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name implies, the information-processing approach draws an analogy between human 
cognition and computerized processing of information. Central to the information- 
processing approach is the idea that cognition can be thought of as information (what 
we see, hear, read about, and think about) passing through a system (us or, more spe-
cifically, our minds).

Researchers following an information-processing approach often assume that infor-
mation is processed (received, stored, recoded, transformed, retrieved, and transmit-
ted) in stages and that it is stored in specific places while being processed. One goal 
within this framework, then, is to determine what these stages and storage places are 
and how they work.

Other assumptions underlie the information-processing approach as well. One is that 
people’s cognitive abilities can be thought of as “systems” of interrelated capacities. 
We know different individuals have different cognitive capacities—different attention 
spans, memory capacities, and language skills, to name a few. Information-processing 
theorists try to find the relationships between these capacities to explain how individ-
uals go about performing specific cognitive tasks.

In accordance with the computer metaphor, information-processing theorists assume that 
people, like computers, are general-purpose symbol manipulators. In other words, people, 
like computers, can perform astonishing cognitive feats by applying only a few mental 
operations to symbols (such as letters, numbers, propositions, and scenes). Information is 
then stored symbolically, and the way it is coded and stored greatly affects how easy it is to 
use it later (as when we want to recall information or manipulate it in some way).

A general-purpose information-processing system is shown in Figure 1.2. Note the 
various memory stores where information is held for possible later use and the dif-
ferent processes that operate on the information at different points or that transfer it 
from store to store. Certain processes, such as detection and recognition, are used at 
the beginning of information processing; others, such as recoding and retrieval, have 
to do with memory storage; still others, such as reasoning and concept formation, have 
to do with putting information together in new ways. In this model, boxes represent 
stores and arrows represent processes (leading some to refer to information-processing 
models as “boxes-and-arrows” models of cognition). Altogether, information-processing 
models are depicted best by something computer scientists call flowcharts, which illus-
trate the sequential flow of information through a system.
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 Figure 1.2: A typical 
information-processing 
model.


