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each problem in the order given and write down the time it 
takes you to complete each one. Also, record any thoughts 
about the relative difficulty of the problems.

If you actually worked the problems, you probably found 
the following: The first one took a relatively long time, 
but you were increasingly faster at solving the subsequent 
problems; your problem-solving speed corresponded to the 
number of problems that you had previously worked. You 
also probably noticed a common pattern to the problems: 
All could be solved by the formula B – A – 2C. Did you use 
this formula to solve the second-to-last problem? If you did, 
that is interesting because an apparently more direct solution 
would be A + C. The very last problem is also interesting 
in that it does not fit the first formula at all but is quickly 
solved with a very easy formula, A − C. Did it take you some 
time to realize this? If so, your performance might be char-
acterized as being constrained by mental set.

Mental set is the tendency to adopt a certain framework, 
strategy, or procedure or, more generally, to see things in 
a certain way instead of in other equally plausible ways. 
Mental set is analogous to perceptual set, the tendency to perceive an object or pattern 
in a certain way on the basis of your immediate perceptual experience. Like perceptual 
set, mental set seems to be induced by even short amounts of practice. Working on sev-
eral water jug problems in a row that follow a common pattern makes it easy to apply 
the formula but harder to see new relationships among the three terms.

Luchins (1942) reported on experiments in which problems such as those in Figure 11.4 
were given to university students. After solving the first four problems using the formula 
B − A − 2C, all the students solved the fifth problem using 
this method instead of the more direct A + C method. Even 
more striking, when the B − A − 2C solution wouldn’t work, 
students suffering from mental set were unable even to see 
the more obvious A + C solution, which would have worked!

Mental set often causes people to make certain unwarranted 
assumptions without being aware of making them. Figure 
11.5 gives a famous example. Most people, when asked to 
solve the nine-dot problem, make the assumption that the 
four lines must stay within the “borders” of the dots. This 
constraint makes it impossible to come up with the solution, 
shown in Figure 11.6.

Another problem relevant to mental set is borrowed from 
Perkins (1981). I will describe a situation, and you determine 
what the situation is:

There is a man at home.

That man is wearing a mask.

There is a man coming home.

What is happening?

 Figure 11.5: The nine-dot problem.

Source: Kellogg, R. T. (2012). Fundamentals of cognitive psychology (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage, p. 246, Figure 9.2.

 Figure 11.6: Solution to the nine-dot problem.

SOURCE: Kellogg, R. T. (2012). Fundamentals of cognitive psychology (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage, p. 267, Figure 9.13.


