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Chase Walker 

Essay 2: Developing a Well-Reasoned Argument 

 

The Wason Selection Task: Humans tend to not Reason Logically in the Abstract 

 

 The Wason selection task was devised by Peter Wason in 1966. It proposed that science 

and reasoning is based on hypothetico-deductive reasoning (Leda Cosmides and the Wason 

Selection Task). The Wason selection task was first introduced in 1966 as follows: You are 

shown four green cards each saying ‘A’, ‘D’, ‘4’, and ‘7’. Then you are given a rule about the 

four cards: ‘If a card has a vowel on one side, then it has an even number on the other side. You 

are then asked, which card(s) do you need to turn over in order to determine if the rule is true or 

false?’ (Wason selection task, 2017). Studies have shown that on average, 45% pick the ‘A’ card 

and the ‘4’ card, 35% pick the ‘A’ card alone, 7% pick the ‘A’ card, ‘4’ card, and the ‘7’ card, 

4% pick the ‘A’ card and the ‘7’ card which is the correct answer, and about 9% pick other 

combinations of cards (Bye, 2012). These results are shocking because only about 4% of 

respondents choose the correct answer. The logical structure of this experiment relies on an ‘if P, 

then Q’ conditional statement. Further, those tested generally failed to apply modus tollens 

(denying the consequent) and instead incorrectly applied modus ponens (affirming the 

antecedent). This shows that humans tend not to reason logically in abstract, formal situations 

because they have a difficult time searching for P when there is an absence of Q. Instead, this 

experiment suggests that humans do tend to reason logically in certain contextually rich 

situations because they search for P to be true in order to make Q true. 
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The Wason selection task is still being researched and debated today due to the fact that 

people’s performance demonstrates a striking content effect. Shortly after the Wason selection 

task was introduced, in 1982 Griggs and Cox tried to replicate Wason’s results but failed. In 

1981, Golding also tried to replicate a similar experiment but failed as well. Both Griggs/ Cox’s 

and Golding’s experiments instead suggested that the role of prior experience with the content of 

a rule, especially instances of counterexamples (P and not Q), suggest that reasoners don’t 

typically use rules of inference and instead use specific memories of relevant counterexamples 

(Bye, 2012). In other words, people tend to rely more on relevant memories than the rules they 

are given.  

 In the big picture, when analyzing Wason’s selection task, Griggs/ Cox’s experiment, and 

Golding’s experiment, one can apply these findings in order to help people learn and solve 

problems. While it is clear that Griggs/ Cox and Golding’s findings do not exactly match the 

common results of the Wason selection task, we can conclude that there is definitely a pattern 

and a formal system in which we process information and solve problems. Everyone differs from 

one another and we do not all solve problems in the same exact way, but in a general sense, we 

are all similar. On average, based on the results from the Wason selection task, 45% pick the ‘A’ 

card and the ‘4’ card, 35% pick the ‘A’ card alone, 7% pick the ‘A’ card, ‘4’ card, and the ‘7’ 

card, 4% pick the ‘A’ card and the ‘7’ card which is the correct answer, and about 9% pick 

other combinations of cards. With about 80% of people choosing the same 2 most commonly 

missed answers, it can’t be a coincidence. Plus, if you take into account that past memories may 

influence how you solve problems - as suggested through Griggs/ Cox’s and Golding’s 
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experiments - we could tailor the way in which problems are introduced and the way in which 

information is presented in a way that is easy for humans to comprehend and remember. 
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