plausible as exercise has been shown
to activate neurophysiological pathways (e.g., RAC1) that are involved in the mechanisms of forgetting.
Methods: To evaluate the effects of acute exercise on forgetting, we used data from 12 of our laboratory’s
prior experiments (N 5 538). Across these 12 experiments, acute exercise ranged from 10 to 15 mins in
duration (moderate-to-vigorous intensity). Episodic memory was assessed from word-list or paragraph-
based assessments. Short-term memory was assessed immediately after encoding, with long-term memory
assessed approximately 20-min later. Forgetting was calculated as the difference in short- and long-term
memory performance. Results: Acute exercise (vs. seated control) was not associated with an attenuated
forgetting effect (d 5 0.10; 95% CI: �0.04, 0.25, P 5 0.17). We observed no evidence of a significant
moderation effect (Q 5 6.16, df 5 17, P 5 0.17, I2 5 0.00) for any of the evaluated parameters, including
study design, exercise intensity and delay period. Conclusion: Across our 12 experimental studies, acute
exercise was not associated with an attenuated forgetting effect. We discuss these implications for future
research that evaluates the effects of acute exercise on long-term memory function.
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INTRODUCTION

Emerging work demonstrates that acute exercise may enhance short- and long-term episodic memory
function [1]. Less investigated, however, is whether acute exercise can attenuate declines in long-term
memory. It is uncertain as to whether the acute exercise improvements in long-term memory are a
result of acute exercise attenuating declines in long-term memory, or rather, are driven by the
enhancement effects of acute exercise on short-term memory. The present empirical study evaluates
whether the decline from short- to long-term is influenced by acute exercise, i.e., whether acute
exercise can attenuate forgetting. The narrative that follows briefly discusses the neurophysiological
mechanisms of forgetting and how they relate and are different than the mechanisms of memory
formation. Where appropriate, we also discuss the role of exercise on these mechanisms to indicate
the theoretical plausibility through which acute exercise may, potentially, attenuate forgetting.

Forgetting is defined as failure to either recall or retain information into present con-
sciousness [2]. Assuming all experiences leave traces in the brain, failure to retain or reactivate
these traces induces forgetting.

The acquisition of information alters the physiological state of neurons responsible for
creating the memory trace;1 consolidation is the processes of stabilizing a memory trace after its
initial acquisition (encoding); and memory retrieval is the process of reactivating the memory
trace to induce remembering of the previously encoded information.

The Ebbinghaus Forgetting Curve2 [3] displays the balance between the strengthening forces
of acquisition and consolidation and the opposing (weakening) forces of forgetting. Memories
that are deemed important and worthwhile may remain while allowing the irrelevant ones to be
removed by passive or active processes of forgetting.3 These processes are thought to be

1Molecular or cellular memory traces can be, in principle, any change in the activity of the cell that is induced by learning
that becomes part of the neural code for that memory.
2Mechanisms at fault for the steep decay in retained information over the 20 min after encoding are responsible for the
decay of memory traces. The decay process is thought to provide balance to the processes of acquisition and consol-
idation.
3Passive forgetting is described as the biological decay of memory traces due to molecular turnover (natural decay), loss
of context cues across time that make retrieval difficult, the accumulation of similar memory traces across time that
interfere with proper retrieval, and changes in the memory’s context between acquisition and retrieval that impair recall.
Active forgetting can be defined as the partial erosion of only some of the molecular and cellular memory trace, or when
a portion of the engram cells become disconnected from the engram circuit, thus making the memory engram unre-
sponsive to recall mechanisms. For example, interference-based forgetting suggests that new information presented
prior to the learning event (proactive) or after (retroactive) attenuates memory expression by accelerating the memory
decay. This may occur due to brain activity and memory formation utilizing the same resources that are used for
memory consolidation, thus, limited resources are in competition with one another to form or recall a memory trace.
Motivated forgetting may include an emotion-based forgetting process under our own cognitive control. Memories that
evoke sadness, guilt, or embarrassment (some unpleasant quality) can strongly influence recalling a memory. If such
memories are recalled during encoding or consolidation, suppressing the memories voluntarily may disrupt the process
of forming a stable engram, leading to forgetting. Retrieval-induced forgetting occurs when recalling memories causes
other related information to be forgotten.
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influenced by intrinsic biological pathways responsible for the decay of a memory trace or the
engram cell circuit.

Recent research has discussed the neurophysiological mechanisms of acquisition, consoli-
dation, and memory retrieval [4–6]. Less research, however, has elucidated the underlying
neurophysiological mechanisms related to forgetting. We discuss this in terms of indirect and
direct effects.

Indirect evidence indicates that shared neurophysiological pathways are involved in both
memory formation and forgetting. For forgetting, these include, for example, inhibition of
NMDA receptors or CAMKII activity, BDNF, cytoplasmic polyadenylation element binding
protein (CPEB), and PKMζ and GluA2-dependent AMPA receptor trafficking [7]. Notably,
exercise, particularly chronic exercise, has been shown to influence the expression of these
parameters [8–10], providing plausibility through which exercise may influence forgetting.

Regarding direct effects, the RAC1 pathway is a member of small G proteins that are
responsible for influencing the size and shape of synaptic spines by regulating actin polymer-
ization [11]. As such, RAC1 has been implicated in synaptic plasticity and memory [12]. Evi-
dence suggests that RAC1 mediates several types of active forgetting of olfactory memories in
Drosophila4 [13, 14]. For example, Jiang et al. (2016) demonstrated that inhibiting RAC1 in the
hippocampus increased memory after contextual fear conditioning, while activating RAC1
weakened memory produced by spaced, contextual fear conditioning [15]. Further, Liu et al.
(2016) showed that increased activation of RAC1 in the mouse hippocampus accelerated decay
of object-recognition by 3-fold [16]. In the context of exercise, recent research demonstrates that
exercise regulates pathways involved in forgetting (e.g., RAC1) to attenuate aging-related syn-
aptic loss and forgetting [17]. For example, chronic exercise among rats has been shown to
increase synaptophysin levels but lower cofilin levels [17].

Our lab has extensively evaluated the effects of acute exercise on memory function and have,
approximately half of the time, demonstrated favorable effects [18]. We have also discussed the
potential mechanisms of this relationship, likely influenced from alterations in neuronal
excitability and its ensuing long-term potentiation [18–22]. However, very limited research has
evaluated the effects of acute exercise on forgetting, which was the purpose of the present paper.
As we have recently hypothesized [23], this potential relationship is plausible as acute exercise
prior to encoding may promote memory consolidation by enhancing the strength and impor-
tance of the memory engram, delaying the intrinsic forgetting processes by attenuating RAC1, or
inhibiting intrinsic factors that influence memory (interference-based forgetting, motivated
based forgetting, and retrieval-induced forgetting). For this paper, we hypothesize that acute
exercise, as compared to a seated control scenario, will be associated with less forgetting. Such an
effect, for example, may occur from cognitive (e.g., executive control) and neurophysiological
(e.g., RAC1) perspectives. If, however, this effect is not observed, then this will have important
implications for research evaluating the effects of acute exercise on long-term memory. That is,
if acute exercise is associated with improvements in both short- and long-term memory, but
there are no differences in “forgetting” (slope between short- and long-term memory), then

4Types of forgetting include intrinsic forgetting, interference-induced forgetting, trace memory forgetting, and reversal
learning-activated memory (Shuai et al. 2010).
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observed acute exercise-induced effects on long-term memory may be driven by exercise-
induced improvements in short-term memory.

MATERIALS & METHODS

The present paper is a secondary analysis of 12 of our prior experimental studies that focused on the
effects of acute exercise on memory function. For this paper, the outcome of interest was “forget-
ting”. This outcome was calculated as the difference in short- and long-term memory function (i.e.,
short-term memory minus long-term memory performance). Details of these 12 studies can be
found in Table 1. All 12 studies implemented the acute bout of exercise before memory encoding.
For each of these 12 studies, either a between-subject randomized controlled design was imple-
mented (exercise vs. control), or a within-subject, counterbalanced design was employed.

Categorization of moderators

Given the evaluation of 12 experimental studies for this paper, we implement a meta-analytic
approach to this paper, which is in direct alignment with recommendations made by Cum-
mings, who indicates that, when feasible, scholars should conduct multiple studies and meta-
analyze their laboratory’s results [24].

The evaluated moderators included study design, delay period, and exercise intensity. Study
design was categorized as a between-subject or within-subject design. For the episodic memory
type, we evaluated both short-term and long-term episodic memory, with the latter defined as a
delayed period of 20-min or longer. Exercise intensity was based on thresholds suggested by the
American College of Sports Medicine [25]. For example, based on maximum heart rate estimates,
moderate and vigorous-intensity exercise, respectively, were defined as 64–76% and >76%.

Data synthesis

The Comprehensive Meta-Analysis software (Version 3, Biostat, NJ, USA) was used to calculate
effect sizes (Cohen’s d) and 95% CI (see Fig. 1), employing a random-effects model. Effect sizes
included the forgetting metric (i.e., short-term memory minus long-term memory performance)
between the exercise and control conditions. The weighted mean effect size (Cohen’s d) and 95%
CI were calculated using the inverse variance weighting method. Effect size estimates were eval-
uated for each of the above-mentioned moderators. The degree of heterogeneity of the effect sizes
was evaluated with the Cochran’s Q-statistic. Egger’s regression test was used to evaluate the
potential publication bias. In addition to evaluating effect size estimates for forgetting between the
two conditions (exercise, control), we calculated short-term memory and long-term memory as a
proportion (Figs. 2 and 3). For example, if they recalled 60% of words for short-term memory and
50% of words for the long-term memory assessment, the forgetting score was 10%.

RESULTS

Article synthesis

Details on the study characteristics are displayed in Table 1 (extraction table). All studies
included young adults (18–21 years). Sample sizes ranged from 20 to 88 participants, with the
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Table 1. Characteristics of the 12 evaluated studies

Reference Sample Study design
Exercise

temporality Exercise protocol
Memory

Assessment Results

[26] 40 adult, Mage

20.8
Between-subject Acute exercise

occurred before
memory test and
delayed recall

15 min of treadmill
walking at 70% of
estimated heart rate

Face-name memory
task

There was no
difference on
memory scores

across the
experimental

groups
[27] 24 adults, Mage

20.9 ± 1.9
Within-Subject exercise occurred

before memory test
and delayed recall

15 min of treadmill
walking at 51% of
estimated heart rate
followed by 5 min of

rest

RAVLT Short-term memory
was greater in the
visit that involved
exercising prior to
memory encoding
(F 5 3.76; P 5 0.01;
h2 5 0.79). Similar
results occurred for
long-term memory,
with no significant

findings.
[28] 40 adults, Mage

21.0
Within-Subject exercise occurred

before memory test
and delayed recall

15 min of treadmill
walking at 70% of
estimated heart rate
followed by 5 min of

rest

RAVLT Significant main
effect for time (P <
0.001, h2P 5 0.77).
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Table 1. Continued

Reference Sample Study design
Exercise

temporality Exercise protocol
Memory

Assessment Results

[29] 20 adults, Mage

21.6 ± 0.7
Three-arm,

counterbalanced,
within-subject

design

exercise occurred
before memory test
and delayed recall

10 min of exercise
on treadmill at 70%
(moderate intensity)
of estimated heart

rate

RAVLT The exercise
conditions had a
greater learning
effect when

compared to the
control visit, Mdiff

5 0.68, P 5 0.02.
The exercise þ

memory visit had
better long-term
memory when
compared to

exercise only, Mdiff

5 0.095, P 5 0.03.
[30] 40 adults, Mage

21.1 ± 1.1
Parallel-group,
randomized

controlled between-
subject design

exercise occurred
before memory test
and delayed recall

15 min of exercise
on treadmill at 70%
(moderate intensity)
of estimated heart

rate

Prioritized learning
task. Paragraph
recall, with

participants reading
four sentences and
recalling as much
information as

possible from the
paragraph

Acute exercise did
not improve

neutral-based and
emotional memory

function.

(continued)
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Table 1. Continued

Reference Sample Study design
Exercise

temporality Exercise protocol
Memory

Assessment Results

[31] 34 adult females
Mage 20.65 ± 1.5

Two-arm, parallel-
group (between-

subject) randomized
controlled
experiment

exercise occurred
before memory test
and delayed recall

15 min of treadmill
walking at 64%

(moderate intensity)
of estimated heart
rate followed by 15

min of rest

50 item IAPS images There was
significant main

effect for time (F (2)
5 104.2, P < 0.001,
h2P 5 0.77) and a
significant main
effect for valence-

arousal
classification (F (4)
5 21.39, P < 0.001,

h2P 5 0.40).
[32] 40 adults, Mage

20.9 ± 0.95
Two-arm, parallel-
group (between-

subject) randomized
controlled
experiment

exercise occurred
before memory test
and delayed recall

15 min of treadmill
walking at 64%

(moderate intensity)
of estimated heart
rate followed by 15

min of rest

Prioritized learning
task. Paragraph
recall, with

participants reading
six paragraphs and
recalling as much
information as

possible from the
paragraphs

Iconic memory
expressed a

significant main
effect for time (F 5
42.9, P 5 < 0.001
h2P 5 0.53) and a
trend towards a
group x time

interaction (F 5
2.90, P 5 0.09, h2P
5 0.07), but no
main effect for

group (F 5 0.82, P
5 0.37, h2P 5 0.02).
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Table 1. Continued

Reference Sample Study design
Exercise

temporality Exercise protocol
Memory

Assessment Results

[33] 20 adults, Mage

21.1 ± 1.0
Counterbalanced,

randomized,
controlled, within-
Subject design

exercise occurred
before memory test
and delayed recall

20 min of treadmill
walking at 59.0% of
estimated heart rate
followed by 5-min of

recovery

Deese-Roediger-
McDermott (DRM)
Paradigm. Included
a 15-item word list

Short-term and
long-term memory

groups that
involved exercise
prior to encoding
resulted in better
short-term and

long-term memory
function (F (2) 5
11.56, P < 0.001, h2P
5 0.38). For both
time points the

control visit resulted
in a greater number
of false memories.
These findings

suggest that acute
moderate-intensity
exercise may help to

increase the
accurate recall of
past episodic
memories and

reduce the rate of
false memories.

(continued)
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Table 1. Continued

Reference Sample Study design
Exercise

temporality Exercise protocol
Memory

Assessment Results

[34] 80 adults, Mage
21.0 ± 1.2

Between-subject
randomized

controlled design

exercise occurred
before memory test
and delayed recall

Across three
experiments, the

experimental group
(exercise only)

exercised for 15 min
on a treadmill

walking at 60 , 77,
and 62%,

respectively, of
estimated heart rate
followed by 5-min of

recovery

Logical Memory
Test - two short
narrative passages
(25 lines long).

Both learning
techniques (3-R
techniques & cue-
recognition) were

effective in
enhancing memory

and provided
evidence of a main
effect for acute

exercise.

[35] 24 adults, Mage
21.04 ± 1.1

Within-Subject,
counterbalanced
randomized

controlled design

exercise occurred
before memory test
and delayed recall

15 min of exercise
on treadmill at 50%
(moderate intensity)
of heart rate reserve

Word-list memory
task, computer-
based episodic
memory task

(Treasure Hunt
Task) , and a

computer-based
planning task

(Tower of London).

No differences were
observed in

objective cognitive
performance or

outcome
expectations.

(continued)
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Table 1. Continued

Reference Sample Study design
Exercise

temporality Exercise protocol
Memory

Assessment Results

[36] 88 young adults,
Mage 21.9 ± 2.4

Within-Subject
randomized

controlled design

exercise occurred
before memory test
and delayed recall

15 min of jogging on
a treadmill with the
first 5 min at a light
intensity, the next 5
min at a moderate
intensity, and the
last 5 min at a

vigorous intensity
(92% of heart rate

max).

RAVLT High-intensity
exercise prior to
memory encoding
was effective in
enhancing long-
term memory.

[37] 88 young adults,
Mage 23.3 ± 3.7

Within-subject
quasi-experimental

design

exercise occurred
before memory test
and delayed recall

15 min of exercise
on the treadmill at
58% of maximal
heart rate with an
average speed of 3.2

mph

RAVLT Groups that exercise
before encoding did

better than the
group that exercised
during encoding
and consolidation
(F (12, 332) 5
1.773, P 5 0.05).

The 24-h
recognition and

attribution
performance groups

that exercised
before memory

encoding performed
significantly better
than the group that
exercised during

consolidation (P 5
0.05 recognition, P

5 0.006
attribution).
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total sample size of this analysis being 538. Among the 12 studies, 4 (33%) employed a between-
subject design and 8 (67%) employed a within subject design. The acute exercise protocols
varied, including 10-min of moderate exercise, 15-min brisk walk, and 15-min of high-intensity
exercise. Common memory assessments included word list formats (e.g., RAVLT; Rey Auditory
Verbal Learning Test) and paragraph recalls, but other episodic memory assessments included,
for example, image recognition, DRM (Deese-Roediger-McDermott) and a face name memory
task.

Quantitative results

Fig. 1 displays the overall meta-analytic results (effect size) regarding the effects of acute exercise
on forgetting. This overall effect was not statistically significant (d 5 0.10; 95% CI: �0.04, 0.25,
P 5 0.17). We observed no evidence of a significant moderation effect (Q 5 6.16, df 5 17, P 5
0.17, I2 5 0.00) for any of the evaluated parameters, including study design, exercise intensity
and delay period. For the study design, acute exercise was not associated with forgetting for
between-subject designs (d 5 0.02, 95% CI: �0.18–0.22, P 5 0.82) or within-subject designs
(d 5 0.19, 95% CI: �0.12–0.41, P 5 0.08). Results were also not statistically significant for
moderate-intensity (d 5 0.03, 95% CI: �0.28–0.34, P 5 0.84) or vigorous-intensity acute ex-
ercise (d 5 0.13, 95% CI: �0.04–0.31, P 5 0.14). Similarly, results were not statistically sig-
nificant for shorter delay periods (d 5 0.06, 95% CI: �0.16–0.28, P 5 0.58) or longer delay
periods (d 5 0.14, 95% CI: �0.06–0.33, P 5 0.18).

Fig. 1. Forest plot showing standardized mean difference effect sizes and their associated 95% confidence
interval.
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Fig. 2. (a) Change score (short-term memory minus long-term memory) in forgetting, expressed as a
proportion, for the exercise condition. On average, acute exercise was associated with a 6% forgetting effect.
(b) Change score (short-term memory minus long-term memory) in forgetting, expressed as a proportion,
for the control condition. On average, the control condition was associated with a 7.5% forgetting effect.
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The regression intercept for the Egger’s test (intercept 5 �1.23, P 5 0.76, two-tailed) was
not statistically significant, indicating that there was no evidence of publication bias.

Fig. 2a and b display the short- and long-term memory outcomes (expressed as a proportion)
for both the exercise (1a) and control conditions (1b). For the exercise condition, the proportion

a

b

Fig. 3. (a). Short- and long-term memory outcomes (displayed as a proportion) for the exercise condition.
Error bars represent 95% CI. (b) Short- and long-term memory outcomes (displayed as a proportion) for

the control condition. Error bars represent 95% CI.
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correct for the short- and long-term time periods, respectively, were 0.669 (0.20) and 0.608
(0.20). For the control condition, the proportion correct for the short- and long-term time
periods, respectively, were 0.647 (0.21) and 0.572 (0.20). Lastly, the Δ score (forgetting) between
short- and long-term memory was similar for exercise (0.060) and control (0.075) conditions.
Fig. 3a (exercise) and 3b (control) show the aggregate memory and forgetting results (averaged
across the 12 experiments).

DISCUSSION

Previous experimental work demonstrates that acute exercise (i.e., walking/brisk walking on
treadmill or jogging on treadmill) can enhance episodic memory function [18, 38]; however, to
date, few studies have examined the effects of acute exercise on forgetting. Our effect size (Fig. 1)
results demonstrate that acute exercise occurring prior to memory encoding did not attenuate
forgetting (d 5 0.10, 95% CI: �0.04, 0.25; P 5 0.17). Similarly, when evaluating the proportion
of information that was correct for short-term and long-term memory, the acute exercise (6%)
and control scenarios (7.5%) had a similar forgetting effect.

Of central interest of the present paper was whether acute exercise prior to memory
encoding would attenuate forgetting. We observed no statistical evidence that acute exercise,
prior to memory encoding, could attenuate forgetting. This finding aligns with the results from
several of our other studies on this general topic. Pace and Loprinzi evaluated the effects of high-
intensity acute exercise on directed forgetting [39]. That is, after encoding List 1, and imme-
diately before List 2, participants were instructed to either remember all of the words from List 1
or forget all of the words from List 1. Those who were instructed to forget the List 1 words
recalled more words from List 2. However, acute exercise did not have any effect on List 2 recall
in the forgetting group. A study by Ferguson, Cantrelle and Loprinzi observed similar effects, but
instead of evaluating this directed forgetting paradigm, the selective directed forgetting paradigm
was used [40]. In support of these two studies, Cantrelle and Loprinzi also showed that acute
exercise plays no effect in effectuating forgetting via the retrieval-induced forgetting paradigm
[41]. Notably, these three studies were not included in the present analysis, as these three prior
studies did not evaluate a short- and long-term memory assessment. Rather, they implemented
existing intentional (directed forgetting and selective directed forgetting) and unintentional
(retrieval-induced forgetting) forgetting paradigms.

The present findings of these 12 experiments, coupled with the findings from our 3 prior
experiments on forgetting paradigms, suggests that acute exercise has a minimal, if any, effect on
attenuating forgetting. However, prior work demonstrates that acute exercise can enhance both
short- and long-term memory function [42]. Our present findings suggest that, for prior
research on this topic, it is uncertain as to whether the exercise-induced effects on long-term
memory are driven by exercise-induced improvements in short-term memory. That is, although
acute exercise has been shown to enhance both short- and long-term memory, we did not
observe any evidence that acute exercise affected the slope of decay between short- and long-
term memory. As such, when evaluating the effects of acute exercise on long-term memory,
future work on this topic should ensure that such effects are not an artifact of the effects of acute
exercise on short-term memory.
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The present paper was not intended to be a meta-analysis of all existing studies on this
specific topic. Rather, this paper reflects the work from our laboratory. As such, our findings will
need to be interpreted in light of other work from other laboratories. Further, a limitation of this
paper is the homogenous sample of young adults. Strengths of this paper, however, include the
comprehensive assessment of acute exercise on forgetting (including 12 experiments from our
lab) and evaluating multiple, potential moderators of this relationship.

In conclusion, our findings demonstrate that acute exercise is not [statistically] associated
with forgetting. However, it would be worthwhile to investigate the effect of exercise on
forgetting while incorporating a longer (e.g., 24-h recall) follow-up period to detect any potential
changes in long-term memory. That is, it is possible that, in the evaluated studies, the relatively
short delay period (e.g., 20-min) may not have been long enough to observe any exercise-
induced attenuation of forgetting. Additional work on this specific paradigm may also wish to
consider incorporating the acute bout of exercise during the consolidation period. Emerging
work demonstrates that acute exercise during the consolidation period is associated with long-
term memory [42], and as such, this temporal positioning of exercise may attenuate forgetting.
Further, future work on this emerging paradigm should be conducted among older adults and
populations more susceptible to forgetting. Lastly, perhaps our null effects were a result of the
exercise stimulus. As we discussed in the Introduction section, the prior research evaluating the
effects of exercise on forgetting pathways (e.g., RAC1) employed chronic exercise paradigms. As
such, chronic exercise (vs. acute exercise) may be required to attenuate forgetting. Future
research should evaluate this possibility.
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