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would be driving her car to get to your place. Putting 
all this information together, you conclude that, more 
than likely, she’s caught in traffic. Psychologists use 
the term reasoning to describe these and other cog-
nitive processes “that [transform] given information 
(called the set of premises) in order to reach conclu-
sions” (Galotti, 1989, p. 333). You make a decision 
to sit tight and wait another half hour before doing 
anything else.

The terms reasoning and decision making are often 
used interchangeably with the term thinking, and 
therefore you may notice a great deal of overlap 
between the topics covered in this chapter and 
those covered in Chapter 11 (“Thinking and Problem 

Solving”). Psychologists who do make distinctions 
among these terms see the first two as special cases 
of the third. Specifically, when cognitive psycholo-
gists speak of reasoning, they mean a specific kind 
of thinking: the kind done to solve certain kinds of 
puzzles or mysteries. Reasoning often involves the use 
of certain principles of logic. At other times, the term 
reasoning is used more broadly to cover instances of 
thinking in which people take certain information as 
input and, by making various inferences, either create 
new information or make implicit information explicit. 
Cognitive psychologists use the term decision making 
to refer to the mental activities that take place when 
one chooses among alternatives. We will look at each 
of these cognitive processes in turn.

REASONING..............................................................................................

When reasoning, we have one or more particular goals in mind—our thinking is 
focused. Reasoning involves drawing inferences or conclusions from other informa-
tion. Some of the conclusions we draw involve new information; however, many are so 
mundane that we might not even notice we have done any mental work to draw them. 
For instance, a friend says to you, “Last night at softball, I managed to catch a pop fly.” 
From this, you almost automatically infer that your friend in fact tried to catch that 
ball. Her word “managed” presupposes effort on her part, and this presupposition cues 
your inference. All this happens so quickly and automatically that you would probably 
not even notice you had drawn an inference. In fact, you took your friend’s statement 
(the premise) and drew the conclusion you did on the basis of your understanding of 
the words in the premise and their presuppositions.

Psychologists studying reasoning often give people logical puzzles to solve. An exam-
ple puzzle is shown in Box 12.1. Try to solve it on your own before comparing your 
thinking with the solution, which is laid out at the end of the chapter in Box 12.2. In 
these kinds of tasks, the inferences people draw often follow principles of formal logic. 
This tendency has led some cognitive psychologists to develop a “psychologic,” or set 
of logical principles that they believe people rely on to draw inferences. We will con-
sider examples of such systems later.

Other psychologists have noted, however, that some situations that require inferences 
do not have logical principles that apply. For example, consider the following analog-
ical reasoning task: Washington is to 1 as Jefferson is to what? It seems unlikely that 
any general rule will apply to this problem; rather, drawing the correct inference will 
depend on your knowledge of U.S. presidents and either their serial order of office 
(Washington was the first president and Jefferson was the third president) or their 
appearance on U.S. paper currency (Washington is on the $1 bill and Jefferson is on 
the $2 bill).

We will examine a variety of reasoning tasks in the upcoming sections. To describe 
people’s performance, you will first need to understand something about logical  


