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Cogni)ve	Psychology
• The	scien)fic	study	of	informa)on	processing,	specifically,	
how	the	mind	encodes,	stores,	and	uses	informa)on	

• Aims	to	use	objec)ve	measures	of	behaviour	to	
scien)fically	test	and	build	an	understanding	of	how	the	
mind	works	

• Tries	to	understand	the	rules	and	systema)c	processes	by	
which	the	mind	handles	informa)on	—	how	it	encodes,	
transforms,	stores,	interprets,	and	acts	on	it	

• Focuses	on	the	nature	of	mental	representa)ons	(i.e.,	
encoded	and	stored	informa)on	about	the	environment)

Cogni&on	refers	to	all	the	processes	by	which	sensory	
input	is	transformed,	reduced,	elaborated,	stored,	
recovered,	and	used…including	such	terms	as	

sensa&on,	percep&on,	imagery,	reten&on,	recall,	
problem	solving,	and	thinking”	(Neisser,	1967)
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Modern	Precursors	to	Cogni&ve	Psychology

Wundt	(1832-1920)	is	the	father	of	experimental	psychology	

He	and	his	colleagues	ran	what	is	commonly	
referred	to	as	the	first	psychology	experiment	in	the	

lab	they	opened	in	Leipzig,	Germany	in	1879

Structuralism	and	Introspec)on	
• Conscious	experience	is	determined	by	combining	
basic	elements	of	experience	called	sensa&ons	

• Sought	to	uncover	the	most	elemental	building	blocks	
of	consciousness	—	the	emphasis	was	on	the	
structural	components	of	mental	life	

• Relied	on	descrip)on	of	the	components	of	conscious	
experience	called	introspec&on	—	a	technique	in	
which	trained	par)cipants	described	their	experiences	
and	thought	processes	in	response	to	exposure	to	
specific	s)muli



Ebbinghaus	provided	valuable	insights	into	the	role	
of	repe&&on	in	memory	and	the	rate	at	which	

forgeSng	occurs	—	known	as	the	forge6ng	curve

Gestalt	Psychology

• Refuted	the	no)on	that	conscious	experience	could	be	
understood	through	an	examina)on	of	its	building	
blocks	

• Promoted	the	idea	that	even	if	we	could	observe	such	
basic	elements,	such	an	approach	could	not	provide	
insights	into	the	nature	of	conscious	experience	

• Argued	that	conscious	experience	can’t	be	understood	
as	the	sum	of	the	basic	perceptual	units

“The	whole	is	other	than	the	sum	of	its	parts”



Func)onalism

•William	James	argued	that	the	appropriate	focus	of	a	
scien)fic	psychology	should	be	on	the	func&ons	of	the	
mind	

• Func)onalism	emphasizes	the	u)lity	mental	processes	

• This	perspec)ve	is	interested	in	what	enabled	an	
organism	to	engage	with	and	successfully	navigate	the	
challenges	of	its	environment

John	Watson	(1878-1958)	founded	the	approach	to	
psychology	called	behaviourism

Observable,	quan&fiable	behaviour	is	the	proper	topic	of	
psychology,	not	the	fuzzy	and	unscien&fic	concepts	of	
thought,	mind,	and	consciousness	(Watson,	1913)

Behaviourism

• Argued	that	the	inner	workings	of	the	mind	could	not	
be	the	focus	of	an	objec)ve	science		

• Outwardly	observable	behaviour	was	the	most	
appropriate	topic	of	research,	to	the	general	exclusion	
of	rela)vely	unobservable	internal	mental	processes	

• Responsible	for	some	of	the	field’s	most	robust	and	
replicable	research	methods,	and	it	introduced	a	new	
standard	or	experimental	right	and	objec)vity	



Tolman	&	Honzik	(1930)

Tolman	(1948)

Broadbent’s	filter	model	of	a;en&on	emphasizes	the	flow	
of	informa&on	as	it	passes	thorough	a	selec&on	process

Informa&on-processing	approaches	emphasize	how	the	
opera&on	of	the	mind	takes	place	in	a	series	of	stages



The	“Big	Bang”	of	cogni&ve	psychology	
occurred	in	1956	following	a	Symposium	on	
Informa&on	Theory	held	at	MIT	in	Boston

The	decade	of	the	1950s	is	generally	recognized	as	
the	beginning	of	the	“cogni&ve	revolu&on”


