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Humans excel at visual imagery.

(A) If your internal model of the world were a perfect
substitute, then anytime you felt hungry you could
simply imagine yourself at a banquet, consuming a
feast. You would have no incentive to find real food
and would soon starve to death. As the Bard said, “You
cannot cloy the hungry edge of appetite by bare
imagination of a feast.”

(B) Our brains evolved this ability to create an internal
mental picture or model of the world in which we can
rehearse forthcoming actions, without the risks or the
penalties of doing them in the real world. There are
even hints from brain-imaging studies by Harvard
University psychologist Steve Kosslyn showing that
your brain uses the same regions to imagine a scene
as when you actually view one.

(C) But evolution has seen to it that such internally
generated representations are never as authentic as
the real thing. This is a wise bit of self-restraint on your
genes’ part.
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For each objective probability — from one percent to
100 percent — we want to know the subjective
probability weight. When we make decisions, do we
treat a one-percent chance just like one percent, or
like something else?

(A) That is, an event that has an objective one-percent
chance of occurring could subjectively seem like it has
a five-percent chance of occurring. We overestimate
the likelihood of these low-probability events. In
general, the smaller the probability, the more we
overestimate its likelihood.

(B) Events that could happen but aren’t likely — low-
probability events — can be defined as probabilities
up to about 25 percent. Low-probability events tend to
factor more into decisions than they should.

(C) For example, people who play the lottery are often
optimistic about winning. However, the odds of a
single ticket winning the largest, most popular U.S.
lotteries are on the order of one in 175 million.
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The light from even our nearest stellar neighbour
takes four years to reach us. When we look at the stars,
we are looking back in time.

(A) The stars in Orion’s belt are even further away.
Their light, familiar to generations of humans, has
travelled at least 1,000 years to reach us. This means
we have a chance of understanding the history of the
universe because we can see the more distant parts of
it as they were in the past, thousands or millions or
billions of years ago.

(B) If you look at the bright star Betelgeuse, which
glows in the Orion constellation, you wind time back
more than six hundred years. Its reddish glow started
its journey to Earth in the Middle Ages.

(C) This is an incredible gift. We can see parts of space,
parts of our universe, as they were many years ago.
The further we can collect light from, the further back
in time we can look.
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The renowned British philosopher Alfred North
Whitehead asserted that “civilization advances by
extending the number of operations we can perform
without thinking about them.”

(A) Take, for example, the “advance” offered to
civilization by the discount coupon, which allows
consumers to assume that they will receive a reduced
purchase price by presenting the coupon. The extent
to which we have learned to operate mechanically on
that assumption is illustrated in the experience of one
automobile-tire company.

(B) Not only do we expect them to save us money, we
also expect them to save us the time and mental
energy required to think about how to do it. In today’s
world, we need the first advantage to handle
pocketbook strain; but we need the second advantage
to handle something potentially more important —
brain strain.

(C) Mailed-out coupons that — because of a printing
error — offered no savings to recipients produced just
as much customer response as did error-free coupons
that offered substantial savings. The obvious but
instructive point here is that we expect discount
coupons to do double duty.
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Usually, innovative high-tech products have low price
elasticity.

(A) Additionally, at the first stage of the technology,
buyers — either innovators or forerunners — are less
sensitive to price than to additional performance; they
often have deep pockets or are ready to spend a lot for
a new innovative and outstanding product. For
instance, with its new product range, a high-end
mobile phone manufacturer is aiming at the 3% of
millionaire households with assets of more than $2.5
million; those are customers who are ready to accept
the price range the manufacturer has set.

(B) At that stage, the competitors are not interested in
lowering their price significantly whatsoever, because
they are chasing the same categories of customers,
not sensitive to price. Furthermore, the high price of
these products is often perceived as a sign of quality
and reinforces a customer’s confidence in the
company.

(C) This means that high variation in price, an increase
as well as a decrease, does not significantly modify
demand. These high-tech products have few
substitutes, meaning that the costs to switch to

another product are high.
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