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The Effects of Background Knowledge and
Prior-Examples in Creative Problem Solving
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Abstract Three experiments were conducted to investigate whether different types
(common vs. uncommon) of prior-examples entail different effects in creative problem
so.ving, and whether types/levels (rich or lean. common or uncommon) of background
knowledge interact with types of prior-examples. It was found that the example types and
the types/levels of background knowledge do interact and have some differential effects on
generating novel and useful ideas. In Experiment 1 and 2, uncommon examples had a
positive effect — generating many novel and useful ideas, regardless of background
krowledge types. while common examples had positive effects, only when the background
krowledge was somewhat uncommon. In Experiment 3 it was also found that types
(irrelevant. single common, single uncommon, or multiple common + uncommon) of
background knowledge seemed to influence differently on the ease of finding solutions:
when background knowledge is diverse or not directly related to the task problem,
urcommon prior examples produced much greater number of novel ideas than it was with
single common or single uncommon background knowledge. Implications of the present
study were discussed. in relation to mental sets and fixation.
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