
Chapter 1    Why Do I Have to Learn Statistics? 7

You might be asking at this point whether Baked Ruffles are healthier than Original Ruffles. Let’s look at the 
nutritional information to see whether that is the case.

In looking at the nutritional labels for each type of Ruffles, indeed, the Baked Ruffles have more than 50% 
less fat than Original Ruffles. However, the Original Ruffles have more potassium than do Baked Ruffles. 
Examining the protein, vitamin, and mineral contents of each bag, they are both low on all dimensions. When 
we look at the data regarding nutritional content of both types of Ruffles, we see that in terms of vitamins and 
minerals, there is no big health advantage to Baked Ruffles (maybe less of a “health disadvantage”), no matter 
how healthy an image such a label may create in our minds. If I want to eat something healthy, data suggest  
eating snacks such as peppers, bananas, and apples.

Photo 1.6a and 1.6b  Are baked chips really better for you?

Representativeness heuristic

The availability heuristic is one barrier to using statistical information. There is another heuristic we use that 
also makes it difficult to use statistical information. To start this discussion, let me to tell you about my cousin 
Adam. When he was a toddler, he lived in a house with two dogs. So when Adam saw any four-legged, furry 
creature, he called it “doggie.” One day when we were at a petting zoo, he saw what I, as a teenager, knew was 
a horse. But to him, it was a “big doggie.” And indeed, dogs and horses do share some outward similarities (e.g., 
four legs, fur, and a tail). One difference between dogs and horses is that whereas dogs bark, horses neigh.

So when this “big doggie” neighed, Adam looked most perplexed. That sound did not fit in his mental notion 
of “dog.” He was forced to change his mental picture of what a dog was, and in addition, he needed to create a 
new, distinct mental category for this creature he had encountered called a “horse.” In this example, Adam was 
using the representativeness heuristic (Gilovich & Savitsky, 2002). That is, he had created a mental category of 
“dog” that included all animals with four legs, fur, and a tail.

Representativeness heuristic: judging how likely something or someone is to the typical instance of a mental category 
that we hold; can lead us to ignore other relevant information.

So what’s the problem that representativeness plays in our thinking? Those mental categories had to come 
from somewhere, and indeed, they are often correct or else we would stop using them. In Adam’s situation, the 
sound that the horse made forced him to redefine his mental category of “dog.” This may not be too difficult to 


