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3.	 Create unusual but appropriate titles for the 
drawings shown in Figure 11.1, for example, 
“Giant robot head” for Figure 11.1(A).

4.	 Consider whether a change in one of your 
school’s policies (e.g., dropping all distribution 
requirements) would have overall beneficial or 
harmful effects.

In this chapter, we will examine descriptions and expla-
nations for the mental work you have just done. How 
did you accomplish the tasks? What processes did 
you use? We will look at a number of different thinking 
tasks and discuss what makes thinking either easy or 
hard.

(A)

(B)

(C)

 Figure 11.1: Ambiguous drawings.

DEFINING TERMS.....................................................................................

Thinking is a broad term. Psychologists who study thinking often study what look like 
very different tasks. Defining thinking turns out to be a tough job and one that itself 
requires thought. Thinking has been defined as “going beyond the information given” 
(Bruner, 1957), as “a complex and high-level skill” that “fill[s] up gaps in the evidence” 
(Bartlett, 1958, p. 20), as a process of searching through a problem space (Newell & 
Simon, 1972), and as what we do “when we are in doubt about how to act, what to 
believe, or what to desire” (Baron, 2000, p. 6).

Clearly, the term thinking is used to refer to more than one specific activity. This sug-
gests there may be different types of thinking. One distinction that may prove useful 
is between focused and unfocused thinking. Focused thinking begins with a clear starting 
point and has a specific goal. (We will see examples of focused thinking in this chapter 
as well as in much of the material in Chapter 12.) Unfocused thinking has the character 
of daydreaming or unintentionally calling to mind a number of different and loosely 
related ideas. We will primarily explore focused thinking, especially in the first sections 
of the chapter that deal with problem solving. We will then turn to creative thinking, 
which some have described as including aspects of unfocused thinking. Finally, we will 
examine how people evaluate the products of their thinking. In particular, we will look 
at the ways people assess their ideas, reflect on the implications of their conclusions, 
and guard against bias or impulsivity.

You may wonder why psychologists study thinking through the use of problems and 
puzzles that appear not to mirror the kind of thinking that occurs in everyday life (such 
as when you think about what shirt to wear, what to order in a restaurant, or what route 
to take to get to work). One reason stems from the intuition that everyday thinking 
often occurs so rapidly and automatically that it would be hard to study. Moreover, peo-
ple likely bring much of their background knowledge to bear in their everyday thinking. 
You presumably choose what to wear for the day on the basis of what you expect to be 
doing and perhaps on external standards or expectations regarding dress. Because peo-
ple have varying background knowledge and goals, then, it would be almost impossible 
to devise a problem that is equal in difficulty for different individuals. By presenting 


