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Reconsideration of the Capacity Limits of Short Term Memory

Ul Jianxia WU Yanhong LIU Yanfang
( Department of Psychology, Peking University, Beijing, 100871) ( Motarola Labs, Beijing, 100022 )

Abstract Miller (1956) proposed the / magical number sever) as the capacity for short term memary. While
after almost 50 years, Cowan summarized a lot of researches to propose the / magical number four0 as the capacity
for short term memory. Cowan distinguished two concepts: pure capacity limits and campound capacity limits.
Furthermore Cowan advanced four conditions in which the pure capacity limits can be observed, they are: capact
ty limits estimated with information owerload; capacity limits estimated by blocking long tetm memory recoding,
passiwe storage and rehearsal; capacity limits estimated with performance discontinuities; capacity limits estimated
with indirect effects. There are a lot of researches prove these conditions and support Cowan s theory.
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