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Also, maybe the question “Is it decay or is it interference?” is badly posed because it 
rules out the possibility that both may be involved. That is, maybe STM loses informa-
tion by more than one mechanism. Baddeley (1990) argued that some (although very 
little) trace decay does occur in STM along with interference. E. M. Altmann and Gray 
(2002) proposed that decay does occur and in fact is essential to avoid catastrophic 
types of interference. These authors believed that when information must be updated 
frequently in memory (e.g., you are driving and need to remember the speed limit on 
each new road you take), its current value (e.g., you are on an interstate going 70 miles 
per hour) decays to prevent interference with later values (e.g., you get off the freeway, 
and the speed limit is now 55 miles per hour).

Retrieval of Information

We have talked about the ways people hold on to information for brief periods of time:
how they encode it, how much they can encode, and how long they can retain it. That 
brings us to the question: “How do we retrieve this information from STM when we need
it again?” Saul Sternberg (1966, 1969), in a series of experiments, found some surprising 
things about how we retrieve information from STM. Before turning to his experiments,
let’s consider various possibilities of how information might be retrieved from STM.
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 Figure 5.3: Results from 
Waugh and Norman’s (1965) 
probe digit task study.
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