
 
  

Einstellung Effect 

Idea In Short

The Einstellung effect is a leadership risk disguised as experience: a method that worked
before becomes the default answer even when the current problem has changed. Leaders
should treat successful past solutions as hypotheses, not templates. Before committing to a
familiar approach, require teams to restate the problem from first principles, generate at
least one alternative method and compare options against current evidence, constraints and
desired outcomes. This discipline is especially important in strategy, technology, consulting
and transformation work, where prior success can create confidence while obscuring a
simpler, faster, or more valuable solution. The goal is not to disregard expertise. It is to use
expertise without becoming trapped by it

Experience is one of the most valuable assets in leadership. It helps managers recognize
patterns, consultants structure ambiguous problems and operators respond quickly when
conditions become difficult. A seasoned leader does not need to rediscover every lesson
from scratch.

Yet experience has a hidden cost. A solution that worked repeatedly in the past can become
so familiar that it prevents people from seeing a simpler or more appropriate answer in the
present.

Psychology calls this the Einstellung effect. It describes the tendency to apply a familiar
problem-solving method even when a better alternative is available. The effect was
originally demonstrated by psychologist Abraham Luchins in 1942 through a sequence of
water-jar problems: participants who had learned a complex method repeatedly continued
using it even when later problems could be solved more simply 1 .

For organizations, the implication is significant. The greatest barrier to innovation is not
always a lack of ideas. It can be the continued success of an old one.

When experience becomes a constraint
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The Einstellung effect occurs when a previously successful solution becomes a mental set.
A mental set is a habitual approach that shapes how people interpret a problem before they
have fully examined it.

This is efficient in stable conditions. If the same type of issue appears repeatedly, a proven
method saves time and reduces cognitive effort. Standard operating procedures, playbooks
and routines exist for this reason.

The problem appears when a new situation looks similar to an old one but differs in ways
that matter. The team recognizes the familiar surface pattern, retrieves the familiar solution
and stops searching. It may solve the problem, but at a higher cost, with more complexity, or
with weaker results than necessary.

In Luchins's classic water-jar experiments, participants learned a multistep solution to a
series of problems. When later given a problem with a much simpler answer, many
continued using the learned method. Participants who had not been exposed to the earlier
pattern were more likely to see the simpler option 2 .

The business equivalent is familiar. A company uses the same market-entry playbook in
every country. A technology team proposes a platform replacement whenever a process
fails. A consulting team applies a standard framework before confirming whether it fits the
client situation. A leader responds to slowing growth with a sales push when the actual issue
is retention, product adoption, or pricing.

The past solution may still work. The question is whether it is still the best one.

The comfort of familiar answers

Familiar answers are psychologically attractive. They reduce uncertainty, make expertise
visible and allow teams to act quickly. In a meeting, the person who has "seen this before"
can offer an immediate recommendation. That confidence can be valuable.

But confidence is not proof of fit. The more successful a method has been, the less likely
people may be to challenge it. This creates a dangerous loop:

past success builds trust in the method; trust reduces exploration; reduced
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exploration makes the method appear to be the only reasonable answer

The result is not necessarily failure. Often it is inefficiency. Teams use a complex approach
when a simple one would work. They buy technology when a policy change would resolve
the issue. They reorganize functions when role clarity would be enough. They commission a
transformation before defining the underlying operating problem.

The cost may be unnecessary investment, slower execution, employee fatigue and missed
opportunity. The team is not incompetent. It is captured by what it already knows.

Expertise can amplify the risk

It may seem that novices are more vulnerable to rigid thinking because they lack
experience. In some situations, the opposite is true. Experts develop powerful mental
shortcuts because they have solved many similar problems. Those shortcuts make them
fast and often accurate.

However, expertise can also create fixation. The expert may see the old pattern before
others do and become less willing to explore alternatives. Research on the Einstellung effect
has found that prior experience and domain knowledge can sometimes interfere with
problem-solving performance by triggering familiar but inappropriate solutions 3 .

This does not mean organizations should distrust expertise. It means they should design
processes that prevent expertise from becoming unquestionable authority. The most
valuable experts are not those who always apply their preferred method. They are those
who know when their preferred method may be wrong.

A strong expert can say: "This resembles a problem we solved before, but let us test
whether the same mechanism is operating now."

The difference between pattern recognition and fixation

Pattern recognition is a strength. Fixation is a failure of review.
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Pattern recognition says, "This may be similar to a known problem." Fixation says, "This is
the known problem." The first statement creates a hypothesis. The second closes the
inquiry.

Leaders should train teams to use past experience as a starting point, not an endpoint. A
familiar solution can be proposed early, but it should compete with alternatives. It should be
tested against current facts, not accepted because it worked previously.

A practical question helps separate the two:

If the familiar solution did not exist, what would the team conclude from the
evidence in front of it today?

This question is valuable because it temporarily removes the preferred answer from the
room. It forces the team to revisit the problem definition, evidence, constraints and desired
outcome. Often the original solution remains strong. When it does not, the organization has
avoided an expensive reflex.

The effect in strategy

Strategic planning is vulnerable to the Einstellung effect because organizations rely heavily
on historical success. A company that grew through acquisitions may treat every growth
challenge as an acquisition opportunity. A company that won through low cost may respond
to competitive pressure with further cost reduction even when customers now value
differentiation. A company that succeeded through direct sales may underinvest in digital
channels because the old route remains familiar.

The risk is greatest when external conditions change faster than internal assumptions.
Markets evolve, customer expectations shift, technologies mature and regulations alter the
economics of an industry. A strategy that created advantage in one environment can
become a constraint in another.

Strategy teams should therefore distinguish between durable principles and historical
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tactics. Customer value, disciplined capital allocation and operational excellence may remain
durable principles. The specific mechanisms used to achieve them may need to change.

A useful strategic review asks:

What assumptions made the old approach successful?
Which of those assumptions still hold?
What evidence would show that the approach is no longer fit for purpose?
What alternative strategies are plausible if the old model is wrong?
Which small experiments could test the alternatives before large commitments are
made?

These questions turn strategy from repetition into learning.

The effect in digital transformation

Digital transformation often fails because organizations digitize existing assumptions instead
of reconsidering the underlying work. A company may automate an approval workflow
without asking whether all approvals are necessary. It may implement a customer
relationship management [CRM] platform without fixing data ownership. It may move a
legacy process into the cloud without simplifying the process first.

In each case, technology becomes a delivery vehicle for the old mental set. The
organization uses a new tool to preserve an outdated method.

The better approach is to separate the problem from the existing process. Ask what
customer or business outcome the process is meant to achieve. Identify which steps create
value, which manage real risk and which exist only because of historic constraints. Then
design the new workflow from the desired outcome backward.

This is not an argument for ignoring existing expertise. Incumbent teams understand
important operational realities. But their knowledge should be combined with fresh
perspectives, customer evidence and a willingness to question inherited rules.

The effect in consulting
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Consulting firms often develop frameworks and methods because reusable approaches
improve quality and speed. A good framework helps a team ask better questions, structure
evidence and communicate a recommendation clearly.

The danger begins when the framework becomes the diagnosis. A consulting team may see
every organizational issue through the same operating-model lens, every growth challenge
through the same market-sizing method, or every technology question through the same
platform-selection process.

Frameworks should structure thinking, not replace it. The first responsibility of a consulting
team is to understand the client's specific problem, context, constraints and decision. Only
then should it select a method.

A practical safeguard is to require each workstream to state why its chosen framework fits
the problem and what alternative approach was considered. This creates healthy discipline
without requiring teams to reinvent every method.

The effect in leadership decisions

Leaders often carry personal playbooks shaped by earlier roles. A leader who succeeded by
moving quickly may respond to every issue with urgency. A leader who has experienced
operational failure may introduce controls everywhere. A leader who has grown businesses
through sales intensity may overlook product or customer-experience causes of weak
performance.

These habits are understandable. They are the residue of real experience. But leadership
maturity requires recognizing that a successful personal pattern may not transfer cleanly to
a different organization, market, or stage of growth.

One useful leadership practice is the pre-mortem. Before committing to a familiar approach,
the team imagines that the decision failed and asks why. This creates permission to identify
assumptions, dependencies and alternative explanations that might otherwise remain
unspoken.

Another practice is to invite a credible dissenter. The dissenter's role is not to create
opposition for its own sake. It is to ask what the preferred solution overlooks and which
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evidence would change the team's mind.

How to break the mental set

The Einstellung effect cannot be eliminated completely. Mental shortcuts are part of how
people work. The goal is to create moments of deliberate reconsideration when the cost of
being wrong is high.

Five practices are especially useful.

1. Restate the problem from first principles:

Describe the current condition, evidence, affected stakeholders, desired outcome
and constraints without mentioning the familiar solution

2. Generate multiple approaches:

Require at least two credible alternatives before selecting a path, including one
option that challenges the default

3. Use outside perspectives:

Involve people who are close enough to understand the context but not so
embedded that they automatically share the existing mental set

4. Run small experiments:

Test assumptions through pilots, prototypes, simulations, or limited releases before
making an irreversible commitment

5. Review outcomes honestly:
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After implementation, compare results with expectations and document what the
team learned, including where the original mental model was incomplete

The practices do not make decision making slower by default. They focus deeper thinking
where it matters most:

novel, strategic, high-cost, or irreversible decisions

Create constructive challenge

Organizations often say they value challenge, but their operating norms may reward speed,
confidence and alignment more than inquiry. If people believe that questioning a familiar
solution signals disloyalty or inexperience, the Einstellung effect becomes institutional.

Leaders can change this by making challenge a defined role. In major decisions, assign
someone to identify alternative explanations, test the strongest assumptions and propose a
simpler method. Rotate the role so that constructive dissent does not become associated
with one difficult individual.

The quality of challenge matters. It should be evidence-based, timely and directed toward
improving the decision. It should not be vague criticism or endless reopening of settled
questions. The goal is not to create debate. The goal is to ensure that the team has actually
considered whether the familiar answer fits.

When routines are valuable

It would be a mistake to conclude that routines are inherently harmful. Organizations need
standardized processes for safety, quality, compliance and repeatability. In familiar, high-
volume work, a reliable routine is often superior to constant reinvention.

The relevant distinction is between stable and changing conditions. In stable conditions,
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routines reduce error and improve speed. In changing conditions, routines require review.

Leaders should define triggers that prompt review of a standard method. A major shift in
customer behavior, a new technology, a significant performance decline, a regulatory
change, or a repeated exception may indicate that the routine needs reconsideration.

This creates a balanced operating model:

standardize what is stable, question what is changing

From familiar answer to better question

The Einstellung effect is ultimately a warning about the limits of certainty. Teams can
become trapped not because they lack knowledge, but because they have a solution before
they have fully understood the problem.

The remedy is intellectual humility. Leaders should value experience while holding it lightly.
They should ask whether a familiar approach is genuinely fit for the current context, invite
alternatives before commitment and create experiments that generate evidence.

The most useful question is often the simplest: "What are we not seeing because this
answer feels obvious?"

That question does not reject experience. It puts experience to work in a more disciplined
way. It turns past success from a fixed template into a source of hypotheses, insight and
better future solutions.

1The Einstellung Effect in Anagram Problem Solving
2The Mechanism of the Einstellung Set Effect
3Einstellung Defused: Interactivity and Mental Set

Summary
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The Einstellung effect does not mean experience is a liability. Experience is valuable
because it gives leaders patterns, shortcuts and practical judgment. The risk begins when a
proven method becomes an unquestioned method. Organizations can reduce this risk by
separating problem definition from solution selection, using diverse perspectives, running
small experiments, inviting constructive challenge and reviewing whether the chosen
approach still fits the evidence. The leadership standard is straightforward: when a familiar
solution appears immediately, pause long enough to ask what else might work. That
question can prevent a successful past method from becoming a barrier to the next better
answer
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