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A second model uses more of the student’s perceptions. In the equally weighted crite-
ria model, the sum of the ratings across all criteria is computed. In this model, biology 
comes out slightly ahead of psychology.

Finally, the most complicated model, the full multi-attribute utility model, combines 
all the information from Table 12.4 by multiplying each rating by the associated 
importance weighting and then summing. According to this model, biology is best, 
followed by psychology, and both of these are far ahead of the other options.

To use MAUT in decision making, it is critical that the dimensions listed be indepen-
dent of one another. For instance, the possible dimensions “difficulty of courses” and 
“past grades in course” are presumably related. Thus, the decision maker must choose 
each dimension carefully. The decision maker then must be willing to make trade-offs 
among the various dimensions. Although the decision maker in our example may care 
most about her interest in the major, MAUT assumes the person would be willing to 
choose an alternative that was not highest on this dimension if its relative position on 
other dimensions were enough to compensate.

I asserted earlier that many psychologists see MAUT as a normative model of deci-
sion making (although there are other views, discussed later). That is, if people follow 
MAUT, they will maximize their own utility so as to optimally achieve all their goals. 
Unfortunately, little is known about whether people ever use MAUT spontaneously 
when making important decisions, especially if the information they must consider is 
extensive.

A study by Payne (1976) suggests people do not always spontaneously use MAUT. 
Payne examined how people chose apartments when given different amounts of 
information about different numbers of alternatives. Participants were presented 
with an “information board” displaying a number of cards, as depicted in Photo 12.3. 
Each card represented informa-
tion about a different one-bedroom 
furnished apartment and carried 
the name of a factor such as “noise 
level,” “rent,” or “closet space.” The 
back of the card gave the value of 
that dimension for that apartment; 
possible values for the rent factor, 
for example, might be (in today’s 
dollars) $500, $650, or $980.

Participants could examine one 
piece of information at a time (e.g., 
the rent for Apartment 1) and could 
examine as many or as few pieces of 
information as they needed to make 
a decision. The experimenter kept 
track of which pieces of information 
were examined. Two factors were 
varied in the experiment: the num-
ber of alternatives (i.e., apartments)  
presented—2, 6, or 12—and the 
number of factors of information 
available per alternative—4, 8, or 12.

 Photo 12.3: John Payne pioneered the use of a “decision board” as a technique 
to study decision making.
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