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rapidly enough to prevent the par-
ticipant from having enough time 
to rehearse, the primacy effect dis-
appears, although the recency effect 
stays intact (Murdock, 1962).

The recency effect is thought to result 
from participants’ using either sen-
sory memory or short-term memory. 
Participants often report that they 
can still “sort of” hear the last few 
words, and they often report these 
first and quickly. If the experimenter 
prevents participants from reporting 

effect (but not the primacy effect) 

reflect two kinds of memory. In 
of memory, sensory memory, which is thought to work differently than both of the 
other systems. Those who endorse the idea of sensory memory believe that incoming 
information first passes through this rapidly decaying storage system. If attended to,
the information next moves to STM. To be held for longer than a minute or two, the 
information must be transferred again, this time to LTM.

We will take up the first two hypothesized kinds of memory in this chapter, examining 
first sensory memory and then STM. After a look at the modal model and its pre-
dictions and explanations, we will focus on a newer proposal from psychologist Alan 
Baddeley called working memory. Next, we will turn our attention to recent proposals 
for the existence and importance of executive processes that govern and direct the 
operation of other cognitive processes, picking up on a discussion begun in Chapter 4.
This chapter will conclude by looking at neuropsychological evidence of memory for 
material actively being processed. We will defer until Chapter 6 discussion of memo-
ries stored over longer periods.

SENSORY MEMORY

Sensory “memory” is closely connected to what we call “perception.” This kind of 
memory has been described as a record of our percepts (Baddeley, 1990) because it 
refers to the initial brief storage of sensory information—what you might retain, for 
example, if you glanced up at a billboard and quickly looked away. In fact, there have 
been debates within cognitive psychology as to whether the findings from a typical 
sensory memory study are perceptual or memorial (relating to memory) in nature 
(Neath & Surprenant, 2003). The more common view today is that the phenomena are 
in fact more like other memories than they are like perceptions.

Many cognitive psychologists hypothesize that separate sensory memories exist for 
each sensory modality. In other words, they believe there is a visual sensory memory, 
an auditory sensory memory, an olfactory (pertaining to smell) sensory memory, a gus-
tatory (pertaining to taste) sensory memory, and a tactile (pertaining to touch) sensory 
memory. The overwhelming bulk of the research on sensory memories to date has 
focused on the first two types of sensory memory, called iconic and echoic memory, 
respectively.
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1 Table
2 Candle
3 Maple
4 Subway
5 Pencil
6 Coffee
7 Towel
8 Softball
9 Curtain

10 Player

11 Kitten
12 Doorknob
13 Folder
14 Concrete
15 Railroad
16 Doctor
17 Sunshine
18 Letter
19 Turkey
20 Hammer

 Figure 5.1: Word list 
for a serial position curve 
experiment (A) and typical 
results (B).


