
Are there limits to working memory?

Yes. It is unfortunately true that working memory is limited in a number 
of ways, and can easily fail us when we need it. In particular, we need 
to continue to pay attention to what is being held in working memory if it 
is to persist over even short periods of time. Here are some of the situations
that often lead to the loss of information from working memory. 

• Distraction. An unrelated thought springing to mind, or an interruption
such as a telephone ringing or someone speaking to us, can be
sufficient to divert attention the contents of working memory so that 
its contents are rapidly lost.

• Trying to hold in mind too much information. There is a limit to how
much information can be held in working memory. For example, most
of us would not be successful in attempting to multiply the numbers
739 and 891 in our heads, simply because the amount of information
that has to be stored in the course of this calculation exceeds the
capacity of most people’s working memory.

• Engaging in a demanding task. Activities that require difficult mental
processing, such as applying the rules of multiplication during mental
arithmetic, reduce the amount of space in working memory to store
information. This can result in a loss of other information that is 
already held.

Once information has been lost from working memory it is gone for good. 
The only possible way forward is to start again the process of entering
information into working memory. In mental arithmetic, for example, the 
sum would have to be re-calculated from the beginning.
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