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Respondents listed a number of factors. One principal source of difficulty in making 
this decision appeared to involve how the various factors and goals were integrated. 
Calculating EU, using Equation 2, may be difficult because information about several 
aspects of the decision must be integrated. Fortunately, there is a model that provides 
a means of integrating different dimensions and goals of a complex decision. It is called 
multi-attribute utility theory (MAUT).

MAUT involves six steps: (1) breaking a decision into independent dimensions (such 
as those just listed for choosing a major), (2) determining the relative weight of each 
dimension, (3) listing all the alternatives (such as possible majors), (4) ranking the 
alternatives along the five dimensions, (5) multiplying the ranking by the weighting of 
each alternative to determine its final value, and (6) choosing the alternative with the 
highest value.

Table 12.4 provides an example of MAUT applied to the decision of choosing a major. 
It’s fictional, but it looks a lot like those we’ve seen in our research program. In the first 
column of the worksheet, the fictional decision maker has listed her four criteria, or 
factors for making the decision. The second column shows an importance weight, on a 
scale from 1 to 10 (the higher the number, the more important the factor). Notice that 
she places the most importance on her interest in the topic. The next most important 
criterion, for this student, is the job prospects for graduates with this major. The crite-
rion “faculty in department” is given only moderate weight. Of significance here is that 
these weights are subjective and would be different for different students. Your own 
weightings might be very dissimilar to the ones given in this example.

Across the next five columns are the student’s perceptions of various options or alter-
native majors, rated with respect to each of the four criteria. The fifth step in the 
MAUT process is to calculate an assessment of each alternative with consideration for 
all the dimensions and their respective weights. There are different ways to do this, 
three of which are illustrated in the bottom three rows of Table 12.4. The top criterion 
model focuses on the most important criterion (in this case, “interest in topic”) and 
uses only those ratings, ignoring all others. In this case, psychology comes out slightly 
ahead of biology as the “best” alternative for this student.

 Table 12.4: Example of a Multi-Attribute Utility Analysis for the Decision of Choosing a Major

Criterion
Importance 

Weight

Options

Major: 
Psychology

Major: 
Biology

Major: 
Mathematics

Major: 
Classics

Major: 
Sociology

Interest in topic 9 9 8 7 4 6
Job prospects 8 7 9 8 1 3
Faculty in department 5 3 4 3 9 5
Requirements 7 5 4 3 7 8

Model Summary Scores

Full multi-attribute utility theory 187 192 163 138 159
Equally weighted criteria 24 25 21 21 22
Top criterion 9 8 7 4 6


