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Seeing the Linda problem from a “mental image representation”: “Proposition
representation” dual representation perspective

LI Xiaoping
(Department of Educational Science, Anhui Normal University, Wuhu 241000, China)

Abstract

A dual representation that is the mental image representation and the proposition representation of the
Linda problem was proposed in this paper. We hold that people have two different but reasonable representations
for the Linda problem. When people used the mental image representation, they think their task in the Linda
problem was to judge to what extent of the typical images of the accountant, the feminist or the “accountant-
feminist” match the image of Linda respectively according to the conversational rule. However, when people
used the propositional representation, the Linda problem is just a math problem described by Tversky &
Kahneman (1983). Although both of these two presentations were reasonable, the description of Linda in the
Linda problem make people more often use the mental image representation. This is also the reason why most
people more likely judge the Lady as accountant-feminist.

To test the above assumption, four studies which contained 607 participants were conducted. In study 1,
two translated versions, that are the translated versions of the mental image representation, and the translated
version of frequency format representation of the Linda problem were used to investigate which version is more
closed to participants’ representations. In study 2, another two translated versions, that is the translated version
of mental image representation and the translated version of the ratio format representation was used to
investigate which one is more closed to participants’ representations. In study 3, two new versions of the Linda
problem and the original Linda problem was used to investigate the difference between of them. In one new
version, the mathematics set was used to replace the professions in the original Linda problem, but the other
expressions were still in nature language. In another new version, the professions were also replaced by
mathematics set, and the other expressions were in math language simultaneously. In study 4, another new
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version of Linda problem and the original version of the Linda problem were sent to participants randomly. The
only difference between the new version of Linda problem and the original one is that the new version had a new
ranking item which is “Linda is a person in human being”. The results of the study 1 and 2 showed that most
participants who committed the fallacy chose the mental image representation of the Linda problem as the one
which matched their own representations; but the participants who didn’t commit the fallacy did not have this
response bias; (2) The results of study 3 showed that the proportion of the fallacy on both of the new versions of
the Linda problem were lower than the original version. However, there was no significant difference between
the proportions of the fallacy on both of the new versions. (3) The results of study 4 showed that the proportion
level of the fallacy on the new version of the Linda problem was lower than the original one.

All the results supported the dual representations perspective of the Linda problem. This research suggested
that more studies were needed to explore the mechanism of the Linda problem.
Key words Linda problem; the mental image representation; the propositional representation; the discussions

about the nature of Linda problem



