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Categoriza?on

• Concepts	are	mental	representa?ons	of	a	class	or	
individual,	or	category	of	object,	event,	or	abstract	
idea	(Kiefer	&	Pulvermüller,	2012;	Smith,	1989)	

• Concepts	provide	rules	for	sor?ng	objects	into	
categories	—	a	process	called	of	categoriza.on	

• Categoriza.on	is	the	process	of	grouping	items	or	
ideas	together	and	dis?nguishing	them	from	other	
items	or	ideas	(object	recogni?on	is	essen?ally	an	act	
of	categoriza?on)

Once	you	know	that	something	is	in	a	category,	you	know	
a	lot	of	general	things	about	it	and	can	focus	your	

thinking	on	what	is	special	about	this	par9cular	instance



The	defini.onal	approach:	we	decide	whether	something	is	
a	member	of	a	category	by	determining	whether	a	

par9cular	object	meets	the	defini9on	of	the	category

Even	when	there	are	defining	features	for	a	category,	
a	viola9on	of	them	o>en	does	not	change	the	

concept	we	use	to	define	them

Graded	membership:	large	differences	in	
typicality	ra9ngs	despite	all	instances	possessing	

“defining	features”	of	the	category

Malt	&	Smith	(1984)



Family	resemblance:	category	members	share	
characteris9c	features,	but	there	is	no	defining	feature	

common	to	all	members

The	prototype	approach:	membership	in	a	category	is	
determined	by	comparing	the	candidate	to	the	typical	

member	of	the	category

Rosch	(1973)

The	prototype	is	not	an	actual	member	of	the	category,	it	is	
the	average	representa.on	of	the	members	of	a	category

Rosch	(1975)



Smith	et	al.	(1974)

Rosch	(1975b)

Experimental	effects	of	typicality	on	behaviour



The	Exemplar	Approach
• Instead	of	relying	on	average	instances	or	ideal	
prototypes,	the	exemplar	approach	appeals	to	actual	
examples	of	a	category	(Medin	&	Schaffer,	1978)	

• Whereas	prototype	models	propose	that	we	store	an	
average	instance	in	our	mind,	exemplar	models	
suggest	that	we	store	all	the	specific	examples	in	our	
mind—and	when	a	new	instance	is	observed,	our	mind	
matches	it	against	all	the	stored	exemplars	

• Exemplars	are	actual	members	of	the	category	that	a	
person	has	encountered	in	the	past

The	Exemplar	Approach

• Cri?cs	of	the	exemplar	approach	to	categoriza?on	
ques?on	the	number	of	exemplars	that	would	be	
requires	to	be	stored	for	each	category	(Smith,	2005)	

• But	because	the	exemplar	approach	uses	actual	
examples,	it	can	more	easily	take	into	account	atypical	
cases	(i.e.,	outliers	that	deviate	from	typical	category	
members)	

• The	exemplar	approach	can	also	deal	more	easily	with	
variable	categories

Hierarchical	categorial	organiza.on:	larger,	more	general	
categories	are	divided	into	smaller,	more	specific	categories,	
crea9ng	a	number	of	hierarchically-arranged	categories



Rosch	et	al.	(1976)

Tanaka	&	Taylor	(1991)

Categoriza?on	in	the	Brain

• Researchers	also	study	how	concepts	are	organized	in	
the	brain	by	observing	categories	that	show	selec?ve	
impairments	and	specific	paderns	of	brain	ac?va?on	

• Neuropsychological	research	has	focused	on	pa?ents	
with	a	condi?on	called	category-specific	knowledge	
impairment,	in	which	the	pa?ent	has	trouble	
recognizing	objects	in	a	specific	category


