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The decision sciences in general, and MCDA in particular, have wrestleidiaghynover
discrepancies between the decision support or aiding models being uardlysis, and the results
from behavioural decision science (for example that of Kahnemann andyjvevgell some at least
have agonized ... there are those who don't seem to care much about empiricaliizémesults. |
recall one well-known figure stating during a conference debate that hetlegoblitence with
concern over behavioural axioms, preferring to get to the mathematicsavgecan prove theorems!
Nevertheless, | am sure that the readership of this newsletter @vacerned as | am about these
issues, and for this reason | thought | would take this opportunity to put ébsaare personal views
on the debate.

What is the purpose of a model designed for decision aid or support? It smalyasiescribe how
people make decisions unaided by MCDA. If we simply try to mimic what decisi@emnare going
to do without our aid, then we are not adding much value to the process. On thenthet would

be arrogant to suggest that we can direct decision makers to what theyoodghds no model which
we develop will ever capture the full richness of human decision makings; preferences and
goals. Thus the role of MCDA (and | am aware that | am repeating whatotiearg have said before
me) is to support the process of learning and discovery by which decisiorsraadkes at a
satisfactory solution to their decision problem.

Two immediate questions face the decision analyst or decision adamgist when confronted with a
discovery that decision makers act in a manner which is systelyagicaariance with one's favoured
decision models. These are:

« Do the discrepancies reflect fundamental human values and desires, aision aeakers
adopting heuristics to cope with highly complex tasks which are not fliyeat to their
fundamental aspirations? If the latter is the case, is it then ajgpecjorincorporate the same
heuristics into the decision support model? | am reminded of a comment by Sirttom (i
introduction to the 3rd edition of Administrative Behavior), to the effedtgbaple Asatisfice
because they have not the wits to optimize).

«  Will adaptation of the decision models, to incorporate greatermeadisnodelling of
observed preferences, aid or hinder understanding of the model (and thusiyltiheat
learning and discovery process) by decision makers?

What, then, is the real value of behavioural decision research to thieget MCDA? As | have
argued, the right response may often not be to develop more complicated nhbglelsw is that the
most vital contribution from behavioural research relates to the mamwaich we seek inputs from
decision makers as part of the process of constructing our preference moelekalization that the
perceived acceptability of specific tradeoffs can be strongly infle by the framing of the problem
has serious implications for the manner in which value measurementieehaire applied in
practice. Whether certain tradeoffs are viewed as lossestw figegoing of gains would appear to
derive from the problem framing, and on the basis of research results cog¢beneffect of framing
would be likely to have a substantial influence on the form of value function medeéd.
Simulation studies which | have conducted have revealed how sensitivewadtierf models can be
to the functional shape of the partial value functions, and it is pretisde functional shapes which
may be influenced by the perceptions of what are gains or losses. | sgosgéct that similar
framing issues might also influence perceptions of appropriatehreshblds in outranking, or
aspiration levels in goal programming. Certainly, similar potebi#gses may well creep into all



methodologies of MCDA. In particular, all methods make use of some form of direndirect
weighting of the criteria, which are undoubtedly susceptible not onhamairig, but also to anchoring
and availability biases.

The implications of the above is that perhaps the greatest chaltereggearch in MCDA is not so
much to refine our decision models any further, but to gain greater understahkdowg judgmental
biases in user inputs affect the outputs and recommendations of the models, areddzow w
compensate for these (or at least ameliorate their effde&shaps in this way we can also move
closer to meta-MCDA, i.e. a philosophy of MCDA that integrates the v@stygams of thought
which appear sometimes divergent, but which should more appropriately keesstffarent
responses to the search for balance between transparent anddgioigiten support on the one hand,
and the infinitely rich complexity of real human judgments on the other.



