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able to remember it for only a maximum 
of about 30 seconds. After that time, the 
memory trace will simply decay and the 
information will be lost.

However, other cognitive psychologists 
soon began to challenge this decay expla-
nation of forgetting. They proposed a 
different mechanism, called interference, 
that works as follows. Some information 
can “displace” other information, making 
the former hard to retrieve. You can think 
of the interference explanation as being 
akin to finding a piece of paper on my 
desk. At the start of each academic term, 
my desk is (relatively) free of clutter. Any 
piece of paper placed on the desktop is 
trivially easy to find. However, as the term 
goes on and my time grows short, I tend 
to allow all kinds of memos, papers, jour-
nals, and the like to accumulate, as shown 

Can we explain the Brown–Peterson task results in terms of interference? Think once 
again about the counting task. Notice that it supposedly has very little purpose other 
than to distract the participant from rehearsing the trigram. Yet maybe the counting 
task does more than prevent participants from rehearsing; it may actually interfere 
with their short-term storage of the trigram. As participants count aloud, they com-
pute and announce the values. As they compute and announce the values, they put 
them into STM. Thus, the counted values may be displacing the original information.

A study by Waugh and Norman (1965) demonstrated the role of interference in STM. 
These authors invented the probe digit task, which works as follows. Participants are 
given a 16-digit number such as 1596234789024815. The last digit in the number is 
a cue for participants to report the digit that first came after the first occurrence of 
the cue in the number. (It’s a little complicated to follow that instruction, but it can be 
done; stop reading for a moment and actually try it.) In our example, the cue is 5 (it’s 
the last digit of the number), and the first occurrence of 5 in the number is followed by 
a 9, so the response should be 9.

Waugh and Norman (1965) presented the numbers either quickly, at the rate of four 
digits per second, or slowly, at the rate of one digit per second. Their reasoning was 
that if decay caused forgetting in STM, then participants receiving a slow rate of pre-
sentation should be not as good at recalling digits from early in the number. This is 
because more time would have elapsed on trials with the slow presentation, causing 
more decay from the beginning of the number. Figure 5.3 (which plots the rate of recall 
as a function of the number of interfering items) shows, however, that this is not what 
happened. Participants showed equivalent performance on recalling digits through-
out the number regardless of rate of presentation. On all trials, participants were not 

 Photo 5.1: A photo of my 
desk, providing a metaphor 
for memorial interference.
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