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Hot or cold? 
 

Do you think you experience things exactly as they are? You might be surprised by how 

easily your senses can be tricked! 

You will need: 

3 bowls, big enough to fit your hand in 

Hot and cold water (from a tap should be fine) 

If needed: Ice 

A timer or clock with a second hand 

If possible: a thermometer 

 

How To 

1) Fill one of the bowls half-way full of water from the cold tap- if should be cold, but 

not freezing (5°C is ideal- check this with your thermometer). 

2) Fill one bowl half-way full of water from the hot tap, adding some cold if needed. 

Watch you don’t burn yourself- some taps can get very hot! You need to be able to 

put your hand in this water comfortably, so aim for a temperature of 38°C- it should 

feel like a warm bath. If you don’t have a thermometer, ask an adult to check the 

temperature for you.  

3) Fill the third bowl half full of water, mixing some from the hot tap and some from 

the cold tap. This one should be around 20°C. 

4) Arrange the bowls on a table with the cold one on the left, the tepid one in the 

middle and the warm one on the right.  

5) Set a timer for 30s, or wait until the second hand on your clock is at the 12. Start the 

countdown, and put your left hand into the cold water and your right hand into the 

warm water. 

6) After 30s, take both hands out of their bowls, and quickly plunge them both into the 

tepid water. How does it feel? 
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The Science 

Hopefully, the tepid water should feel warm to your left hand and cold to your right. This is 

because what we feel isn’t just based on the temperature of the water- it is also based on 

our past experiences. You might have felt this illusion before if you have ever got really 

warm, lying in the sun, and then jumped in a pool, or into the sea. When you first jump in, 

the water feels freezing, but over time it seems to warm up. This is because originally you 

experience the temperature compared to how warm you were lying in the sun, and it feels 

cold in comparison. After a while though, the effect wears off and you can feel the ‘real’ 

temperature again. The same happens in this experiment- your left hand feels the tepid 

water as warm, compared to the cold water it was in before, while your right hand feels it as 

cold, compared to the nice warm water it was in before. Why not try timing how long it 

takes for the effect to wear off, and for both hands to feel the same again? 

 

 

 

 

 


