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shows the actual locations of these cities. If you are like Tversky’s Stanford University 
participants, you made errors on questions (a) and (c). Tversky (1981) argued that peo-
ple’s maps are systematically distorted because people use different heuristics, or rules 
of thumb, in orienting and anchoring oddly shaped units such as continents and states. 
Using principles of perceptual organization, such as those discussed in Chapter 3, people 
try to “line up” things to make them more orderly. Thus, South America is “remem-
bered” in an image as being directly south of North America instead of southeast of 
North America, as it actually is.

A similar principle applies to your siting of the various cities on your map. You proba-
bly know that the state of California is west of the state of Nevada, a fact that is largely 
true. However, parts of Nevada are west of parts of California. In fact, San Diego is east 
of Reno, not west. And Seattle is significantly north of Boston. But your knowledge 
of the states’ relative locations, combined with your propensity to make your mental 
image of the map more aligned, contributes to systematic distortions. These distor-
tions are one way mental images are not like mental pictures.

Another way is found in the work of Chambers and Reisberg (1992). They first asked 
their research participants to form an image of the creature shown in Figure 9.11(A). 
You might recognize the creature as the ambiguous “duck/rabbit” shown in many 
introductory psychology textbooks. Sometimes experimenters told participants that 
the creature was a duck; other times they said it was a rabbit. They presented the actual 
drawing for only about 5 seconds (enough time to form an image of the figure but not 
enough time to “reverse” the figure).

Once participants had formed an image, they were presented with a pair of  
duck/rabbits, either (A) and (B) or (A) and (C), and were asked to choose which had 
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 Figure 9.10: Map of Europe and the United States with selected cities (cylindrical projection).

Source: Reprinted from Tversky, B. (1981). Distortions in memory for maps. Cognitive Psychology, 13, p. 413. Copyright © 1981, with permission from Elsevier.


