
8    The Research Experience

In words with three or more letters in English text, does the letter K appear more fre-
quently in the first or third position?

When we hear this question about the letter K, what happens? We start to generate 
words that BEGIN with the letter K because it is available to us. That seems easier to do 
than to think of words with K in the third position. But, after you’ve run out of key, knife, 
knight, and knit, you begin to realize that, well, bake, cake, fake, lake, make, rake, take, 
bike, hike, like, mike, . . . (k in the third position) generates far more possibilities; in fact, 
two times as many in a typical text (Tversky & Kahneman, 1973).

The availability heuristic emerges in research in many ways. For example, if we develop 
a questionnaire that first asks people to rate a list of items, for example, what they like 
about their university (e.g., food, school spirit, academics, career counseling, cost, and 
residence halls), and then we ask them an open-ended question about advantages and dis-
advantages of attending that university, the items from that initial list will be AVAILABLE 
in memory and will likely influence what people say in the open-ended question. If we 
had asked the open-ended question first, we might get a different set of responses. Thus, 
the order in which information is presented to participants may influence their responses 
and is related to the availability heuristic. Chapter 8 discusses one way to address this 
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