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Determining Tendency (Einstellung)

The Core Definition of Determining Tendency

The concept of Determining Tendency, derived from the German term Einstellung, is a

foundational principle in early experimental and cognitive psychology, defining an unconscious

preparatory state or predisposition that directs an individual's cognitive processes toward a specific

goal or outcome. This psychological "set" acts as an internal directive, established upon the

adoption of a task or intention, which then steers subsequent thoughts and actions automatically,

often outside the realm of immediate conscious control. Essentially, it is the underlying mechanism

that converts a conscious intention--such as solving a specific problem or reacting to a particular

stimulus--into a sustained, channeled psychological drive, ensuring that the necessary mental

resources and associations are mobilized efficiently for the intended action to be completed.

The fundamental mechanism behind the Determining Tendency is its ability to select and

strengthen relevant mental associations while simultaneously inhibiting irrelevant ones. When a

person decides upon a course of action, the determining tendency acts as a filter, ensuring that

stimuli encountered are interpreted in the context of the current goal. For instance, if the goal is to

write a letter, the tendency enhances the accessibility of vocabulary and grammatical rules related

to writing, while suppressing associations related to, say, cooking or driving. This efficiency is

critical for complex, sequential tasks, as it frees up conscious capacity from having to continuously

reaffirm the overall objective, allowing attention to focus on the immediate, smaller steps required

to achieve the ultimate goal-directed behavior.

Historical Context and the Würzburg School

The theory of the Determining Tendency was primarily developed in the early 20th century by

members of the Würzburg School of thought in Germany, most notably the psychologist Narziss

Ach (1871-1946). This group's research aimed to move beyond the limitations of traditional

structuralism and associationism, which held that all mental life could be reduced to sensory

elements and simple associations between them. The Würzburg School utilized systematic

experimental introspection, asking participants to report on their mental experiences during

complex tasks, such as solving riddles or engaging in controlled memory exercises, rather than just

reporting the final outcome.

Narziss Ach's specific contribution involved demonstrating that when subjects were given an

instruction (e.g., "Add these numbers," or "Find a word that rhymes with this one"), their

subsequent mental processes were not simply a mechanical chain of associations triggered by the

stimulus. Instead, participants reported experiencing a non-sensory, unconscious "awareness of

determination" or state of preparation that guided their thought process toward the goal. Ach
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named this non-conscious, goal-directing force the Determining Tendency. His experiments

showed that the strength of this tendency was measurable; if the required response conflicted with

a strong, habitual response, the time taken to produce the correct, goal-directed response was

significantly longer, demonstrating the effort required to overcome the established tendency.

This research was revolutionary because it provided empirical evidence for non-sensory mental

contents and demonstrated the existence of mental processes--specifically intention and will--that

could actively organize and direct cognitive activity. The Würzburg School's findings on the

Determining Tendency fundamentally challenged the mechanistic views prevalent at the time and

laid significant groundwork for the later development of modern Cognitive Psychology, particularly

in the study of volition, task switching, and executive function. The finding that a goal could exert

an invisible, persistent influence on behavior without continuous conscious reinforcement was a

major step toward understanding the mind as an active, problem-solving entity.

A Practical Example: The Luchins' Water Jar Problem

A classic real-world demonstration illustrating the power and occasionally negative consequences

of the Determining Tendency (often referred to in this context as Mental Set or Einstellung Effect)

is the set of experiments conducted by Abraham S. Luchins in 1942, known as the Water Jar

Problems. In this scenario, participants were asked to measure out a specific volume of water

using three jars of fixed, unequal capacities (A, B, and C). The initial problems were structured

such that they could all be solved using the same complex, multi-step formula (e.g., B minus A

minus 2C).

The "How-To" of the application follows a clear sequence. First, participants are trained by solving

several problems that require the complex formula (B - A - 2C). This repeated successful

application creates a strong Determining Tendency, or mental set, that predisposes them to utilize

this complex method for all subsequent, similar-looking tasks. Second, the crucial test problems

are introduced--these problems could be solved much more simply (e.g., A minus C, or A plus C).

However, because the Determining Tendency established by the prior training is so powerful,

many participants rigidly stick to the complex, established B - A - 2C formula, even when the

simple solution is obvious and more efficient. The ingrained tendency overrides rational, goal-

optimal problem-solving.

This phenomenon demonstrates the dual nature of the Determining Tendency: while it promotes

efficiency by automating thought processes, it simultaneously introduces rigidity. Once a

successful method or cognitive pathway is established, the mental set created by the initial

intention becomes resistant to change. The inability of participants to abandon the complex

solution for the simple one illustrates functional fixedness or the Einstellung effect--the tendency

to apply previously successful methods even when they are no longer appropriate or optimal. This
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powerful example shows how unconscious psychological preparation can hinder flexibility and

creative problem-solving in everyday life, from debugging software to tackling household chores.

Significance and Impact in Cognitive Science

The concept of Determining Tendency holds profound significance for the field of psychology,

particularly within cognitive science and the study of human performance. It transitioned the focus

of psychological inquiry from simple stimulus-response chains to the internal, active processes of

the mind, establishing the importance of internal states like intention, will, and preparation. It

provided a scientific explanation for why human behavior appears purposeful and coherent over

time, rather than merely reactive.

Today, the concept remains central to the study of executive functions and attention. In clinical

settings, understanding the rigidity associated with a strong Mental Set is crucial for therapeutic

interventions. For example, in cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), identifying and challenging

maladaptive cognitive sets--pre-existing tendencies to interpret situations negatively or fearfully--is

a core mechanism for change. Similarly, in education, understanding determining tendencies helps

educators design learning experiences that encourage cognitive flexibility and avoid the rote

memorization that often leads to intellectual rigidity.

Furthermore, in areas like human factors engineering and user interface design, the principles of

Determining Tendency are used to predict user behavior. Designers intentionally create interfaces

that foster positive mental sets, ensuring that users are predisposed to perform actions in a

specific, efficient sequence. Conversely, system designs must account for potential negative

tendencies, such as when users assume new software functions like old software, leading to

errors. The persistence of the established tendency dictates how easily new procedures can be

learned and integrated, emphasizing the principle that preparation is often more influential than

immediate stimulation in directing action.

Connections and Relations to Other Concepts

The Determining Tendency is closely related to several other key psychological concepts,

providing a bridge between the foundational studies of volition and modern cognitive models. It

falls squarely within the broader category of Cognitive Psychology, specifically overlapping with

the study of attention, working memory, and executive control. Its most direct modern equivalent is

the concept of Mental Set, which is the predisposition to approach a problem or situation in a

specific, established way.

The principle also shares a strong connection with the concept of Habit, though the two are

distinct. Habit refers to an established pattern of behavior or thought that becomes automatic

through repetition, often without reference to a specific overarching goal. The Determining
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Tendency, however, is goal-directed; it is the internal preparation that facilitates the *achievement*

of the goal, whereas a habit is the automatic execution of the action itself. For example, the habit of

biting one's nails is automatic, but the Determining Tendency to solve a complex math problem is

an intentional, preparatory state directing cognitive resources.

Another related area is the concept of Schema, particularly as developed in cognitive science.

Schemata are organized patterns of thought or behavior that structure knowledge and guide

perception. The Determining Tendency can be viewed as the active, temporary mobilization of

relevant schemata in service of an immediate goal, whereas schemata themselves are the stable,

long-term knowledge structures that are activated by the tendency. Both concepts highlight the

active, non-passive nature of human cognition and the essential role of internal organization in

shaping interaction with the environment.
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