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A critical problem for developing personalized treatment plans for cognitive disruptions
is the lack of understanding how individual differences influence cognition. Recognition
memory is one cognitive ability that varies from person to person and that variation
may be related to different genetic phenotypes. One gene that may impact recognition
memory is the monoamine oxidase A gene (MAO-A), which influences the transcription
rate of MAO-A. Examination of how MAO-A phenotypes impact behavioral and event-
related potentials (ERPs) correlates of recognition memory may help explain individual
differences in recognition memory performance. Therefore, the current study uses
electroencephalography (EEG) in combination with genetic phenotyping of the MAO-A
gene to determine how well-characterized ERP components of recognition memory, the
early frontal old/new effect, left parietal old/new effect, late frontal old/new effect, and
the late posterior negativity (LPN) are impacted by MAO-A phenotype during item and
source memory. Our results show that individuals with the MAO-A phenotype leading
to increased transcription have lower response sensitivity during both item and source
memory. Additionally, during item memory the left parietal old/new effect is not present
due to increased ERP amplitude for correct rejections. The results suggest that MAO-A
phenotype changes EEG correlates of recognition memory and influences how well
individuals differentiate between old and new items.
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INTRODUCTION

Personalized treatment for cognitive disruptions related to mental disorders relies on developing
an understanding of individual differences in cognition. Genetic variation may be one component
driving individual differences in cognitive ability (Friedman et al., 2008; Stelzel et al., 2010;
Barnett et al., 2011; Markett et al., 2011; van Holstein et al., 2011; Colzato et al., 2013a,b;
Ross et al., 2015). One gene that has been linked to symptoms of mental disorders, such
as depression (Dannlowski et al., 2009) and anxiety (Tadic et al., 2003) as well as cognitive
abilities, including episodic memory (Mueller et al., 2014), is the monoamine oxidase A
gene (MAO-A). The MAO-A gene has a well characterized functional polymorphism that
affects transcription of the MAO-A protein leading to changes in enzymatic activity (Sabol
et al., 1998). The polymorphism is a variable number tandem repeat (VNTR) located in the
promotor region of theMAO-A gene with homozygous female and hemizygous male carriers of the
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4-repeat version of the gene (High MAO-A) showing increased
transcription (Sabol et al., 1998). As MAO-A preferentially
breaks down dopamine, serotonin and norepinephrine
(Westlund et al., 1988; Willoughby et al., 1988; Saura et al.,
1992), differences in MAO-A enzymatic activity may impact
neurotransmitter function leading to individual differences in
cognitive ability.

Genetic and pharmacological manipulation of MAO-A
function in preclinical models, as well as different phenotypes
of the MAO-A gene in humans, have been linked to differences
in memory performance. Knocking out the MAO-A gene
in mice leads to low levels of MAO-A activity, significant
increases in serotonin and norepinephrine neurotransmitter
levels (Cases et al., 1995), and increased fear conditioning (Kim
et al., 1997; Singh et al., 2013). Rasagiline, an MAO-A and
MAO-B inhibitor, and moclobemide, an MAO-A inhibitor,
increase recognition and spatial memory in rodents (Steckler
et al., 2001; Wong et al., 2010). Additionally, in a rat
model of schizophrenia, the non-selective MAO inhibitor
phenelzine increases memory performance (Simpson et al.,
2012). Together, these preclinical studies suggest that low
levels of MAO-A enzyme activity may be related to better
recognition memory performance. However, in an examination
of whether MAO-A phenotypes affect spatial memory in
humans, Mueller et al. (2014) show that individuals with the
MAO-A phenotype leading to higher MAO-A transcription
(High MAO-A) perform better at spatial navigation in a
virtual Morris water maze, a task used to assess episodic
memory. The Mueller et al. (2014) study showing that high
transcription of the MAO-A gene results in better memory
is in direct contrast with the preclinical studies suggesting
lower MAO-A activity improves memory (Kim et al., 1997;
Wong et al., 2010; Simpson et al., 2012; Singh et al., 2013).
Though these studies suggest that MAO-A phenotype may
be related to individual differences in memory ability, it is
unclear how MAO-A may affect memory. Examination of the
underlying neural correlates of memory in combination with
MAO-A genotyping may provide some clarity into how MAO-A
phenotype impacts memory. Therefore, the current study uses
electroencephalography (EEG) in combination with examination
of MAO-A phenotype during performance of recognition
memory tasks to determine how MAO-A may influence an
individual’s memory performance.

Recognition memory tasks can be used to assess different
aspects of long-term memory. Recognition memory can be
assessed with item memory, where participants remember
previously presented stimuli, and source memory, where
participants remember a specific contextual detail associated
with a previously presented stimulus. EEG research has
characterized four distinct event-related potentials (ERPs)
signals associated with recognition memory. There are three
old/new effects, where the ERP amplitude is more positive for
hits than correct rejections (Wilding and Rugg, 1996; Donaldson
and Rugg, 1998, 1999; Rugg et al., 1998; Curran, 2000) and the
late posterior negativity (LPN) where the ERP amplitude for hits
has a larger negative change than correct rejections (Johansson
and Mecklinger, 2003; Wilding et al., 2005; Mecklinger et al.,

2007, 2016; Leynes and Phillips, 2008; Evans et al., 2010; Rosburg
et al., 2011; Leynes and Kakadia, 2013). The first old/new
effect is the FN400 which occurs 300–500 ms post-stimulus
presentation over medial frontal scalp locations and is related
to familiarity or conceptual priming (Mecklinger, 2006; Rugg
and Curran, 2007; Voss et al., 2012). The second old/new effect
is the left parietal old/new effect which occurs 500–800 ms
post-stimulus presentation and has been linked to recollection
(Wilding and Rugg, 1996; Donaldson and Rugg, 1998, 1999;
Rugg et al., 1998; Curran, 2000; Curran and Hancock, 2007;
Eichenbaum et al., 2007; Rugg and Curran, 2007). The third
old/new effect is the late frontal old/new effect which occurs
1000–1500ms post-stimulus presentation over right frontal scalp
locations and is a signature of cognitive control processes (Rugg
et al., 2003; Hayama et al., 2008; Hayama and Rugg, 2009).
Finally, the LPN occurs over medial parietal scalp locations
1000–1500 ms post-stimulus presentation and may be associated
with cognitive control demands during retrieval when task
relevant contextual details are impoverished or overlap with
other memory attributes (Johansson and Mecklinger, 2003;
Leynes and Kakadia, 2013; Rosburg et al., 2013; Mecklinger et al.,
2016). We compared these four ERP components of recognition
memory in individuals with the High MAO-A and Low MAO-A
genetic phenotypes. The advantage of using well characterized
EEG measurements of recognition memory in combination with
genetic phenotyping to examine individual differences is to
illuminate how individuals may differ in performing recognition
memory, even if accuracy and reaction time are the same.
As each ERP component is believed to index different aspects
of recognition memory task performance, determining which
components may or may not be changed by MAO-A phenotype
may reveal different strategies used to perform the memory
tasks and may help resolve the conflicting findings for MAO-A
activity levels from preclinical studies and human behavioral
genetic studies. If memory processing is enhanced in the Low
MAO-A group as suggested by the preclinical literature, then
we would expect a larger FN400 and/or a larger left parietal
old/new effect. However, if it is the High MAO-A group that
leads to better memory as suggested by Mueller et al. (2014)
results, we would see increased FN400 and/or parietal old/new
effects in the High MAO-A group. Additionally, it may be
that control processes are impacted by MAO-A phenotype, as
such it may be that the late frontal old/new or LPN effects
would be larger for the group with better recognition memory
performance.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
This study was carried out in accordance with the
recommendations of the Institutional Review Board of the
University of Colorado with written informed consent from
all subjects in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki.
The protocol was approved by the Institutional Review Board
of the University of Colorado. Participants for the study
were recruited from the University of Colorado Boulder
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community. Data from these same participants examining how
the 5HTTLPR serotonin transporter polymorphism affects
ERP’s and how dopamine transporter polymorphisms affect
ERP’s and oscillatory power during recognition memory has
been reported elsewhere (Ross et al., 2015; Medrano et al.,
2017). Participants were given monetary compensation for their
participation. There were a total of 76 participants recruited for
the study of which 59 participants, 33 males and 26 females,
are included in the final data analysis (mean ± standard
deviation = 20.7 ± 2.6 years old, with an age range of 18–29).
The 17 participants removed from the study were due to
multiple reasons. Four participants did not complete the EEG
data recording sessions and three participants were removed
due to technical reasons. Three participants were removed due
to excessive blinking and two because of excessively noisy EEG
channels. Four additional participants were removed due to
low behavioral performance that when combined with epoch
rejections resulted in less than 20 viable epochs per condition.
One last participant was removed due to inability to classify
MAO-A genetic phenotype into the High or Low MAO-A
group (they had a 4R/5R phenotype). Thirty-seven participants
(n = 13 females) were placed in the High MAO-A group, and
22 participants (n = 9 females) were placed in the Low MAO-A
group.

Stimuli
The stimuli used for the experiment were comprised of
815 adjectives, 15 of which were used during practice sessions.
The adjectives were words commonly used in the English
language with a mean written word frequency of 34.86 according
to the Kucera and Francis (1967) word norms. The average
number of letters across the counterbalanced lists ranged from
6.87 to 7.00 letters per word and the average kfreq across
counterbalanced lists ranged from 34.19 to 35.93. The kfreq
and number of letters did not differ between lists. The words
were presented to the participants in white uppercase letters in
the center of the screen on a 26′′ LCD computer screen with
a black background at a visual angle of 2.3◦ using E-prime
2.0 (Psychology Software Tools Inc., Sharpsburg, PA, USA;
Figure 1).

Behavioral Task
Participants performed an item and source memory task
separated by 2–5 days. During each visit, participants performed
an encoding task. Following the encoding task, participants
performed either an item memory or source memory task which
was counterbalanced across participants. Participants came back
to the laboratory 2–5 days later, performed the same encoding
task with new stimuli, and performed the item or source memory
task that they did not do on the first visit (i.e., if they did
item memory on the first visit, they did source memory on the
second visit). During the encoding task, participants encoded
stimuli as they carried out a Place task and a Pleasantness
task (Davachi et al., 2003; Kahn et al., 2004) with an equal
number of words encoded in each task. The participants were
given a 500 ms cue indicating which task, place or pleasant,
they were to use with the next adjective. For the place task,

FIGURE 1 | Behavioral paradigm. Encoding (top panel) for the item and
source retrieval tasks used the same procedure. Participants were shown a
500 ms cue indicating which encoding task to use (pleasantness or place)
followed by presentation of an adjective for 500 ms. They were given 4000 ms
to perform the encoding task followed by a 700 ms question asking how well
they felt they encoded the word. During item retrieval (bottom left) and source
retrieval (bottom right), participants were shown a variable fixation cross
(50–150 ms) followed by presentation of the adjective to be retrieved for
750 ms. A 1750 ms fixation cross followed adjective presentation. Participants
could respond any time after the adjective was presented. During the item
retrieval task responses were either old or new. During the source retrieval
task responses were old place, old pleasant, or new.

participants were instructed to form a mental image of a spatial
scene described by the adjective (for example, for ‘‘BEST,’’
their favorite eatery might be imagined). In the pleasantness
task, the participants rated the pleasantness of the word. Before
beginning the encoding task, a short practice of 10 study words
was completed. After the practice block, participants began the
encoding task, which involved presentation of 204 adjectives.
Two words at the beginning and end of the list were included
as primacy and recency buffers. Each adjective was presented
for 500 ms. After adjective presentation, participants were
given 4000 ms to perform the encoding task. A question
mark was then presented for 700 ms, which instructed the
participants to rate how successful they were at the source
memory task on a 1–4 scale via button press. They could
select 1 (unsuccessful), 2 (successful), 3 (with effort), or 4 (with
ease).

Approximately 30 min after the completion of the encoding
task, participants performed an item memory retrieval task on
one visit and a source memory retrieval task on the other visit.
EEG data was only collected during the retrieval portion of
the tasks. Before beginning the item or source retrieval task,
participants were presented with a short practice test block
of 15 adjectives to ensure they understood test instructions.
During the item memory task, participants were shown an
adjective and asked to identify via button press if the word
was old or new. They used the index finger of one hand for
old and the index finger of the other hand for new. After
their old/new response, participants indicated the confidence in
their answer on a three-point scale, ‘‘surely’’, ‘‘likely’’, ‘‘maybe’’
using the index and middle finger of one hand and the index
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finger of the other hand. Adjectives were presented in blocks
of 24 words, with two words at the beginning and end of the
block serving as primacy and recency buffers. Twenty blocks
were presented to each participant for a total of 200 old words,
200 new words and 80 buffer words. Each trial began with
a 50–150 ms fixation period followed by a 750 ms adjective
presentation period at which time participants were free to
respond. Adjective presentation was followed by a 1750 ms
fixation period. The source memory task was constructed the
same way as the itemmemory task with 20 blocks of 24 adjectives
for 200 old words, 200 new words and 80 buffer words. The
difference was in the response options given to participants.
For source memory, participants were instructed to indicate
if the adjective was previously encoded with the place task,
pleasantness task, or was a new word. Accuracy data and
reaction time during the memory tasks was recorded using
E-Prime 2.0.

EEG Data Collection
A 128-channel HydroCel Geodesic Sensor NetTM connected to
an AC-coupled, 128-channel, high-input impedance amplifier
(200 MΩ, Net Amps TM, Electrical Geodesics Inc., Eugene, OR,
USA) was used to collect scalp voltages from participants during
the testing phase of the experiment. Individual sensors were
adjusted until impedances were less than 50 kΩ, and amplified
analog voltages (0.1–100 Hz bandpass) were digitized at 250 Hz.

EEG Data Preprocessing
EEGLAB (Delorme and Makeig, 2004) and ERPLab (Lopez-
Calderon and Luck, 2014) were used to pre-process EEG data.
EEG channels were visually inspected for bad channels and
interpolation was done using a spherical spline interpolation
function (Srinivasan et al., 1996). If more than 4% of the channels
needed interpolation (five channels), then that participant’s data
was excluded from further analysis (n = 2). The data was
filtered from 0.1 Hz to 40 Hz and re-referenced to the average
signal. Then the data was epoched from 800 ms before stimulus
presentation to 1500 ms after stimulus presentation (−800 ms
to 1500 ms) for hit and correct rejection trials. A baseline of
−800 ms to 0 ms was used for each epoch. After the data was
split into epochs, participant data was put through a moving
window artifact rejection where channel voltages registering
a 100 mV change were rejected in 50 ms bins of 100 ms
length. After artifact rejection, participants were required to have
20 artifact free epochs in each of the hit and correct rejection
bins. Across participants, there was an average of 112.71± 38.13
(mean ± SD) hit trials and 106.07 ± 34.52 correct rejection
trials in the item memory task and 113.48 ± 35.8 hit trials and
106.1± 38.86 correct rejection trials in the source memory task.

Genotyping
Saliva samples were collected from subjects using a commercial
product (OrageneTM, DNAgenotek, Ottawa, ON, Canada) and
allelic variants of the MAO-A gene were identified. The 4-repeat
allelic variant of the MAO-A gene is the more efficient MAO-A
enhancer, transcribing MAO-A 2–10 times more efficiently
than other variations of the polymorphism (Sabol et al., 1998).

Therefore, participants were grouped on the basis of the 4R
variation. TheMAO-A gene is located on the X chromosome, so
males only have one allelic variant. Males with a 4R and females
homozygous for the 4R variant (4R/4R) were placed in the High
MAO-A group (n = 37). Males with a 3R variant and females
heterozygous (3R/4R) or homozygous for the three repeat
version (3R/3R) of the MAO-A gene were placed in the Low
MAO-A group (n = 22). In females (n = 22), the genotypes
were distributed according toHardy-Weinberg equilibrium (59%
4R/4R, 27% 3R/4R, 14% 3R/3R). One participant was left out of
the grouping as they had a 4R/5R allelic variant.

Behavioral Analysis
Reaction times and proportion correctly identified were
calculated for the item memory and source memory task
conditions. In the item memory task, hits were defined as old
items successfully identified as old while correct rejections were
new items correctly identified as new. For the source memory
task analysis, source hits were used, which were defined as stimuli
where the correct source was identified. Using a significance of
p < 0.05, 2 (hit vs. correct rejection) × 2 (High vs. Low MAO-A
group) repeated measures analysis of variances (ANOVAs) were
performed for item and source memory tasks independently, in
order to determine any differences in reaction time and accuracy
between genotype groups. Additionally, response sensitivity
measured using da, and response bias measures with ca were
compared between the High and Low MAO-A groups with
independent samples t-tests.

FIGURE 2 | Regions of interest (ROIs) for event-related potentials (ERPs)
analysis. Electrode montage representing the location of all 128 electrodes.
Black filled electrodes represent the four different groups of seven electrodes
averaged together to form the four ROIs for ERP analysis. LAS, left anterior
superior; RAS, right anterior superior; LPS, left posterior superior; RPS, right
posterior superior.
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FIGURE 3 | Item and source memory results. (A) Response sensitivity (left) and response bias (right) during the item and source memory tasks. High monoamine
oxidase A (MAO-A) groups are represented by light gray bars and Low MAO-A groups by white bars. Response sensitivity (left panel) was lower in the High MAO-A
groups during both item and source memory. There was no difference in response bias (right panel) between groups. (B) Item (left) and source (right) memory
accuracy. The left graph illustrates the proportion of responses where a previously presented item was successfully identified as old (hits; gray) and where new items
were successfully classified as new (correct rejections, CR, white) for High and Low MAO-A groups during item memory. No differences in accuracy were observed
between groups during item memory. The right graph illustrates proportions correct during source memory. The gray bars represent the proportion of trials where
source information was correctly identified (source hits). The white bars are the proportion of trials where new items were successfully classified as new (CR) for High
and Low MAO-A groups during source memory. The proportion of source hits was significantly lower than correct rejections. (C) Item (left) and source (right) reaction
time results. Hits were faster than CR across groups during item memory (left panel). During source memory, hits took longer than correct rejections (right panel). In
addition, individuals with the High MAO-A phenotype were significantly faster during both hits and CR. ∗ Indicates a significant difference at alpha level of 0.05.

ERP ROI Analysis
We analyzed the item and source data using groupings of
seven electrodes for different scalp locations (regions of interest,
ROIs) within specific timeframes (Figure 2), similar to our past
approach (Norman et al., 2008; Nyhus and Curran, 2009; Ross
et al., 2015). We examined four ROIs and three time frames
due to their relevance to ERP effects related to recognition
memory. The ROIs were the left anterior superior (LAS), the

right anterior superior (RAS), the left posterior superior (LPS)
and the right posterior superior (RPS). These labels were derived
from prior recognition memory experiments (Curran, 2000;
Curran et al., 2001; Ally and Budson, 2007; Ally et al., 2009;
Depue et al., 2013) and are meant to describe electrode locations.
The three time points analyzed were 300–500 ms, 500–800 ms
and 1000–1500ms post-stimulus presentation. The early old/new
effect should appear in LAS/RAS 300–500 ms post-stimulus
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presentation while the LPS should demonstrate the left parietal
old/new effect 500–800 ms post-stimulus presentation. The
late frontal old/new effect should be seen in RAS 1000–1500
post-stimulus presentation while the LPN should be seen in
LPS/RPS 1000–1500 post-stimulus presentation. We conducted
four repeated measures ANOVAs to assess differences in
mean ERP amplitudes using SPSS version 24 software (IBM
Corporation, Armonk, NY, USA). For the early (300–500 ms)
old/new effect, a 2 (condition; hits vs. correct rejections) × 2
(hemisphere; LAS vs. RAS) × 2 (group; High vs. Low MAO-A)
repeated measures ANOVA was run. For the left parietal
old/new effect (500–800 ms in LPS) a 2 × 2 repeated measures
ANOVA was run with condition (hits and correct rejections)
and group as variables. The third 2 × 2 ANOVA was for the
late frontal old/new effect within RAS 1000–1500 ms and used
condition and MAO-A group as factors. The final ANOVA was
a 2 × 2 × 2 ANOVA assessing the LPN in the LPS and RPS
1000–1500 ms ROI using hemisphere, condition, and MAO-A
group as factors.

RESULTS

Behavioral Results
Item Memory
The independent t-test examining response sensitivity (da)
during item memory revealed a significant difference (t(57) = 2.4,
p = 0.02, Cohen’s d = 0.71) between the High MAO-A
(mean ± SEM; 1.05 ± 0.07) and Low MAO-A (1.35 ± 0.09;
Figure 3A) groups. There were no significant differences in
response bias (ca) between the two groups (Figure 3A). The 2
(hits vs. CR) × 2 (MAO-A group) repeated measures ANOVA
examining proportion of correct responses during item memory
revealed a non-significant main effect of condition (F(1,57) = 1.76,
p = 0.19, partial η2 = 0.03), a non-significant main effect of
group (F(1,57) = 3.04, p = 0.087, partial η2 = 0.051), and a
non-significant condition × group interaction (F(1,57) = 0.213,
p = 0.646, partial η2 = 0.004; Figure 3B). Reaction time also
failed to show a significant condition × group interaction
(F(1,57) = 0.005, p = 0.943, partial η2 < 0.001) or a main effect
of group (F(1,57) = 0.168, p = 0.683, partial η2 = 0.003). There was
a significant main effect of condition (F(1,57) = 40.415, p< 0.001,
partial η2 = 0.415; Figure 3C), with hits being significantly faster
than correct rejections.

Source Memory
Similar to item memory, the independent t-test examining
response sensitivity (da) during source memory revealed
decreased response sensitivity in the High MAO-A
(mean ± SEM = 1.27 ± 0.10) compared to the Low
MAO-A group (1.58 ± 0.10; t(57) = 2.05, p = 0.045, Cohen’s
d = 0.57) with no difference in response bias (Figure 3A).
The ANOVA examining proportion of correct responses
during source memory revealed a significant main effect of
condition (F(1,57) = 15.42, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.21), where
accuracy for correct rejections was better than for hits across
groups. However, there was no main effect of group and no

condition × group interaction (Figure 3B). Finally, there was a
trend in source misattributions (t(57) = 1.57, p = 0.087, Cohen’s
d = 0.45), where those in the High-MAO-A group made more
source misattributions (35.86 ± 1.4%) than the Low-MAO-A
group (31.26 ± 2.5%). The examination of reaction time during
source memory revealed a significant main effect of condition
(F(1,57) = 53.14, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.48), where hits took
significantly longer than correct rejections. There was also a
significant main effect of group (F(1,57) = 5.63, p = 0.021, partial
η2 = 0.09) with those in the High-MAO-A group being faster
across both hits and correct rejections (Figure 3C). However,
there was no condition × group interaction suggesting those in
the High-MAO-A group were faster at making both hit and CR
rejection judgments.

ERP RESULTS

Item Memory
FN400
The 2 (hemisphere) × 2 (hits vs. correct rejection) × 2 (MAO-A
group) examining mean ERP amplitude in the LAS and RAS
ROIs during item memory did not reveal any interaction
between ERP amplitude and MAO-A genetic variant. The main
effect of condition (partial η2 = 0.009), MAO-A group (partial
η2 = 0.011), and the condition × MAO-A group interaction
(partial η2 = 0.008) were not significant. There was a main
effect of hemisphere (F(1,57) = 6.97, p = 0.011, partial η2 = 0.11),
with LAS showing significant higher mean amplitudes than RAS
across both hits and correct rejections. No other interactions
were significant (see Figure 4 for topographic maps and Figure 5
for ERP waveforms). These results suggest that the FN400 was
not present across groups during item memory.

Parietal Old/New Effect
The 2 (condition) × 2 (MAO-A) group repeated measures
ANOVA examining mean ERP amplitude in the LPS ROI
500–800 ms post-stimulus presentation revealed a significant
main effect of condition (F(1,57) = 4.89, p = 0.031, partial
η2 = 0.08) and a significant condition × MAO-A group
interaction (F(1,57) = 4.20, p = 0.045, partial η2 = 0.069).
The main effect of group was not significant (F(1,57) = 1.51,
p = 0.224, partial η2 = 0.03). A post hoc paired samples t-test
comparing mean hit (0.85 ± 0.26 µV) to correct rejection
(0.33 ± 0.28 µV) amplitude within the MAO-A Low group
showed a significant difference (t(21) = 3.28, p = 0.004, Cohen’s
d = 0.41), revealing the presence of the parietal old/new effect.
Critically, there was no significant difference between mean
hit (1.11 ± 0.31 µV) and correct rejection (1.09 ± 0.28 µV)
amplitudes in the MAO-A High group (t(36) = 0.133, p = 0.90,
Cohen’s d = 0.01) suggesting the parietal old/new effect is not
present in individuals with high MAO-A transcription efficiency
(Figures 4, 5). Post hoc independent t-tests comparing mean
hit and CR amplitudes across groups showed no difference in
mean hit amplitude between groups (t(57) = 0.59, p = 0.56,
Cohen’s d = 0.16) andmarginal difference in mean CR amplitude
(t(57) = 1.8, p = 0.07, Cohen’s d = 0.50) between groups. These
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FIGURE 4 | Topographic maps representing the distribution of ERP responses during item (left) and source (right) memory. The top two panels represent ERP
responses in the High MAO-A group during Hits (top), correct rejections (CR; middle), and the difference between the hits and CR (bottom) 300–500 ms,
500–800 ms, and 1000–1500 ms post-stimulus presentation. The Low MAO-A group ERP responses are displayed in the bottom two panels with item memory on
the left and source memory on the right. Hits for source memory are source hits where the source was correctly identified.

results suggest that the lack of a parietal old/new effect in the
High MAO-A group may be due to an increase in mean CR
amplitude.

Late Frontal Old/New Effect
The 2 (condition) × 2 (MAO-A group) ANOVA examining
mean ERP amplitudes in RAS 1000–1500 ms post-stimulus
presentation revealed a significant main effect of condition
(F(1,57) = 6.59, p = 0.013, partial η2 = 0.104) with mean hit
amplitude across groups being higher than mean CR amplitude.
There was no main effect of group (partial η2 = 0.03) and
no significant condition × MAO-A group interaction (partial
η2 = 0.008; Figures 4, 5).

LPN
Differences in mean ERP amplitudes in the LPN across MAO-A
groups were examined with a 2 (condition)× 2 (hemisphere)× 2

(MAO-A group) repeated measures ANOVA in the LPS and RPS
ROIs 1000–1500 ms post-stimulus presentation. The ANOVA
revealed a significant main effect of condition (F(1,57) = 22.52,
p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.28) with mean hit amplitude
being significantly lower than mean correct rejection amplitude
(Figures 4, 5). The significant main effect of condition suggests
the presence of the LPN in both groups. However, there were
no significant interactions with MAO-A group nor was there a
main effect of MAO-A group suggesting that the LPN during
item memory is not affected by MAO-A transcription efficiency.

Source Memory
FN400
The 2 (hemisphere) × 2 (hits vs. CR) × 2 (MAO-A group)
examining mean ERP amplitude in the LAS and RAS ROIs
revealed a significant main effect of condition (F(1,57) = 6.51,

Frontiers in Human Neuroscience | www.frontiersin.org 7 February 2018 | Volume 12 | Article 53

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/human-neuroscience
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/human-neuroscience#articles


Ross et al. MAO-A Phenotype and Recognition Memory

FIGURE 5 | ERP waveforms during item memory retrieval. Averaged ERP
waveforms from −800 ms to 1500 ms post-stimulus presentation (y axis
crosses at 0 ms) in the left anterior superior (LAS, top left panels), (RAS, top
right panels), left posterior superior (LPS, bottom left panels), and right
posterior superior (RPS, bottom right panels) ROIs for hits (black) and CRs
(red) during the item memory task. The gray boxes highlight the 500–800 ms
timeframe in LPS where the High MAO-A and Low MAO-A groups showed
significant differences in the parietal old/new effect.

p < 0.01, partial η2 = 0.10) with mean hit amplitude being
greater than mean correct rejection amplitude (Figures 4, 6).
The difference in hit and CR amplitude suggests the FN400 was
present during source memory. There was also a main effect
of hemisphere (F(1,57) = 6.03, p = 0.017, partial η2 = 0.1)
where the left hemisphere had higher ERP amplitudes. However,
there were no significant interactions with MAO-A group nor
was there a main effect of MAO-A group suggesting that
the FN400 during source memory is not affected by MAO-A
transcription efficiency.

Parietal Old/New Effect
The 2 (hits vs. CR) × 2 (MAO-A group) ANOVA comparing
mean ERP amplitudes in the LPS ROI 500–800 ms post-stimulus
presentation revealed a main effect of condition (F(1,57) = 10.45,
p < 0.01, partial η2 = 0.16; Figures 4, 6). Mean hit amplitudes
were larger than mean CR amplitudes revealing the presence
of the left parietal old/new effect across groups. Because there
was a difference in the parietal old/new effect during item
memory, we ran post hoc tests to verify that the parietal
old/new effect during source memory was present in both
groups. The post hoc paired samples t-tests revealed the

FIGURE 6 | ERP waveforms during source memory retrieval. Averaged ERP
waveforms from −800 ms to 1500 ms post-stimulus presentation (y axis
crosses at 0 ms) in the (LAS, top left panels), (RAS, top right panels), (LPS,
bottom left panels), and (RPS, bottom right panels) ROIs for hits (black) and
CRs (red) during the source memory task. The gray box represents the main
effect of group for the late frontal old/new effect where ERP amplitudes in the
Low MAO-A group were higher than the High MAO-A group. However, there
were no significant condition by group interactions during source memory.

presence of the parietal old/new effect in both the High
MAO-A (t(36) = 2.649, p = 0.012, Cohen’s d = 0.44) and
Low MAO-A groups (t(21) = 2.496, p = 0.02, Cohen’s
d = 0.53). However, there was no main effect of group
or a condition × group interaction suggesting that MAO-A
phenotype does not influence the left parietal old/new effect
during source memory.

Late Frontal Old/New Effect
The 2 (condition) × 2 (MAO-A group) ANOVA comparing
mean ERP amplitudes 1000–1500 ms post-stimulus presentation
in the RAS ROI revealed a significant main effect of condition
(F(1,57) = 11.27, p < 0.01, partial η2 = 0.17). There was
also a main effect of group (F(1,57) = 7.36, p < 0.01, partial
η2 = 0.11) where mean ERP amplitudes in the Low MAO-A
group (0.91 µV ± 0.21) were higher than in the High-
MAO-A group (0.20 µV ± 0.16). However, there was no
condition × MAO-A group interaction (F(1,57) = 0.066,
p = 0.799, partial η2 = 0.001; Figures 4, 6). These results
suggest that the late frontal old/new effect is present
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across groups and that activity under right frontal scalp
locations is higher in the Low-MAO-A group during source
memory.

LPN
The 2 (hits vs. CR) × 2 (hemisphere) × 2 (MAO-A group)
ANOVA comparing mean ERP amplitudes in the LPS and
RPS ROI’s 1000–1500 ms post-stimulus presentation revealed a
significant main effect of condition (F(1,57) = 26.382, p < 0.001,
partial η2 = 0.32) with hits significantly more negative than CR
(Figures 4, 6). There were no other significant main effects or
interactions. These results suggest the LPN was present across
MAO-A group and that MAO-A phenotype does not affect the
LPN during source memory.

DISCUSSION

The present study investigated how different phenotypes of the
MAO-A gene change ERP correlates of recognition memory
in order to explore how MAO-A genetic variation contributes
to individual differences in recognition memory. We show
that MAO-A phenotype changes behavioral performance as
well as EEG correlates of recognition memory. During item
memory, individuals in the High MAO-A group, which includes
women homozygous for the 4R phenotype and men hemizygous
for the 4R phenotype, have lower response sensitivity scores
(Figure 3A). Additionally, the left parietal old/new effect is
not present in High MAO-A individuals during item memory
due to an increase in mean correct rejection amplitude
(Figure 5). During source memory, the High MAO-A group
show lower response sensitivity scores and faster reaction times
for both hits and correct rejections (Figure 3C). They also
showed an overall decrease in mean hit and CR amplitude
for the late frontal old/new effect. The pattern of behavioral
and ERP findings show that MAO-A phenotype changes
the left parietal old/new effect and influences an individual’s
ability to differentiate old from new items during recognition
memory.

Increased Noise during Item Memory in
High MAO-A Individuals
MOA-A levels may influence the ability to distinguish between
old and new items. Response sensitivity directly measures the
ability to discriminate between old and new stimuli. During
both item and source recognition memory, the High MAO-A
group have lower response sensitivity scores (Figure 3A). We
also show that the left parietal old/new effect is absent in the
High MAO-A group during item memory due to an increase
in mean ERP amplitude for correct rejections (Figures 4, 5).
As the mean amplitudes for correct rejections is increased
to the same level as hits in the High MAO-A group, we
suggest the left parietal ERP in the High MAO-A group is
signaling new stimuli as if they were old stimuli, resulting
in more noise. The increased noise may then be reflected
behaviorally by a decrease in response sensitivity. The individuals
in the High MAO-A group possess the phenotype leading to

increased transcription of MAO-A (Sabol et al., 1998), and
presumably faster clearance of monoamines due to increased
MOA-A enzymatic activity. Combined with our results showing
the lack of a parietal old/new effect and decreased response
sensitivity in the High MAO-A group, these results suggest
that different MAO-A levels resulting from MAO-A phenotype
changes an individual’s ability to differentiate old and new
stimuli.

Our results may help explain why preclinical models show
that knocking out (Kim et al., 1997; Singh et al., 2013) or
blocking MAO-A activity (Steckler et al., 2001; Wong et al.,
2010) leads to better memory. Knocking out or blockingMAO-A
activity leads to lessened MAO-A enzymatic activity, which
is akin to the Low MAO-A group in our study. The Low
MAO-A group had higher response sensitivity scores (Figure 3).
Additionally, our results show that the left parietal old/new effect
is present in the Low MAO-A group and absent in the High
MAO-A group due to an increase in mean ERP amplitude for
correct rejections (Figures 4, 5). In preclinical models, decreasing
the activity of MAO-A may make it easier to distinguish
between old and new stimuli leading to the better memory
seen in preclinical knockout and pharmacological manipulation
studies.

Source Memory Differences in High
MAO-A Individuals
The individuals in the High MAO-A group may be responding
more carelessly with less cognitive control during source
memory. The High MAO-A group showed faster reaction
times for both hits and correct rejections during source
memory. Additionally, our results show a decrease in overall
ERP amplitude for both hits and CRs for the late frontal
old/new effect, which is an index of cognitive control (Wilding
and Rugg, 1996; Donaldson and Rugg, 1998; Ranganath and
Paller, 2000; Werkle-Bergner et al., 2005; Hayama et al., 2008;
Hayama and Rugg, 2009). Though the late frontal old/new
effect is still present, the decreased amplitudes may indicate
less overall cognitive control. Importantly, individuals with the
High MAO-A phenotype have less attention control compared
to Low MAO-A individuals (Fossella et al., 2002), supporting
our interpretation of decreased cognitive control ability in
the High MAO-A group. More direct evidence of decreased
cognitive control in High MAO-A individuals comes from a
study examining working memory updating. Enge et al. (2011)
show decreased N2 ERP amplitude for the High MAO-A group
during the n-back task. The N2 ERP is associated with increased
cognitive control (Folstein and Van Petten, 2008; Enge et al.,
2011; Pires et al., 2014; Kropotov et al., 2017) suggesting
the High MAO-A group does not engage cognitive control
during the n-back task as strongly as Low MAO-A individuals.
When combined with the faster RTs and decreased late frontal
old/new effect seen in our study, these results may suggest
the High MAO-A group engages less control during source
memory.

An alternative interpretation to our suggestion that the High
MAO-A group may engage in less cognitive control during
source memory is that the High MAO-A group may process
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information more efficiently. The Low MAO-A phenotype has
been linked to increased impulsivity (Verdejo-García et al., 2013)
in addiction. Additionally, a recent behavioral study examining
the effect ofMAO-A phenotype on spatial memory using a virtual
water-maze in humans suggests that the HighMAO-A phenotype
leads to more efficient navigation performance (Mueller et al.,
2014). Specifically, men in the High MAO-A group had shorter
path lengths and less heading error than those in the Low
MAO-A group, though there was no difference in the time
it took to get to the escape platform. Our results do show
that the High MAO-A group was faster at responding during
the source memory task and other studies also show faster
responding during working memory (Enge et al., 2011) and
attention (Fan et al., 2003). However, the combination of our
neurophysiological EEG results with the fact that the N2 ERP
is smaller during working memory updating (Enge et al., 2011)
suggest that individuals with the High MAO-A phenotype
may have less control, though more testing will be needed
to determine whether the High MAO-A group is engaged
in less cognitive control or is processing information more
efficiently.

Interestingly, during source memory the left parietal old/new
effect was present in the High MAO-A group, even though
it was not present during item memory (Figure 6). The only
difference between the item memory and source memory tasks
were the instructions and choice options given to participants
during the test phase as the same encoding instructions were
given for both the item and source memory study phases.
During the source memory retrieval test, participants were
specifically instructed to remember the task used during the
study phase whereas the item memory task only instructed
participants to indicate whether the test stimulus was old
or new. Therefore, participants in the source memory task
knew they needed to retrieve a contextual detail in order to
successfully accomplish the task. This expectation may explain
why the left parietal old/new effect is present in High MAO-A
individuals during source memory and was not present during
item memory.

Limitations
Studies examining the relationship between SNP’s and behavioral
changes in cognitive abilities have small effect sizes (Chabris
et al., 2012), requiring large participant numbers. Our current
study uses a relatively small sample (n = 59) which may explain
the lack of differences in proportion of correct responses and
source misattribution differences between the High and Low
MAO-A groups. However, our study relies on examining how
ERP correlates of recognition memory change and the effect
size observed for the left parietal old/new effect in the Low
MAO-A group is moderate (Cohen’s d = 0.41). Additionally,
the effect size observed for response sensitivity differences
between groups was moderate (Cohen’s d = 0.57) during source
memory and large (Cohen’s d = 0.71) during item memory.
The medium to large effect sizes combined with the finding
that on two different test days for two different memory
tasks, item and source response sensitivity was lower for High
MAO-A participants gives us confidence thatMAO-A phenotype

influences response selectivity and the left parietal old/new
effect.

CONCLUSION

One potential path to understanding individual differences
in cognitive function is to examine how different genetic
phenotypes impact the neurophysiology supporting cognition.
In our study, we examined how phenotypes of the MAO-A
gene impact EEG correlates of both item and source recognition
memory. Pre-clinical studies that either knock-out the MAO-A
gene (Kim et al., 1997; Singh et al., 2013) or inhibit MAO-A
enzymatic activity (Steckler et al., 2001; Wong et al., 2010;
Simpson et al., 2012) lead to increased memory performance. In
contrast, genetic studies in humans indicate that individuals with
presumably High MAO-A activity are faster at working memory
(Enge et al., 2011), attentional control (Fossella et al., 2002; Fan
et al., 2003) and spatial navigation (Mueller et al., 2014) tasks.
Our behavioral and ERP results shed some light on the apparent
contradiction in the pre-clinical and human studies. Individuals
in the Low MAO-A group, which would be more similar to
knock-out of the MAO-A gene or inhibition of MAO-A activity,
have higher response sensitivity scores and a left parietal old/new
effect, suggesting the presence of a stronger memory signal.
In animals, this stronger memory signal resulting from lower
MAO-A enzymatic activity may lead to increased performance.
In contrast, individuals with the MAO-A phenotype leading to
high levels of MAO-A enzymatic activity may have increased
physiological noise and may response more carelessly leading to
a decreased ability to differentiate old and new items.
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