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last column gives the overall expected utility for each major. It suggests that the best 
decision, given the estimates of probability and utility, is to be a chemistry major, with 
cognitive science and biology as second and third choices, respectively.

You may be wondering how utility is measured in this example. The measurement of 
utilities turns out to be fairly straightforward. If you select one outcome and assign it 
the value of zero, then you can assign other values using this as the reference point. It 
does not matter which outcome is chosen as the zero point because the final decision 
depends on differences in EU, not on the absolute value of the utilities (see Baron, 
2008, for more on this process).

Many see expected utility theory as a normative model of decision making. It can be 
shown (see Baron, 2008) that if you always choose so as to maximize expected utility, 
then over a sufficiently large number of decisions your own satisfaction will be highest. 
In other words, there is no better way of choosing among options that in the long run 
will increase overall satisfaction than using EU.

MULTI-ATTRIBUTE UTILITY THEORY

Like many others, you may be feeling that using EU theory to choose a major over-
simplifies the decision. Specifically, you may find it hard to quantify your utility for 
success or for failure in any specific major. You may care about several goals and find it 
hard to figure out how they all fit together.

In three studies (Galotti, 1999; Galotti et al., 2006; Galotti & Kozberg, 1987), under-
graduates were asked to list the factors they had thought about (or, in the case of fresh-
men and sophomores, the factors they were thinking about) when they chose a major. 

 Table 12.3: An Example of Expected Utility Calculations for the Decision  
to Major in Selected Subjects

Major Probability of Success

Utility

Expected UtilityFor Success For Failure

Art .75 10 0 7.50
Asian studies .50   0 –5 –2.50
Biology .30 25 5 11.00
Chemistry .45 30 4 15.70
Cognitive Science .60 35 –20 13.00
Economics .15   5 –10 –7.75
English .25   5 0 1.25
French .60   0 –5 –2.00
German .50   0 –5 –2.50
History .25   8 0 2.00
Mathematics .05 10 5 5.25
Philosophy .10   0 –5 –4.50
Physics .01   0 0 0.00
Religion .50   5 –5 0.00
Sociology .80   5 –25 1.00

Note: The probability of each outcome (success and failure) is multiplied by the utility for each outcome and summed 
across both, giving the overall expected utility of choosing that major. Probabilities and utilities come from the indi-
vidual making the decision and are subjective estimates.


