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 Photo 11.1: Psychologists studying problem solving typically 
focus on well-defined problems such as those encountered in 
playing chess.
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standardized sets of problems, investigators have more 
control over the information participants have avail-
able and how it is given to them.

Various problems are presented throughout the chap-
ter as opportunities to work with the phenomena of 
thinking. I suggest that to maximize the value of these 
undertakings, you rely on a time-honored method of 
observation in experimental psychology: introspection. 
As discussed in Chapter 1, introspection is the detailed, 
concurrent, and nonjudgmental observation of the 
contents of your consciousness as you work a problem. 
Although introspection has problems and critics (see 
Ericsson & Simon, 1984, for a detailed summary), it can 
at the very least provide the basis for hypotheses and 
tests using more objective measures. The key to proper 
use of this technique is to avoid doing more than is 
asked for; don’t explain or justify what you’re thinking 
about—just report it. Box 11.1 provides instructions on 
how to introspect. Before you read further, obtain paper 
and a pen or pencil for note taking or, preferably, a tape 
recorder with which you can record your thoughts as 
you work the problems. Work in the privacy of your 
room or some other quiet place. You won’t be showing 

your notes or tapes to anyone else, so don’t censor or try to control your thoughts—just 
be a careful observer. To assess how well the theories describe your performance, you can 
then compare your notes with descriptions of the theories presented.

Box 11.1

Instructions for Introspecting

1.	 Say whatever’s on your mind. Don’t hold back hunches, guesses, wild ideas, images, 
intentions.

2.	 Speak as continuously as possible. Say something at least once every 5 seconds, even 
if only “I’m drawing a blank.”

3.	 Speak audibly. Watch out for your voice dropping as you become involved.

4.	 Speak as telegraphically as you please. Don’t worry about complete sentences and 
eloquence.

5.	 Don’t overexplain or justify. Analyze no more than you would normally.

6.	 Don’t elaborate past events. Get into the pattern of saying what you’re thinking now, 
not of thinking for a while and then describing your thoughts.

Source: Perkins, D. N. (1981). The mind’s best work. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, p. 33.

The problems presented are similar in at least one respect: They fall into the class 
of problems called well defined. Well-defined problems have a clear goal (you know 
immediately if you’ve reached the solution), present a small set of information to start 


