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Schneider and Shiffrin (1977) had two conditions in 
their experiment. In the varied-mapping condition, the set 
of target letters or numbers, called the memory set, con-
sisted of one or more letters or numbers and the stimuli 
in each frame were also letters or numbers. Targets in 
one trial could become distractors in subsequent trials. 
So a participant might search for a J on one trial and
then search for an M on the second trial with a J distrac-
tor included. In this condition, the task was expected to 
be hard and to require concentration and effort.

In the consistent-mapping condition, the target memory 
set consisted of numbers and the frame consisted of 
letters or vice versa. Stimuli that were targets in one
trial were never distractors in other trials. The task in 
this condition was expected to require less capacity. 
Figure 4.8 provides examples of some of the stimuli 
Schneider and Shiffrin (1977) might have used.

In addition, Schneider and Shiffrin (1977) varied 
three other factors to manipulate the attentional 
demands of the task. The first was the frame size—
that is,
always between 1 and 4. Slots not occupied by a 
dot pattern. The second was the frame time
displayed. This varied from approximately 20 milliseconds to 800 milliseconds. The 
last variable manipulated was the memory set—that is, the number of targets the partic-
ipant was asked to look for in each trial (e.g., find a J vs. find a J, M, T, or R).

Figure 4.9 presents the results of the Schneider and Shiffrin (1977) study. The graphs 
are a little hard to follow, but try to do so in conjunction with what you read in the 
next few paragraphs. In the consistent-
mapping condition, thought to require
only automatic processing (because the 
targets and distractors were not the same 
type of stimuli), participants’ performance
varied only with the frame time, not with
the number of targets searched for (mem-
ory set) or the number of distractors pres-
ent (frame size). This means participants 
were just as accurate in searching for one 
target as in searching for four targets and 
in searching among one, two, or four items 
in a frame. Accuracy depended only on the
length of time the frames were displayed.

In the varied-mapping condition, thought 
to require more than automatic processing 
(because the targets and distractors could 
both be letters or both be numbers and 
because targets on one trial could become 
distractors on another trial), participants’ 

Target    3	 Target    B

R  T  E  U	 S  D  C  X

I  O  P  M	 M  R  E  A

Q  3  V  Z	 Z  F  G  L

E  N  C  A	 N  Q  W  O

(a) Single target-present	 (b) Single target-absent

Target B Target 3 or 9 or 1

2  5  4  9	 T  R  P  Q

0  3  4  B	 G  9  H  J

7  1  5  8	 X  M  C  E

4  2  7  0	 W  V  L  N

(c) Single target-present (d) Multiple targets-present

 Figure 4.7: Examples of 
visual search stimuli.
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 Figure 4.8: Depiction of stimuli presented to research participants in the 
Schneider and Shiffrin (1977) study.
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