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Attention 

 

Definition: the focalisation and concentration of consciousness on one out of many simultaneously possible objects or 

trains of thought 

 

Types of Attention 

 

 

 

 

Selective 

 Focused attention onto one action, object, or event 

 Auditory 

 Visual 

 We have limited cognitive resources, so priority is given to selected tasks and other 

stimuli are ignored 

 We do not fully process everything, but know where to look to find it 

 World as external memory – information is stored but not immediately processed 

in complex details 

 

Divided 

 Processing multiple inputs 

 Multitasking 

 When attention is divided, tasks will not be performed at the optimum level 

 Practising one task may improve performance 

 

 

 

 

Control 

 Control of attention 

 Elements of consciousness and automaticity  

 There can only be attention when individual is awake and aware of surroundings and 

what is being focused on 

 Awake is not equal to attentive 

 Can be awake but not focused on anything  

 Attention can also ‘inhibit’ attention to some task 

 E.g. looking ‘politely’ away – attention is focused elsewhere so that it is not on a 

situation/object 

 

Selective Attention 

 

Visual 

 Our attention tend to be focused on objects that are dynamic (moving) 

 Things that are constant and stable can disappear in our sight even when they are very conspicuous  

 We do not expect them to change, and so do not attend to them 

 

Audio 

 Dichotic listening 

 

 

 



Memory 
 

Memory is… 

 Central to all human behaviour 

 Not directly observable 

 Draws on other strands of psychology to help describe and understand 

 Happens in the brain 

 

Memory frameworks in cognitive psychology 

 

 

 

 

Information processing 

1950's – 1980's+ 

 Computer metaphor 

 Mind is a symbol processing system like a computer 

 Uses symbols to represent things in the world 

 Information processing as the acquisition, storage, and manipulation of 

symbols to meet task demand 

 

 

Connectionist framework 

1980's – now 

 The mind is a network of interconnected processing units  

 Neurons 

 Thinking about the brain itself 

 Processing consists of transmission of activation and inhibition within these 

networks 

 

 

 

Cognitive neuroscience 

1990's – now 

 Neuroimaging 

 Many cognitive functions can be localised to particular neural regions 

 Study of images of activation in the brain while subjects perform 

different tasks to understand memory 

 Identification and investigation of brain region responses to experimental 

manipulation provides insight into the brain mechanisms underpinning 

cognitive processes 

 Could potentially be misleading? 

 Weisberg et al. (2008) the seductive allure of neuroscience 

explanations 

 Novices and early students were more likely to be seduced by an 

explanation that included neuroscience even if the explanation itself is 

bad 

 Experts are able to reject irrelevant neuroscience 

 

Levels of description 

 Separation between the mind and the brain 

 The mind as a the activity of the brain at a certain level of description (Green, 1996) 

 Marr (1982) proposed 3 levels of description of complex systems (such as cognition!) 

1. Computational – what needs to be computed for the task to be carried out 

2. Conceptual – form in which information is represented (representation) and the steps or procedures that occur 

to transform inputs into outputs (algorithm) 

3. Hardware – physical means by which the representation and algorithm are realized (the brain!) 



Problem Solving & Decision Making 
 

Higher-order cognition 

 

Definition: thinking – systematic transformation of mental representations of knowledge to characterise actual or 

possible states of the world, often to achieve a goal 

 One of the most complex things we do 

 Is built on other aspects of cognition 

 Utilizes the products of perception, memory, and language 

 Creates and uses knowledge rather than extracting knowledge 

 i.e. using and transforming knowledge to solve a problem 

 

Aspects of thinking 

 Problem solving 

 Generating route to a goal 

 Decision making 

 Evaluating alternative outcomes or making choices 

 E.g. choosing the right treatment 

 Reasoning  

 Drawing further inferences from current knowledge and beliefs 

 Expertise and skill acquisition  

 Knowledge forming a routine  

 E.g. becoming a doctor 

 

Why is thinking so difficult? 

 Other aspects of cognition that it builds from are imperfect 

 Is recent in terms of evolution 

 Human brain is most distinguished by our frontal lobes 

 Frontal lobes are activated by all forms of thinking 

 Humans make mistakes 

 We often do not accept or confront errors 

 Especially cognitive errors, because they closely relate to the way we perceive ourselves 

 We do not want to see ourselves as people who make mistakes! 

 

Piltdown Man 

 (1908-1915) fossil parts found near Piltdown, UK 

 Clearly human skull and ape-like jaw 

 Gasp! Could this be the missing link between 

apes and humans? 

 Reconstruction suggested certain wear patterns on 

molars 

 Tooth with that pattern then was discovered in 

Piltdown 

 Rosen (1968) found it to be a hoax 

 Piltdown man suggested that humans lost ape-like 

features after developing a big brain 

 Evidence was oriented toward this finding  

 Contradictory evidence, such as the discovery 

of the earliest hominid skull in 1924 by Dart 

was ignored 

 1950 fluorine test suggested skull was only 50 000 

years, not 500 000 years old 

 1953 found that wear on teeth was due to artificial 

abrasion – someone made the set of teeth 

 

 



Social Cognition 
 

Definition: how people make sense of the social world 

 Of themselves, others, and situations 

 Social interaction and interpretation of these interactions are one of the most important determinants of well-

being 

 Humans are inherently social creatures 

 Compared with the ratio of other species, human brain size may be due to the intricacies of social behaviour 

 Places emphasis on cognitive processes 

 Role of cognitive processes in social judgement and behaviour 

 Social influences on mental processes 

 Cognitive processes play important role in social behaviour and thought 

 Affects perception in social interaction and behaviour, which in turn affects our learning and memory 

 Elements that affect social interpretation, judgement, and behaviour can be completely beyond words 

 We may not think something has an effect on us, but it does 

 

Models of the Social Thinker 

 

An example 

 A poll of 1018 Americans showed that 27% believed Obama was not born in the USA 

 How might these people have made their judgement? 

 

 

 

Naïve scientist 

 Gather evidence to test hypothesis 

 E.g. what does his birth certificate say 

 Authenticity of birth certificate 

 Other sources of evidence 

 Issues arise from the amount of time that we should invest in gaining 

information about a particular problem 

 

 

Cognitive miser 

 Use cognitive shortcuts (heuristics) 

 E.g. experts say birth certificate is authentic 

 Friends all think Obama was born in USA 

 Do not want to spend a lot of time finding information 

 Finds answer, then moves on 

 

 

 

 

Motivated tactician 

 Strategic 

 Choose among strategies based on goals and motives 

 Wishes to find a specific answer, and will use strategies that will help to 

achieve that 

 Motivated scepticism 

 Use strategies that will bring an answer according to the person's 

inclinations towards the issue 

 E.g. if person does not like Obama, then will find evidence that he was 

not born in the US and vice versa 

 People create their own reality 

 Our understanding of the social world is influenced by our beliefs, goals, and feelings/attitudes 

 Our interpretation of society is not based on only our senses 

 

 



Prejudice 
 

Defining Stereotypes, Prejudice, & Discrimination 

 

Fiske (1998) General Definition: stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination 

 Have automatic aspects 

 Have socially pragmatic aspects 

 Are individually controllable 

 Change is possible 

 Occurrence can be influenced by social structures 

 Stems from perceptions of ingroup and outgroups  

 Ingroup – group that you are related to 

 Outgroup – group that you are not related to (and therefore may have generalizations about) 

 

Definitions 

 

Stereotypes  

 Vaughan & Hogg (2002) a widely shared and simplified evaluative image of a social group 

and its members 

 Zanna (1998) beliefs that typical members of the outgroup possess certain characteristics 

or traits 

 Members of the outgroup lose individuality and are regarded with group characteristics 

 Stereotypes may not always be negative 

 

 

 

Prejudice 

 Allport (1954) antipathy based upon faulty and inflexible generalization 

 Antipathy = intense dislike 

 May be felt or expressed 

 May be directed towards group as a whole 

 May be directed towards an individual for being a part of the group 

 Baron & Byrne (2002) usually negative attitude towards members of some group based 

solely on their membership in that group 

Discrimination   Nelson (2002) any negative behaviour directed towards an individual based on their 

membership in a group 

 Stereotypes and prejudice may be seen as the characterisation of another group or its members 

 Discrimination as negative behaviour based on those characterisations 

 

Automatic-controlled continuum 

 SPD are automated processes, but may be mediated 

by a number of factors and not necessarily be expressed 

as controlled thoughts 

 i.e. mediating factors have varying degrees of 

inhibition on automatic thoughts 

 E.g. children and the elderly have less inhibitory 

abilities 

 Just because we have stereotypes and prejudices, 

does not mean we will always act on them 

 Stereotypes involve processes of categorisation and 

learned associations 

 Learned very early in life 

 



Manipulation 
 

Weapons of Influence 

 

Cialdini (1984) 

 Humans often respond automatically because of the quantity of information around us 

 E.g. heuristics & stereotypes 

 Automatic behavioural responses can be triggers and makes us susceptible to manipulation 

 Are based on psychological principles, which exert a lot of power over our principles 

 6 Weapons of Influence as defined by Cialdini 

1. Reciprocation 

2. Liking 

3. Authority 

4. Commitment & Consistency 

5. Scarcity 

6. Social validation 

 

Reciprocation 

 

Definition: the principle that we should try to repay the gift or favour that others give us 

 Power of reciprocation overwhelms other factors likely to influence decision 

 Even when it was not wanted or needed 

 

Why? 

 Rule of reciprocation is universal across all human societies 

 Is an adaptive mechanism: ancestors lived by learning to share resources and skills in network of obligation 

 Helps efficiency 

 Obligation to follow this system of giving, receiving, and repaying 

 Has a future orientation – will perform favour even with no immediate reciprocation because we know that 

we will get something back in the future 

 

Regan (1971) 

 2 students asked to rate paintings, one was a confederate (Joe) 

Test Control 

 Did the subject a favour by buying them a coke  Did not buy the subject a coke 

At the end of rating the paintings, asked subjects whether they would buy raffle tickets off him 

 Bought more tickets compared to control condition 

 Liking had no influence on whether they bought 

ticket or not 

 Typically bought tickets if they liked Joe 

 

 Shows that the norm of reciprocity tends to overwhelm other factors (e.g. liking) that normally affects our 

decision to comply with a request 

 Rather than doing a request for someone (initiating reciprocation), we are repaying them back for what they have 

already done for us – less choice in the matter since favour has already been done 

 

 

 



Developmental 
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Socio-emotional development I: 0-6 months – primacy of the caregiver 

 

What makes humans specifically social? 

 Other animals are also social 

 But human infants appear to be open to socialising from very early on 

 Early socialisation a basis for cultural transmission? 

 Note that this also transmits internal attitudes and biases – which we act out on unconsciously  

 

Facial recognition 

 Infants pay a lot of attention to faces  

 Perhaps they have to read information and emotion from them in order to survive 

 'People' constitute a specific domain in infants' cognition from very early on 

 

 

Wilcox (1969) 

 Infants show preference for schematic faces by 4-5 months of age 

 Is not just a preference for elements that may make up the face 

 Show preference for schematic face over scrambled face 

 Faces equated for number of pattern elements on the face, symmetry, and 

external contour 

 Babies show preference for the face as a whole and not just a liking for its parts 

Maurer & Barrera (1984)  2 month olds can discriminate amongst different types of shapes featuring facial 

elements and show a preference for the schematic face 

 left picture show schematic face, scrambled 

symmetrical face, and scrambled unsymmetrical 

face 

Morton & Johnson (1991)  10 week olds discriminate between facial and non-facial configurations 

(CONSPEC) 

 Little evidence of recognition via learning processes before 2 months 

 Suggests that infants have innate preference for faces/face-like pattern 

configurations 

Turati (2004)  Suggested that infants prefer up-down asymmetric, and congruent pattern 

configurations 

 Up-down asymmetry i.e. T-shaped;  

 Congruency i.e. even space between the spatial disposition of the 

inner features and the shape of the outer contour 

 Because infants cannot actually see clearly for some time after birth 

 Preferences for at least the 2 general structural properties (as mentioned 

above) 

 Picture: top – up-down asymmetric, congruent face (preferred!); 

bottom – up-down asymmetric, incongruent face 

 

 Show preference for shapes with these configurations but do not look anything 

like faces 


