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short term memory example psychology plays a crucial role in understanding
how we process, retain, and recall information in our daily lives. This
fascinating area of psychology focuses on the mechanisms behind short-term
memory and provides numerous examples that illustrate its significance. In
this article, we will explore the definition of short-term memory, its
importance, various psychological theories, examples, and practical
implications in real-world scenarios. We will also discuss techniques for
improving short-term memory and how it relates to other types of memory. By
the end of this comprehensive guide, you will have a clearer understanding of
short-term memory in psychology and its everyday applications.
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Understanding Short-Term Memory

Short-term memory (STM) refers to the capacity for holding a small amount of
information in an active, readily available state for a brief period. This
type of memory is essential for daily functioning, allowing individuals to
perform tasks such as remembering a phone number long enough to dial it or
keeping track of a conversation. Typically, short-term memory can hold
approximately 7±2 items at once, as suggested by psychologist George A.
Miller in his famous 1956 paper.

STM serves as a temporary storage system, distinct from long-term memory
(LTM), which can retain information for extended periods, sometimes even a
lifetime. The primary function of STM is to process and manipulate
information, enabling individuals to use it in real-time situations.

Characteristics of Short-Term Memory

Short-term memory has several defining characteristics that differentiate it
from other types of memory. Understanding these characteristics can provide
insight into how we think and learn.



Capacity

One of the most important characteristics of short-term memory is its limited
capacity. As mentioned, it can typically hold around 7±2 pieces of
information. This limitation is often referred to as Miller's Law. The
capacity can vary among individuals and can be influenced by factors such as
age, attentiveness, and cognitive load.

Duration

Another defining feature of short-term memory is its duration. Information in
STM can be retained for about 15 to 30 seconds without rehearsal. If the
information is not actively maintained or rehearsed, it is likely to be
forgotten. This brief retention period emphasizes the need for effective
encoding strategies to transfer information to long-term memory.

Encoding and Retrieval

The process of encoding in short-term memory involves transforming sensory
input into a form that can be stored. Typically, STM relies on acoustic
encoding, meaning information is encoded based on how it sounds. For
instance, when trying to remember a phone number, individuals may repeat it
aloud to reinforce their memory.

Theories of Short-Term Memory

Various psychological theories have been proposed to explain the workings of
short-term memory. These theories provide different perspectives on how
information is processed and retained.

The Multi-Store Model

The Multi-Store Model, proposed by Atkinson and Shiffrin in 1968, suggests
that memory consists of three distinct stores: sensory memory, short-term
memory, and long-term memory. According to this model, sensory input first
enters sensory memory, which has a very brief duration. If attended to, the
information moves to short-term memory for further processing, and with
rehearsal, it can be transferred to long-term memory.

Working Memory Model

The Working Memory Model, developed by Baddeley and Hitch in 1974, expanded
on the concept of short-term memory by introducing the idea of working memory
as a system for temporarily storing and manipulating information. This model
includes components such as the central executive, which directs attention;
the phonological loop, which processes auditory information; and the visuo-
spatial sketchpad, which handles visual and spatial data.



Examples of Short-Term Memory in Psychology

To better understand short-term memory, let’s examine some practical examples
that highlight its role in everyday life and psychological research.

Everyday Examples

In daily activities, we constantly utilize short-term memory. Here are a few
common scenarios:

Remembering a Shopping List: When heading to the grocery store, many
people recall their shopping list without writing it down. They may
repeat the items mentally to keep them fresh in their minds.

Following Directions: If someone gives you verbal directions to a
location, you rely on your short-term memory to remember the steps until
you reach your destination.

Playing Memory Games: Games that require you to remember sequences or
patterns, like Simon Says, directly engage your short-term memory.

Psychological Experiments

Psychologists have conducted numerous experiments to study short-term memory.
One famous experiment is the digit span test, where participants are asked to
recall a sequence of numbers in the same order they were presented. This test
measures the capacity of short-term memory and can vary based on individual
differences.

Another significant study is Peterson and Peterson's research in 1959, which
demonstrated the rapid decay of short-term memory. Participants were asked to
remember trigrams (three consonants) while performing distracting tasks. The
results indicated that recall significantly decreased after just 18 seconds,
highlighting the fleeting nature of short-term memory.

Practical Implications and Applications

Understanding short-term memory has practical implications across various
fields, including education, health, and cognitive therapy. Recognizing its
limitations can help optimize learning and memory retention strategies.

Education

In educational settings, teachers can utilize techniques that cater to the
limitations of short-term memory. For instance, breaking down complex
information into smaller, manageable chunks can enhance students' ability to
retain and recall information. Techniques such as spaced repetition and
active recall can also aid in transferring knowledge from short-term to long-
term memory.



Cognitive Therapy

In cognitive-behavioral therapy, understanding short-term memory can help
therapists develop strategies for clients who struggle with memory-related
issues. Techniques such as mindfulness and memory aids (like notebooks or
digital reminders) can support clients in managing their daily tasks and
responsibilities.

Improving Short-Term Memory

While short-term memory has inherent limitations, several strategies can help
enhance its capacity and duration. By employing these techniques, individuals
can improve their ability to retain and recall information.

Rehearsal Techniques

Rehearsal is a fundamental method for maintaining information in short-term
memory. This can be achieved through:

Maintenance Rehearsal: Repeating information over and over to keep it
active in memory.

Elaborative Rehearsal: Connecting new information to existing knowledge,
which aids in deeper understanding and retention.

Mnemonic Devices

Mnemonic devices are memory aids that help individuals retain information
through associations. Examples include acronyms, visualization, and chunking
larger pieces of information into smaller units. For instance, remembering a
list of items by grouping them into categories can simplify recall.

Short-Term Memory vs. Long-Term Memory

While short-term memory and long-term memory serve different functions, they
are interconnected. Short-term memory acts as a temporary holding area for
information that may eventually be transferred to long-term memory.
Understanding the differences between these two memory types can shed light
on learning processes and memory retention.

Differences in Duration and Capacity

As previously mentioned, short-term memory has a limited capacity of about
7±2 items and can retain information for approximately 15-30 seconds. In
contrast, long-term memory can store an extensive amount of information for
days, months, or even years. This fundamental difference highlights the
importance of transferring valuable information from short-term to long-term
memory.



Types of Long-Term Memory

Long-term memory is further divided into explicit (declarative) and implicit
(non-declarative) memory. Explicit memory includes facts and events that can
be consciously recalled, while implicit memory involves skills and tasks that
are performed without conscious awareness. Understanding this distinction can
help individuals identify effective learning strategies that suit their
needs.

Conclusion

Short-term memory is an essential component of our cognitive processes,
influencing how we learn, remember, and interact with the world around us. By
exploring various examples and theories in psychology, we gain a deeper
appreciation for its complexity and significance. Whether it's in educational
settings or day-to-day activities, enhancing our short-term memory can lead
to improved performance and productivity. As we continue to study the
intricacies of memory, we can develop strategies to optimize our cognitive
abilities and better navigate our lives.

Q: What is short-term memory?

A: Short-term memory refers to the capacity to hold a small amount of
information actively for a brief period, typically around 15 to 30 seconds.
It allows individuals to process and manipulate information in real-time.

Q: How does short-term memory differ from long-term
memory?

A: Short-term memory has a limited capacity (about 7±2 items) and short
duration (15-30 seconds), while long-term memory can store vast amounts of
information for extended periods, sometimes even indefinitely.

Q: What are some examples of short-term memory in
everyday life?

A: Examples include remembering a phone number long enough to dial it,
following spoken directions, or recalling items on a shopping list without
writing them down.

Q: What techniques can help improve short-term
memory?

A: Techniques include maintenance and elaborative rehearsal, mnemonic
devices, and chunking information into smaller units to enhance retention and
recall.



Q: What role does rehearsal play in short-term
memory?

A: Rehearsal helps maintain information in short-term memory by repeating it,
which can prevent decay and facilitate the transfer of information to long-
term memory.

Q: Are there different types of long-term memory?

A: Yes, long-term memory can be divided into explicit (declarative) memory,
which involves facts and events, and implicit (non-declarative) memory, which
includes skills and tasks performed unconsciously.

Q: How can understanding short-term memory be applied
in education?

A: Educators can use strategies that align with the limitations of short-term
memory, such as breaking information into smaller chunks and employing spaced
repetition to enhance learning and retention.

Q: What psychological experiments have studied short-
term memory?

A: Notable experiments include the digit span test, which measures capacity,
and Peterson and Peterson's study, which demonstrated the rapid decay of
information in short-term memory.

Q: Can short-term memory be affected by age or
cognitive load?

A: Yes, short-term memory capacity can vary with age, often declining in
older adults, and can be negatively impacted by high cognitive load, making
it harder to retain information.

Q: What are mnemonic devices, and how do they help
with memory?

A: Mnemonic devices are memory aids that help individuals retain information
through associations, such as acronyms or visualization, making it easier to
recall complex information.
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