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The Process-Based 
Objection

● The rationality of 
a choice depends 
in some way on 
the processes 
behind it

● An “only as-if” 
model won't 
properly track 
normative 
rationality



  

The Process-Based 
Objection

● Ecological 
Rationality:

● Rationality is a 
good match 
between the 
process used and 
the context



  

The Process-Based 
Objection

● Ecological 
Rationality:

● People use 
heuristics. This is 
rational insofar 
as they serve us 
well.



  

The Process-Based 
Objection

● Naturalism ● Starting point 
should be the 
facts on the 
ground. 

● E.g. heuristics



  

The Process-Based 
Objection

“The epistemic status of a state is 
dependent on the processes that 

generate and sustain it.”

        
Kitcher, The Naturalists Return



  

The Process-Based 
Objection

“The central epistemological project is 
to be carried out by describing 

processes that are reliable, in the sense 
that they would have a high frequency 
of generating epistemically virtuous 

states in human beings in our world.”
        

Kitcher, The Naturalists Return



  

The Process-Based 
Objection

● Internalists:

– Reason matters

● Externalists:

– Reliability of 
the process 
matters



  

Contrast:



  

Rebuttal: Compatibility

Both choice patterns and choice 
processes may be evaluable, even if we 

think process evaluations are more 
informative. 
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Rebuttal: Compatibility

1. Processes are often unobservable – 

evaluating observed choice is better 
than nothing!  



  

Rebuttal: Compatibility

2. Processes would be judged based    
on the outcomes they are likely to 
produce –

evaluations should often coincide.

Outcomes are important.  



  

Rebuttal: Compatibility

3.  Decision theory uses a coherence 
criterion – 

not producing incoherent behavior is a 
weak rationality requirement for a 
process.



  

Rebuttal: Compatibility



  

Rebuttal: Decision Theory

Suppose we want to replace outcome-
based decision criteria with process-

based ones. 

What makes a process good?
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Rebuttal: Decision Theory

Choice process X is rational iff it is 
likely to lead to good choices. 
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Rebuttal: Decision Theory

Choice process X is rational iff it is 
likely to lead to good choices  choices 
that maximize the agent's reproductive 
fitness objective value (e.g. money).



  

Rebuttal: Decision Theory

“If the compelling normative principle is, for 
example, wealth, then why not simply study the 
correlates of high-wealth producing decision 
procedures and rank those procedures according 
to the wealth they produce?”

– N. Berg, JEM 2014 



  

Rebuttal: Decision Theory

Choice process X is rational iff it is 
likely to lead to good choices  choices 
that maximize the agent's reproductive 
fitness expected objective value (e.g. 
money).



  

Rebuttal: Decision Theory

Objective Value

Subjective
Value



  

Rebuttal: Decision Theory

Choice process X is rational iff it is 
likely to lead to good choices  choices 
that maximize the agent's reproductive 
fitness expected objective value (e.g. 
money) subjective utility.



  

Rebuttal: Decision Theory

Choice process X is rational iff it is 
likely to lead to choices that maximize 
the agent's subjective expected utility.

i.e. the rational choice depends on the 
agent's own preferences, which can be 
inferred from ...



  

Rebuttal: Decision Theory

Choice process X can be rational only if 
it is likely to lead to choices that 
conform to our best axiomatization of 
rational choice.



  

Rebuttal: Decision Theory

Process-based 
normative 
judgments

Coherence Tradition



  

Example: Lottery Choice

A. £1 million for sure

B. £1 million * 89%, £5 million * 10%, 
nothing * 1%

C. £1 million * 11%, nothing * 89%

D. £5 million * 10%, nothing * 90%



  

Example: Lottery Choice

A process-based normative 
evaluation:

1. Process explanation: the Priority 
Heuristic

2. It is rational to use this heuristic 
insofar as it is “fast, frugal and accurate”



  

Example: Lottery Choice

Brandstätter, Gigerenzer and Hertwig's 
Priority Heuristic:

● Chooses a lottery from a pair

● Predicts Allais, fourfold pattern, and more

● Predicts well when lotteries have similar 
EV's 

2. It is rational to use this heuristic 
insofar as it is “fast, frugal and 
accurate”
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Example: Lottery Choice

A process-based normative 
evaluation:

3c. The heuristic must be likely to lead to 
accurate choices in order to be deemed 
rational. 

→ Must accord with agent's own preferences.

→ Must conform to axioms for choice.
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Example: Lottery Choice

A process-based normative 
evaluation:

3c. The heuristic must be likely to lead to 
accurate choices in order to be deemed 
rational. 

→ Must accord with agent's own preferences.

→ Must conform to axioms for choice.



  

Example: Lottery Choice

Normativity of 
Priority      

Heuristic     

Axiomatic Model



  

Conclusions

“You don't turn to logic to prove that the tree 
you see over there is larger than the one over 
here … But sometimes there is no 'tree' … For 
example, a story told by someone usually offers 
no empirical criterion for its truth. Then, we can 
evaluate it by referring to the coherence of the 
story.” 

– K. Hammond, Beyond Rationality



  



  

Rebuttal: Decision Theory

“The justification for correspondence judgments 
(accuracy, speed, and frugality) can only be 
determined after the judgment is made. You 
won't know whether the judgment was accurate 
… until later. … Since no empirical criterion for 
the correctness of such judgments will be 
available, the justification will have to be made 
on the coherence of the argument for it ...”

– Hammond, Beyond Rationality 
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A. £1 million for sure

B. £1 million * 89%, £5 million * 10%, 
nothing * 1%
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Conclusions

●Excellent reasons to see processes as 
normatively relevant

●But that does not render outcomes 
irrelevant!



  

Conclusions

●Excellent reasons to see processes as 
normatively relevant

●But that does not render outcomes 
irrelevant!



  

Conclusions

●Axiomatic models provide a weak test 
of rationality: only detect manifest 

incoherence

●But no alternative is forthcoming!



  

Outline 

● Process-based 
objection to 
EUT

● Outcomes still 
normatively 
relevant

● Ex: Normative 
evaluation of 
lottery choices

● Process advocate 
forced to rehearse 
DT tradition

Normativity of economic models is inescapable
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