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Straight Choices opens with a vivid scene from the film Donnie Darko where Donnie luckily survives
a bizarre accident of a crashing aeroplane’s jet engine completely destroying his bedroom. Why would
most of us agree (erroneously) that being killed by falling aeroplane parts is less likely that being
killed by a shark? How accurate are we at combining information from uncertain sources? Why do
we tend to ignore base rate information when making probability judgments? What are the mecha-
nisms of learning through experience? How do we make decisions across time? How does expert
judgment differ from novice judgment? How do emotions affect our decisions? This book is an inte-
grative account of the psychology of decision making and makes connections to decision problems
faced in our everyday life. Each of 15 chapters provides a concise, accessible and yet comprehensive
review of different key findings of the field. The chapters are self-contained enough to be read
separately.

Straight Choice is, of course, not the first book that provides a review of the main findings of the
judgment and decision making literature. What is innovative about this book is that the authors
emphasize the role of learning. They suggest that a better understanding of human decision making
can be achieved through the lens of learning and feedback ‘‘because decisions don’t emerge from out
of thin air but rather informed by our prior experience” (p. x). The authors argue that many of the
well-known errors of judgment were reported in one-shot decision situations and because the accu-
racy of human judgment can be improved by learning through repetition and feedback, the dominant
view on human judgment is overly pessimistic.

The book first introduces the basic concepts of judgment and decision making by drawing exam-
ples from medical, legal, and financial area of how judgments and decisions are influenced by framing
(Chapter 1). Chapter 2 provides a brief historical overview of judgment and decision research. The re-
view focuses on the definition of decision quality and refers to the work of such eminent scholars as
Egon Brunswik, Robyn Dawes, Hillel Einhorn, Gerd Gigerenzer, Kenneth Hammond, Robin Hogarth,
Daniel Kahneman, Paul Meehl, John von Neumann and Oskar Morgenstern, Leonard Savage, Amos
Tversky, and others.

Chapters 3 and 4 deal with the stages involved in making a judgment. The authors divide these
stages into discovering, acquiring, combining information (Chapter 3), and learning from feedback
(Chapter 4). This part of the book opens with the Brunswikian lens model framework. The framework
has been extensively used to study how people use information from multiple imperfect cues when
making predictions about uncertain outcomes. The discussion of how people combine information
into overall judgments refers to the statistical–clinical debate (Paul Meehl, Hillel Einhorn and other
authors) and provides some reasons of why simple statistical models can outperform expert
judgment. For example, learning can be difficult when judges face skewed samples of evidence.
The authors also review the framework of fast-and-frugal heuristics of Gerd Gigerenzer and
colleagues and suggest that several empirical studies question the descriptive plausibility of certain
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non-compensatory heuristic strategies. The evidence from multiple-cue probability learning (MCPL)
tasks is then used to illustrate the effect of feedback. The reader is introduced first into the literature
that mainly documents ineffectiveness of outcome feedback in the MCPL tasks. The idea that ‘‘feedfor-
ward” – or providing judges with detailed information about the task structure – is generally (but not
always) effective is developed next. The authors conclude by emphasizing the importance of feedback
in dynamic environments and naturalistic real-world settings.

Chapters 5 and 6 examine formal ways of appraising probability judgments. The distinction be-
tween correspondence and coherence criteria is presented and the use of the Bayesian model of prob-
ability updating is explained. The authors then turn to descriptive research on probability judgments.
They provide a comprehensive account of Kahneman and Tversky’s heuristics and biases program, of
support theory, and of the research within the correspondence tradition. In Chapter 7, the authors
introduce the framework of associative thinking that explains how judgments of probability or fre-
quency are related to our learning about the structure of the environment. The authors argue that
the learned degree of association between events is often used as a basis for judgment and that it
can sometimes lead to probabilistic incoherence.

The focus of the book then switches to choices and decisions. Chapter 8 presents expected utility
theory. Its key assumptions are discussed in parallel with two classic demonstrations of behavioral
violations of these assumptions – Allais’ and Ellsberg’s paradoxes. A clear distinction is drawn be-
tween normative and descriptive models of choice and between ‘‘as-if” and ‘‘process” models. Chapter
9 deals with how choices and decisions are actually made. It introduces prospect theory and provides
a comprehensive overview of preference reversals. The authors argue that preference reversals and
other choice anomalies can be reduced or eliminated through experience and refer to some experi-
mental evidence that supports this claim.

Chapter 10 analyses the influence of time on decisions and discusses exponential and hyperbolic
discounting functions. The lack of connection to learning in this chapter is compensated by the mate-
rial covered in two subsequent chapters that entirely focus on learning processes in repeated deci-
sions with feedback. In Chapter 11, the linear Bush–Mosteller learning model and its modifications
are introduced. Probability matching behavior in bandit problems is described and the importance
of individual-level analysis to establish the phenomenon is emphasized. One conclusion that the
authors draw is that learning in such problems does occur but only after many hundreds of trials
and with appropriate feedback and payoff scheme (pp. 157–158).

Chapter 12 emphasizes that dynamic models of performance are needed in order to understand the
process learning. Several studies documenting fewer (or weaker) biases in expert judgment than in
novice judgment are referred to as a demonstration that learning can approximate optimal behavior.
However, it would have been fair to refer also to the studies suggesting that sometimes experts may
be even more prone to biases than novices (e.g., Griffin & Tversky, 1992). Moreover, Chapter 3 pre-
sents the evidence on fallible expert judgment and concludes that the main contribution of experts
to good decision can be directed to providing ‘‘. . .information to be put into mechanical combinations”
(p. 37). A better connection between the two chapters would have helped the reader in the journey
through the diverse research findings.

The last three chapters of the book examine some contextual effects on decision making. Chapter
13 deals with emotional influences on decision making. The authors review the studies on affective
reactions to stimuli (Robert Zajonc), on emotional deficits (Antonio Damasio and colleagues), and
on the role of affect and emotions in risk perception (Paul Slovic, George Loewenstein and colleagues),
among others. The overview that this chapter offers is rather limited in scope given the growing body
of literature on the role of emotions. For example, recent studies on the effect of incidental emotions
on our decisions (e.g., Lerner, Small, & Loewenstein, 2004) are not considered. The authors do admit
that their review of the literature on emotions is ‘‘rather brief” (p. 193) and recommend further read-
ings to those with a deeper interest.

Chapter 14 reviews the literature on group decision making. A distinction is made between intel-
lective and judgmental tasks. Different ways of transforming individual judgments into a group judg-
ment are described and the focus is made on the relative accuracy of group and individual judgments.
The importance of group learning is implicitly highlighted in the discussion on whether the group is
able to detect the differential knowledge and accuracy of its members. The last section of this chapter
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summarizes the dangers of groupthink. Finally, Chapter 15 describes such applied tools for improving
actual decisions as individual techniques to overcome biases (e.g., ‘‘outside view”, ‘‘consider the oppo-
site”), organizational cognitive repairs, and decision support systems.

To sum, the main argument that the authors develop is that with sufficient experience individuals
can find optimal decision strategies and improve their decision making. The authors admit that
learning can sometimes be difficult or impossible. It is to the authors’ credit to have suggested that
‘‘. . .Recognizing when it is appropriate to rely on our own thinking and when we should turn over
our decision making to a superior tool might be one important standard of rationality” (p. 214). No
doubt, future research on how such recognition develops with experience will make a valuable
contribution to the fascinating topic of the nature and development of expertise.

It is however somewhat disappointing that the authors do not provide a summary of the conditions
under which learning (and thus improvement of judgments and decisions) is possible and under
which it is not likely to occur. In fact, there is no concluding chapter that the reader naturally expects
when coming to the end of the book. There is a danger that the reader will be lost in the labyrinth of
the sparse findings on the role of learning and experience. Such a summary would be very helpful for a
young decision scientist, and maybe others, too. What are the general boundary conditions under
which more experience and feedback lead to improved performance? How often in real-world set-
tings are the sufficient conditions for learning satisfied? Answers to these questions are left to the
reader.

The book is reader-friendly except, perhaps, a few paragraphs that leave unexplained neuroscience
terms. Short summaries provided at the end of each chapter are useful and clear. The book will be of
interest to researchers and students in cognitive psychology, economics, and business interested in
the nature of decision making. They will definitely gain an appreciation for the breadth and depth
of the field of the psychology of decision making. More senior scholars may find the book useful
too if they are interested in the differences between one-shot and repeated decisions, between deci-
sions made with and without feedback, and between novice and expert judgment.
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