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comes from von Winterfeldt and 
Edwards (1986a): Rational decision 
making “has to do with selecting ways 
of thinking and acting to serve your 
ends or goals or moral imperatives, 
whatever they may be, as well as the 
environment permits” (p. 2). In other 
words, to be rational means to con-
sider all your relevant goals and prin-
ciples, not just the first ones that come 
to mind. If you buy a new computer 
and choose one that looks sleek on your 
desk but neglect other goals—speed, 
reliability, and availability of software, 
for example—you are undercutting 
your own decision making. Rational 
decision making also involves gather-
ing information as painstakingly and 

fairly as possible under the circumstances. It requires you to examine not only evi-
dence that supports your initial inclinations but also evidence that does not.

We will look at descriptions of how people gather and use information in making deci-
sions. Many of these descriptions will show how decision making falls short of opti-
mality. Psychologists have argued that the lack of optimality stems, in large part, from 
cognitive overload—when the information available overwhelms the cognitive process-
ing available. Strategies for coping with information overload, although often useful, 
can lead to error and irrationality. Next, we will examine what people do after they have 
gathered the evidence—how all the pieces are put together. Finally, we will look briefly 

at ways of improving decision making.

We can divide decision-making tasks into 
five categories (Galotti, 2002). Figure 12.6 
provides a schematic view. These tasks 
often occur in a particular order, but there 
may be “cycles” within the order in which 
certain tasks are revisited and redone, 
as depicted by the arrows in the figure. I 
use the term phases of decision making to 
convey the ideas that there may or may 
not be a set order to the tasks, that the 
performance of one task can overlap with 
the performance of another task, that some 
tasks can be skipped, and that tasks can be 
done in different orders.

SETTING GOALS

When we try to understand why a person 
makes one decision rather than another, it 
often turns out that the reasons have to do 
with the decision maker’s goals for the deci-
sion (Bandura, 2001; Galotti, 2005). Many 
students I talk with say they plan to declare 

 Photo 12.2: The cognitive 
process of decision making 
involves choosing from 
among options.
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 Figure 12.6:  Phases of decision making.

Source: Galotti, K. M. (2002). Making decisions that matter: How people face important life choices. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence 
Erlbaum, p. 97.


