
Introduction to Cognitive Psychology Summary 

 

What is Cognitive Psychology? 

- Cognitive psychology is concerned with how people remember, pay attention, and think.  

o The importance of all these issues arises in part from the fact that most of what we do, think, and feel is 

guided by things we already know.  

o One example is the comprehension of a simple story, which turns out to be heavily influenced by the 

knowledge we supply. 

- “Cognitive Psychology refers to all processes by which the sensory input is transformed, reduced, elaborated, 

stored, recovered and used.” - Neisser (1967). 

- The Scientific study of knowledge – Reisberg. 

- The scientific study of mental processes: 

o How people process information 

o Interested in:  

➢ Attention  

➢ Pattern recognition & Perception  

➢ Storage and retrieval of information from memory  

➢ Categorisation of information  

➢ Language  

➢ Decision making / reasoning / problem solving 

 

History of Cognitive Psychology: 

- Structuralism:  

o Wundt – 1879  

o The components of consciousness  

➢ Mode, quality, intensity, duration  

➢ Studied through introspection 

- Functionalism: 

o James  

o Text book: The principles of psychology (1890)  

o 1st Harvard course on psychology  

o The functions of the brain – question of why 

- Behaviourism: 

o 1930s  

o Psychology - the study of behaviour  

o Interested in only observable behaviour  

o Refused to study mental processes  

o Classical conditioning: Pavlov and Watson  

o Operant conditioning: Skinner   

o The behaviourist movement rejected introspection as a method, insisting instead that psychology speak 

only of mechanisms and processes that were objective and out in the open for all to observe.  

➢ However, evidence suggests that our thinking, behaviour, and feelings are often shaped by our 

perception or understanding of the events we experience.  

➢ This is problematic for the behaviourists: perception and understanding are exactly the sorts of 

mental processes that the behaviourists regarded as subjective and not open to scientific study. 

- Cognitive psychology emerged as a separate discipline in the late 1950s, and its powerful impact on the wider 

field of psychology has led many academics to speak of this emergence as the cognitive revolution.  



o One predecessor of cognitive psychology was the 19th century movement that emphasized introspection 

as the main research tool for psychology. Psychologists soon became disenchanted with this movement, 

however, for several reasons:  

➢ Introspection cannot inform us about unconscious mental events. 

➢ Even with conscious events, claims rooted in introspection are often untestable because there is 

no way for an independent observer to check on the accuracy or completeness of an 

introspective report.  

➢ Rebellion against behaviourism: 

❖ Ignore mental processes  

❖ Cannot explain complex processes: 

 Excelling in sport or art  

 Observational learning  

 Perception 

➢ Advanced in linguistics: 

❖ Study of language  

❖ Skinner argued: children learn language through operant conditioning  

 Rewarded for correct sentences  

❖ Chomsky points out: 

 Infinite number of sentences  

 Childhood mistakes - “My budgie got deaded”. 

➢ Advances in psychobiology: 

❖ Link brain processes and behaviour. 

➢ Human factors engineering  

❖ Machines made to suit the operators  

❖ WWII – aircrafts 

➢ Advances in computer technology: 

❖ Showed how processing could take place. 

 Computer simulation:   

o Imitate mental processes  

 Artificial intelligence:   

o Outcome the same as human but processes different   

 Introduced concepts  

o Serial vs parallel processing  

o Information processing capacity 

o Early influential researchers:  

➢ Chomsky (1957) – language acquisition device  

➢ Broadbent (1958) – attention  

➢ Sperling (1960) – sensory store  

➢ Miller (1956) – capacity of short term memory  

➢ Newell and Simon (1956) – logic theorist computer program (used human reasoning to solve 

problems) 

 

The Influence of Cognitive Psychology: 

- Cognitive psychology is currently very influential in psychology  

o Developmental Psychology  

o Social Psychology  

o Health Psychology  

o Abnormal Psychology  

o Personality  



o Therapy  

o Cognitive Neuroscience becoming very influential 

 

Cognitive Psychology: 

- Transcendental Method (Immanuel Kant)   

o Reason backward from observations to determine the cause. 

- Synthesis of empiricism and rationalism: 

o Rationalism  

➢ Method: Reasoned contemplation  

➢ Theoretical driven  

➢ Information Processing Approach: 

❖ Info processed through a system or set of stages. 

 
➢ Connectionist Approach: 

❖ Units of knowledge linked to other units  

 Not stores and processes 

 
➢ Models of mental processes – refer to processes not structure in the brain  

➢ Occasionally a process and structure are the same  

➢ Usually a process will be spread over many structures 

o Empiricism  

➢ Method: Concrete observations  

➢ Empirical driven  

➢ How do you measure something that can’t be observed?   

❖ Measure the behaviours or brain function associated with the mental processes. 

o Synthesis  

➢ Compromise between thesis & antithesis. 

➢ Thesis - Theory that argues a particular pointer.  

➢ Antithesis - Counter argument of thesis. 

o Theory is essential: 

➢ Explanation  

➢ Prediction  

➢ Theory worthless without supporting data  

➢ Limitation: Findings only understood in terms of theory. Constructs are never directly tested or 

measured. 

 

Research in Cognitive Psychology: 

- Experimental Studies: 

o Basics  

➢ At least two groups treated identically except for treatment of interest (IV). 

➢ Difference in behaviour (DV) across groups caused by IV. 

o Independent Variable  



➢ Variable manipulated by the experimenter  

➢ The cause of differences in behaviour – at least two levels  

➢ Examples: Cognitive load, Task difficultly   

o Dependent Variable  

➢ Behaviour being measured  

➢ The effect 

o Four Critical Elements   

➢ Random Selection:  

❖ Each member of population equal chance of being selected  

➢ Random Assignment: 

❖ Randomly place individuals in different groups.  

❖ Equal chance of belonging to each group  

❖ Individual differences evened out 

➢ Experimenter Manipulation: 

❖ Manipulation of IV 

❖ Inclusion of a control group  

➢ Experimenter Control: 

❖ Confounding variable 

 Varies with IV  

 Might cause change in DV  

❖ Standardisation 

o Variations of Design: 

➢ Between participants design  

❖ Independent/Separate groups  

❖ Two or more groups - each receive a different level of the IV  

❖ Random assignment (or matched participants) 

➢ Within-subjects design: 

❖ Related/Repeated groups  

❖ One group of participants receive all the level of the IV  

❖ Increased sensitivity 

❖ Problems with within-participants design  

 Order effects - order of task effects performance  

o Experience with task = better performance, fatigue/boredom  

 Carry-over effects - the effects from one condition carry over to next  

o Drugs  

o Techniques already learnt 

❖ Controlling for order- & carryover-effects  

 Counter balancing - every possible order is presented to participants. Each 

participant is presented with one order only  

o AB, BA  

o Order and carry over effects can be recognized 

 Incomplete counter balancing  

o More than 3 conditions  

o Not every order dealt with  

o Latin squares - each level appears in each order position, equal times 

o Advantage: 

➢ Cause and effect  

o Limitations:  

➢ Often artificial environment = low ecological validity   



❖ The extent to which the conditions simulated in the laboratory reflect real life 

conditions  

➢ Not all hypotheses can be tested experimentally.  

❖ Only if independent variable can be manipulated by experimenter  

❖ Some manipulations unethical 

- Psychobiological: 

o Structure:  

➢ Angiogram, CT scan, MRI  

❖ Picture of brain, Non-invasive  

❖ Often used when individual is showing cognitive deficits   

➢ Double dissociation  

❖ Used to identify if cognitive functions are different to each other  

❖ Double dissociation demonstrates that implicit and explicit are independent    

 Some people impaired explicit memory and normal implicit   

 Others show impaired implicit and normal explicit. 

o Function: 

➢ Active areas associated with more   

❖ Electrical activity  

❖ Greater consumption of glucose & oxygen  

➢ Subtraction Technique   

❖ Difference between background noise and activity associated with cognitive functioning 

➢ Electrical recordings  

❖ EEG (electroencephalograms)  

❖ Microelectrode recordings  

❖ PET (Positron emission tomography)  

❖ fMRI (functional MRI)  

❖ Transcranial Magnetic Stimulation 

- Self-Report: 

o An individual’s own account of cognitive processing  

o Diaries, retrospective accounts, surveys  

o Think aloud  

o Limitations  

➢ Truthfulness of participants  

➢ Data gathering might influence processing  

➢ Cognitive processing outside conscious awareness or so rapid not noticed  

➢ Inaccurate perceptions of event. 

- Case Studies: 

o Nisbett and Wilson (1977)  

➢ Argue people cannot accurately report on the effects of stimulus on higher order thinking 

➢ Position effect: 

❖ Showed participants 4 identical sets of stockings and asked which was the best quality  

❖ Four times more likely to pick the right most stocking over the left most. Indicates for 

most choice was based on position  

❖ When asked the reason for choice – none mentioned the position. 

o In depth study into an individual. 

 

 

- Naturalistic Observations: 

o Cognitive performance in everyday situations (outside lab)  



o PRO: 

➢ High ecological validity  

➢ Formulate hypotheses  

o CON  

➢ Generalisability  

➢ Observer bias 

- Quasi-experimental studies - pre-existing groups   

o No random assignment = no cause and effect  

- Correlational Studies – examining the relationship between two variables  

o Strength of relationship  

o Direction of relationship  

o Con:  

➢ No cause and effect  

o Pro: 

➢ Info on variables that can’t be manipulated 

 

- To study mental events, psychologists have turned to a method in which one focuses on observable events but 

then asks what (invisible) events must have taken place to make these (visible) effects possible.  

- Research in working memory provides an example of how cognitive psychologists use evidence.  

o One theory of working memory proposes that this memory consists of a central executive and a small 

number of low-level assistants, including the articulatory rehearsal loop, which stores material by means 

of covert speech.  

➢ Many forms of evidence are used in supporting this account:  

❖ Measures of working memory’s holding capacity in various circumstances. 

❖ The nature of errors people make when using working memory. 

❖ The speed of performance in working-memory tasks. 

❖ Evidence drawn from the study of people with brain damage. 

❖ Evidence drawn from brain-imaging technology.  


