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Why numbers can surprise us
Our intuition about numbers is not always reliable
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The 1089 surprise
A sequence of simple steps always gives the same results 

“Choose a 3-digit number where the first and last digits differ by at least 2.”
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The anchoring eƯect
 Can one number influence the next answer?
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Think of a number
A simple choice can produce unexpected results
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The missing number
 
 

Can learners detect what has changed?
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Which number represents the greatest risk? 
They may look different, but are they? 



For professional discussion and reflection • Illustrative, not prescriptive • Always consider 
context, source, scale and uncertainty when interpreting numerical information.

8

The birthday paradox
 In a surprising small group, a shared birthday is quite likely 
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Numbers without context
The same number can mean very different things 
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The same number, diƯerent meaning 
 The number stays the same. The meaning comes from context 
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Check your assumptions
Numbers can be misleading if we do not question them
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The same number, diƯerent perspective
 Context changes how big or small a number feels
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The same number, different scale 
Context changes how big or small a number feels
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Key takeaways
 
 

Always seek context when interpreting a number.


