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In this example, the respondent first expresses doubt and then draws an (incorrect, as 
it turns out) inference: Because many South American countries include a part of the 
Andes mountain range within their territories, and because Uruguay is a typical South 
American country, the respondent concludes that it too includes some of the Andes 
Mountains. Collins and Michalski (1989) labeled this a kind of “plausible deduction” 
(in our terminology, we might better call it a plausible induction because the conclu-
sion is not guaranteed to be true).

A number of distinctions between everyday reasoning tasks and formal reasoning tasks 
have been suggested (see Table 12.2). The differences may require cognitive psycholo-
gists who study reasoning to reevaluate the usefulness of laboratory reasoning tasks as 
a model of real-life reasoning performance. Research on people’s everyday reasoning 
is beginning, but we will need to await more findings before assessing the fit between 
everyday reasoning and formal reasoning.

 Table 12.2: Formal and Everyday Reasoning Tasks Compared

Formal Everyday

All premises are supplied. Some premises are implicit, and some are not 
supplied at all.

Problems are self-contained. Problems are not self-contained.

Typically there is one correct answer. Typically there are several possible answers, 
which vary in quality.

Established methods of inference that apply to 
the problem often exist.

Established procedures for solving the problem 
rarely exist.

It is typically unambiguous when the problem is 
solved.

It is often unclear whether the current “best” 
solution is good enough.

The content of the problem is often of limited 
academic interest.

The content of the problem typically has potential 
personal relevance.

Problems are solved for their own sake. Problems are often solved as a means of 
achieving other goals.

Source: Galotti, K. M. (1989). Approaches to studying formal and everyday reasoning. Psychological Bulletin, 105, 331–351. Table is on p. 335.

Everyday reasoning has been shown to be subject to a variety of biases. A bias in think-
ing is defined as a tendency to perform in a certain way regardless of the information 
presented. You might think of it as an error that frequently distorts thinking in a par-
ticular way. For example, a person might be biased toward coming to the most general 
conclusions possible and might then erroneously decide that broad generalizations 
necessarily follow from any set of premises.

Investigators have identified some biases relevant to reasoning. One, mentioned earlier 
with regard to the Wason 2–4–6 task, is confirmation bias—the tendency to look only for 
information that supports existing beliefs. So, for example, if you believe that all college 
professors are liberal, you may try to “test” your conclusion but fail to do so adequately 
because you seek out only college professors who are liberal, somehow overlooking or 
forgetting about conservative college professors. In general, people have been shown 
to be much less likely to think of counterexamples to their own tentative conclusions 
(Baron, 1985, 2008). Thus, when assessing their own reasoning or other performance, 


