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Full-sequence Scanning or Self-stop Scanning: A Re-
examination of Sternberg’s Memory Retrieval Experiment
Conclusions (With Limitations Analysis)

Huang Lian Wan Guoping Huang Ziyan Dai Yutong

Southwest Medical University, Luzhou

Abstract: In his short-term memory retrieval experiment, Sternberg first had participants memorize a set of 1-6

numbers, then presented target numbers and asked them to quickly determine whether they belonged to the memory set

and respond accordingly. Results showed that reaction time increased linearly with the number of items in the memory

set, and the slopes for “yes’and “no” responses were similar. Based on these findings, Sternberg proposed that short-

term memory retrieval employs full-sequence scanning—verifying all items sequentially before making a judgment. This

study highlights significant methodological and inferential limitations of this paradigm, demonstrating that a single full-

scanning model fails to account for the diverse empirical evidence. The paper argues that short-term memory retrieval is

not a fixed full-sequence scanning process but rather a flexible, hybrid strategic processing mechanism adaptable to task

contexts.

Key words: Sternberg; Short-term memory; Information retrieval; Serial full-scan; Self-stop scan; Reaction time

paradigm
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