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A n An t ido t e t o Illusor y Inferences ? 

M a r y R .  N e w s o m e an d P .  N .  Johnson-Lair d 
Departmen t  o f  Psycholog y 

Green Hal l 
Princeto n Universit y 
Princeton ,  N J 0854 4 

nuiewsome@phoenix .  princeton .  ed u 

Certai n inference s ar e illusory :  the y hav e conclusion s tha t 
ar e compellin g bu t  wholl y wrong .  Fo r  example ,  give n tha t 
onl y on e o f  th e followin g tw o assertion s i s true : 

There is a king or an ace in the hand, or both. 
Ther e i s a  quee n o r  a n ac e i n th e hand ,  o r  both . 

subjects judge that the ace is more likely to be in the hand 
tha n th e king .  I n fact ,  i t  i s  impossibl e fo r  a n ac e t o b e i n 
th e hand .  Suc h illusion s wer e predicte d t o occu r  b y th e 
menta l  mode l  dieory ,  whic h postulate s tha t  huma n reasoner s 
normall y represen t  wha t  i s  tru e i n thei r  models ,  bu t  no t 
what  i s felse.  I f  thi s theor y i s correct ,  the n a  possibl e 
antidot e t o th e illusion s i s t o mak e peopl e mor e awar e o f  th e 
fals e instance s o f  premises .  W e therefor e carrie d ou t  a n 
experimen t  i n whic h subject s receive d suc h a n antidote . 
Twelv e illusor y an d contro l  exclusiv e 

disjunction s wer e presente d i n tw o blocks .  Fo r  eac h 
proble m i n th e "antidote '  block ,  participant s wer e aske d first 
t o stat e wha t  woul d falsif y eac h o f  th e premise s (i n 
inference s suc h a s th e on e above) ,  the n t o infe r  whic h car d 
was mor e likel y t o b e i n th e hand ,  an d a t  thi s poin t  the y 
wer e reminde d o f  thei r  prio r  falsifications ,  whic h the y wer e 
tol d wer e relevan t  t o th e task .  I n th e "n o antidote '  block , 
participant s solve d problem s withou t  havin g first  falsifie d 
th e premises .  Th e 'antidote '  bloc k precede d th e 'n o 
antidote '  bloc k i n hal f  o f  th e questionnaires ,  an d thi s orde r 
was reverse d i n th e othe r  hal f  Th e antidot e wa s a  modes t 
but  reliabl e success .  I t  als o unexpectedl y improve d 
performanc e wit h problem s tha t  ar e no t  illusoiy .  Th e 
result s sugges t  tha t  th e tendenc y t o focu s o n wha t  i s  tru e a t 
th e expens e o f  wha t  i s fals e i s th e caus e o f  th e illusions ,  bu t 

i t  i s  a n entrenche d attitud e tha t  i s  difficul t  t o overcome . 
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Tabl e 1 :  Percentage s o f  correc t  response s 
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