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Judgment in Managerial Decision Making

Chapter 5

Motivational and Emotional Influences on Decision 
Making

The Footbridge Dilemma

- Consider the following :
- You are standing over a set of trolley tracks next to a railway worker 

with a backpack.
- Below, you see the train rapidly approaching five helpless people.
- The only way to save the people is by pushing the railway worker onto 

the tracks.
- His body and the backpack will stop the train, but he will be killed.
- You cannot jump in front of the train yourself because you do not weigh 

enough to stop the train and there is not enough time to put on the worker’s 
backpack.

- Legal concerns aside, would you push the worker to his death?

- This dilemma directly pits a utilitarian approach against a 
deontological approach.

- Utilitarians think in terms of maximizing the number of lives saved, so 
killing one person is justified if it saves 5 others.

- However, people with a deontological perspective believe that pushing 
the worker to his death is unjustified since it violates his rights.

- In this problem, most people take the deontological perspective.

The Footbridge Dilemma The Trolley (Switch) Dilemma

- Consider this problem.
- A runaway trolley is rapidly approach five helpless workers. If it stays on 

course, all five workers will be killed.
- The only way to save the workers is to flip a switch that leads the trolley onto a 

different track.
- However, the trolley will kill one worker on the other track if you flip the 

switch.
- Ignoring legal concerns, would you flip the switch to save five people at the 

expense of one other person?

- This version of the problem is identical from a utilitarian perspective to the 
prior version of the problem.

- However, most people choose to flip the switch in this version of the problem.
- The indirect act of flipping a switch as opposed to directly pushing a person to 

his death is less emotionally arousing to people and leads them to think from a 
more utilitarian perspective.

- When people read both versions of this problem at the same time, they tend 
to adopt a more rational, utilitarian approach and change reconsider their 
answer to the footbridge problem by indicating that they would push the 
worker to his death.

The Trolley (Switch) Dilemma Motivational and Emotional Influences

• We often make different decisions when we adopt an emotional 
perspective compared to a rational perspective, because:
– conflict between our ideal selves, or what we think we should 

do, and our less ideal selves that seek immediate gratification.
– we develop perceptions of fairness that are biased by our own 

self-interest.
– we are prone to having our emotions influence our decisions.

- We engage in more deliberative thought when we directly 
weigh multiple options against one another.

- Considering a single option causes us to think emotionally 
and reflexively.

- But, when they have a point of comparison, we can more 
clearly see which choices are the most rational.



5/21/2018

2

When Emotion and Cognition Collide

• Multiple selves
– Unique brain regions
– Joint versus separate evaluation

• The impact of temporal differences
– Hyperbolic discounting
– Applications

• Reconciling internal conflicts
– Commitment devices
– Communication between the two selves
– Compromise

Brain Science

• What we want to do is heavily shaped by emotions, System 1 
• What we should do is shaped by rational System 2 thinking.
• Emotions and rational thought are governed by different regions of 

the brain.
– damaged prefrontal cortex associated with coordination of 

information and decision-making => difficulty regulating behavior 
to be in line with their long-term goals.

– damaged parts of the brain associated with emotions => more 
rational decision-making because emotions and instinctual 
reflexes are unlikely to cause sub-optimal long-term decisions.

- The inability to coordinate the regions of the brain associated with 
System 1 & System 2 thought explains self control and addition:

- Drug addiction 
- Obesity 
- Procrastinating (watching television & not focusing on work)

Time discounting

Choose 

• A. $1 today or $2 tomorrow 

• B. $1 365 days or $2 366 days from now.

• For a completely rational person these choices 
are equal. 

• Most people are less likely to delay gratification 
‘today’.

Bias in favor of the present 
• A high proportion of online grocery orders are for healthy foods when they 

will be delivered several days from now, but when they will be delivered in 
the near future, a much higher proportion of unhealthy foods such as ice 
cream are ordered.

• In public policy, we are more likely to approve policies in the long-term best 
interest when they will be implemented in the distant future as opposed to 
immediately.

• Most people are in favor of taxing gas, but rarely vote for higher gas taxes.

• People generally are pro-environment, but they are typically unwilling to 
sacrifice the ability to consume certain product in the short term.

• Homeowners typically do not invest enough in insulating their homes. They 
fail to purchase energy-efficient appliances even though they will save 
money in the long-run.

• Organizations routinely fail to do what is in their long-term best interests, as 
they worry about minimizing short-term costs without considering long-
term cost-effectiveness.

Commitment devices 

• Purpose: to align our long-term and short-term goals, to 
make it impossible or immediately painful to engage in a 
behavior that is not in our long-term best interest 
– A gambling addict places himself on a banned list at casinos
– An alcoholic takes a drug that makes them extremely nauseous 

after consuming alcohol.

• The downside to commitment devices is that they prevent 
the want self from winning out. 

• Possible compromise solution: allows the want self to win 
out over the should self on occasion.

• A reasonable compromise solution is to generally follow 
your long-term best interests while allowing room for 
immediate gratification on occasion. 
– eat ice cream three days a week, which satisfies the want self 

enough to continue doing what is in the interest of the should 
self.
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Commitment devices

• A gym that charges weekly fee only if the 
member doe not show up at least once

• Bundling a want and a should

– Listen to favorite MP3 only when running

Self-Serving Reasoning

• Our perceptions of fairness is typically biased by our 
own self-interest.
– two football fans watching the same game thought that their 

favorite team played more fairly than the opposing team.

• Subconscious tendency to engage in self-serving 
reasoning
– Auditors frequently excuse the questionable accounting practices of 

profitable clients who they hope to maintain as clients.
– CEOs often justify their bonuses as being in the best interests of 

their company’s shareholders.
– Doctors often receive gifts from pharmaceutical representatives 

while maintaining the belief that these gifts do not influence their 
likelihood of prescribing particular drugs to their patients.

– Politicians frequently accept large campaign contributions while 
believing that their policy decisions and votes are not being 
compromised.

Emotions and Decision Making

• Fear makes us risk averse and prepares us to flee from it.

• Sadness induces a motivation to seek change from our current 
circumstances.
- implications for consumer behavior?

- It increases our willingness to pay for an item while it reduces our 
willingness to accept payment for an item.

• Disgust motivates us to sell, to purge ourselves of items that 
could potentially be contaminating agents

- This also has important implications for consumer behavior.

- Sellers lower the price for which they are willing to sell products.

- Buyers lower the price for which they are willing to buy products.

• Anger and happiness have a similar set of associated effects
– Increases confidence

– Increases sense of power

– Decreases risk sensitivity

Mood and Decision Making

- We tend to have an easier time recalling information 
that we obtained while in a mood that is congruent 
with a current mood. 

- When people are happy, they can more easily recall 
another time in which they were happy than a time in 
which they were sad while the opposite happens for 
depressed people.

- Weather, which impacts our mood, also biases our 
perceptions of life satisfaction and our general 
optimism.

- People report lower life satisfaction on cloudy days than 
on sunny days.

- Stock prices are more likely to go up on sunny days than 
on cloudy days.

Regret Avoidance: Missing a Flight

Imagine that you are at an out-of-town business meeting that 
runs late. As soon as you can break away, you head to the 
airport to catch the last flight home. If you miss the flight, 
which is scheduled to leave at 8:30 P.M., you will have to stay 
overnight and miss an important meeting the next day. You 
run into traffic and do not get to the airport until 8:52 P.M. 
You run to the gate, arriving there at 8:57 P.M. When you 
arrive, either: 

a. You find out that the plane left on schedule at 8:30 P.M., or 
b. You see the plane depart, having left the gate at 8:55 P.M. 

Which would make you more upset?

Regret Avoidance
• Falling just short of a desired outcome induces a lot of 

regret
– Missing a flight by a minute induces more regret than 

missing the flight by a long shot.

– Olympic bronze medalists appear to be more happy than 
silver medalists

• More regret is induced by changing decision from 
favorable to unfavorable one than knowing that you 
never were on the verge of making a favorable 
decision in the first place
– Reduce regret: Don’t change your initial decisions

• Avoiding negative feedback
– Avoid feedback on foregone alternatives
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Limiting the Influence of Emotions

• Identify emotions and their sources

• Accountability

– When people are held accountable, they make more 
rational decisions and are less likely to allow 
emotions to influence their decision-making process

• Institutionalize controls on emotion

– adopt a rational cost-benefit analysis of a situation 
that is free of self-serving biases that promote our 
own political agendas


