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FIGURE 1.3	 Example of Wason Selection Task
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Counterbalancing: 
presenting orders 
of the treatment 
to control for 
the influence 
of extraneous 
variables in an 
experiment.

Wason 
Selection 
Task: logic 
problem in 
which you have 
to determine 
which of four 
two-sided 
cards need to 
be turned over 
to evaluate 
the stated 
hypothesis 
(e.g., if there 
is a vowel on 
one side and 
there is an even 
number on the 
other).

problem of availability by doing what 
is known as counterbalancing the 
order of presentation of materials. In 
complete counterbalancing, all possi-
ble orders of presenting the materials 
are included in the research approach.

Humans Want to Confirm 
Hypotheses

What we have available in memory influences us in other important ways, specifically 
when we think about ways to confirm our hypotheses rather than when we think of 
ways to disconfirm them. Figure 1.3 shows a well-known example of our preference for 
thinking about information in terms of the way it is presented: the Wason Selection 
Task (1966, 1968). This task involves making decisions about two-sided cards. This task 
has many variations, but in one version (Figure 1.3), people are told the following: These 
cards have two sides: a letter of the alphabet on one side and a number on the other. Then 
people are told a “rule,” and their job is to make sure the rule is being followed. Here is the 
rule: If there’s a vowel on one side, there’s an even number on the other.

Then they are asked:
Which card or cards do you have to turn over to make sure the rule is being followed?

  Try This Now

Before You Read Further, what card(s) did you select? People usually 
select E and frequently E in combination with K and 4; they hardly 
ever select 7.

Why? One reason is that people heard the statement, “If there’s a vowel. . . . ,” and 
so what do they see? They see a vowel (E). They have a vowel available (think availability 
heuristic), and it seems logical to investigate the other side of that card. And they are cor-
rect, at least to that point; they should turn over the E. But they must also turn over the 
7 to make sure that there is no vowel on the other side of that card. People don’t do that; 
they don’t think to disconfirm the rule.

The Wason Selection Task demonstrates an important part of thinking related to 
research. Humans have a much easier time thinking of ways to confirm information 
(think hypotheses) than to disconfirm it. What comes far less easily is taking a disconfir-
mational strategy to the hypothesis or the theory by seeking to disconfirm it. In research, 


