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So far, we have been assuming that cognitive devel-
opment proceeds in pretty much the same way for 
everyone. In the previous chapter, of course, we saw 
that children often don’t approach cognitive tasks 
in exactly the same way as adults do, but we made 
the assumption that with time, maturity, and perhaps 
education they come to do so. In effect, we’ve been 
ignoring what psychologists call individual differ-
ences, stable patterns of performance that differ 
qualitatively and/or quantitatively across individuals.

In Chapter 15, we will consider differences in cognition 
as a function of one’s culture. Here, we will consider 
some other sources of individual differences— 
differences in cognitive abilities, concentrating on 
intelligence, and differences in cognitive styles of 
approaching particular tasks. We will also consider 

gender differences in cognition: stable differences 
in cognition or cognitive processing of information 
that varies as a function of one’s biological sex and 
psychological attitudes associated with one’s sex.

Why are cognitive psychologists interested in individual 
or gender differences in cognition? Simply stated, if 
people vary systematically in the way they approach 
cognitive tasks, then psychologists cannot speak of “the” 
way cognition works. To present only one approach if in 
fact there are several approaches is to ignore human 
diversity and to assume that only one way of carrying 
out a task exists. Researchers interested in individual 
and gender differences try to explain why some people 
seem to consistently outperform others on cognitive 
tasks and why some people feel more comfortable with 
certain cognitive tasks than with others.

INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES IN COGNITION.............................................

The term individual difference is meant to capture the intuition that different peo-
ple may approach the same task in different ways. Psychologists who study personal-
ity traits are among those most likely to be interested in individual differences. The 
individual differences of interest to cognitive psychologists are generally of two dis-
tinct types: individual differences in abilities (i.e., the capacities to carry out cognitive 
tasks) and individual differences in style (i.e., the characteristic manner in which one 
approaches cognitive tasks).

ABILITY DIFFERENCES

Many psychologists equate cognitive abilities with intelligence. Hunt (1986), for 
example, stated that “‘intelligence’ is solely a shorthand term for the variation in 
competence on cognitive tasks that is statistically associated with personal vari-
ables. . . . Intelligence is used as a collective term for ‘demonstrated individual dif-
ferences in mental competence’” (p. 102). Other psychologists do not equate the 
terms, but most agree that people vary in their intellectual (as well as several other 
important) abilities. Psychologists disagree over whether the best way to describe this 
variation is in terms of one general mental ability (called intelligence) or in terms of 
more numerous and varied intellectual abilities (Sternberg & Detterman, 1986).

Even psychologists who accept the idea of a general mental ability called intelli-
gence debate just what the ability is. Some see it in terms of a capacity to learn 
efficiently; others see it in terms of a capacity to adapt to the environment. Other 
conceptions of intelligence include viewing it as mental speed, mental energy, and 
mental organization (Gardner, 1983, 1999; Sternberg, 1986). Many psychologists 
who study intelligence have looked at stable individual differences among various 
cognitive capacities to describe more general differences in people’s performance 
on broader intellectual tasks. There are many lively and ongoing debates over what 
the set of cognitive capacities are; one representative list, described by Horn (1989), 


