
Lecture 20 

Decision making 

- Decisions 

o A form of action – of what to do or not to do (Baron, 1994) 

o Dictionary: selecting deliberately or intentionally from a range of possible 

alternatives 

- Constraints 

o Cognitive capacity 

o Not enough information 

o Time 

- Significance of decision making 

o Individual level: we make decisions on every aspect of our lives – important 

consequences 

o ‘Higher level’: decisions that other people/groups make with important 

consequences 

Processes involved in decision making 

- Cognitive ‘ritual’ (Baron, 1994) 

o Consider available possibilities 

o Evaluate possibilities on the basis of some criteria (or goals) 

o Gather evidence that helps us to determine the extent a possibility meets our 

criteria/achieves goals 

o Process of inference or use of evidence – each possibility is strengthened or 

weakened 

Thinking and reasoning 

- Each stage of decision-making involves some sort of ‘thinking’ and reasoning 

- When we consider the available possibilities, intense cognitive activity takes place 

- Weights 

o The weight of a given piece of evidence would determine how much it should 

strengthen or weaken the possibility as a means of achieving the goals 

- The weight of evidence is subjective 

o By itself – does not determine how much the strength of a possibility is revised as 

the possibility is evaluated 

o The thinker controls this revision 

Rationality and logic 

- Provide rules of what is assumed to be correct reasoning and decision-making 

- There are: 

o Valid/invalid conclusions  

o Ideal world: ideal human beings should strive for rationality and have potential to 

reach it 

What is rationality? 

- Reasoning by a process of logic in a way to achieve one’s goals within cognitive constraints 

 



o Prescriptive: how we should make decisions in practice (we are not perfectly rational 

agents) 

Normative models 

- Reasoning in terms of logic 

o E.g. if A > B and B > C, then A > C 

- Decision making: earliest normative account of Expected Utility Theory (EUT) 

o ‘Expected’ refers to the belief of how likely it is that that option has a particular 

feature or leads to a particular outcome (measured in probabilities) 

o  ‘Utility’ refers to decision outcomes that are desirable 

o EUT proposed that the value of an alternative should be weighted by its probability. 

The EU for a whole set of possible outcomes consists of the sum of the utilities of its 

outcomes 

o Normative people are assumed to make choices that maximise the satisfaction 

(measured by $, enjoyment etc.) of their preferences (or maximise ‘gain’ and 

minimise ‘loss’) 

 


