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Instructor Information:
Patricia Rich
office: Doherty Hall 4301 B 
email: prich@andrew.cmu.edu
mailbox: Baker Hall 135

Course Information:
location: Baker Hall 150
time: 1:30-2:50
dates: June 30th – August 8th 
office hours by appointment

Course Description: 
Life is a series of choices with each choice helping to shape the chooser's life, determining 
happiness, fitness, financial security, career success and satisfaction, the quantity and quality of 
relationships with other people, and much more. Understanding how to choose wisely is thus a 
potent tool for leading the kind of life that is a pleasure and not a chore. Economic reasoning as 
taught in this class applies far beyond the economic problems for which it was developed; rather,
it is an invaluable way of systematizing and solving practical problems that we all face on a 
regular basis. Students will acquire the tools to make rational decisions in their own lives, such 
as when choosing a mate, investment, or career, bidding at an auction, or formulating a New 
Year's resolution that won't be forgotten by February. This course will introduce students to the 
basic concepts, principles, and techniques of normative rational choice and their application to a 
wide variety of situations.  A key component of this will be analyzing common decision errors, 
both perceived and genuine, and discussing the relationship between normative and descriptive 
human decision-making. 

Although mathematical techniques are essential to the study of rational choice, this course aims 
to be self-contained and assumes no more than algebra. Topics include non-strategic decision-
making (e.g. Expected Utility Theory and other solution concepts, decision paradoxes); strategic 
decision-making (equilibria of games, evolutionary and epistemic game theory); cognitive biases
and fallacies; “ecological rationality” (e.g. context-sensitive decision heuristics); and 
applications of rational choice to social or political problems (voting theory).

By the end of the course, students will be able to: 
 translate real-world situations into the language of economics, identifying available 

choices, possible outcomes, and the relationship between the two
 define, explain, and appropriately apply the basic principles of normative rational choice
 identify and guard against common decision errors
 reconcile claims and findings regarding normative and empirical choice

Text:
There is no required text; readings will be posted to the course Blackboard site.   
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Grading:
10% Attendance
50% Homework problems
20% Midterm
20% Final 

Explanation of Requirements and Grading:

Attendance 
Attendance is worth 10% of your grade, and your attendance grade will be the percentage of 
classes that you attended. Special circumstances will be dealt with at the discretion of the 
instructor.

Homework
Homework assignments will include short answers, simple calculations, and extended, multi-part
problems to develop and test robust comprehension of course concepts and techniques. Daily 
assignments will be short and straightforward. There will also be unit problem sets that are more 
involved, for which you will have about a week. All assignments will be graded using a common
point system, so that problems will be worth points in proportion to the effort they require. 

Midterm and final
Both the midterm and final exam will be take-home, and they will be similar to unit problem sets
except that you are not allowed to collaborate with classmates on them and will receive fewer 
hints if you come to office hours. The final will be non-cumulative in that there will not be 
problems testing exclusively pre-midterm material, but it will be comprehensive in testing your 
general understanding of what it means to choose rationally as developed throughout the course. 
 

Course Policies:

Attendance and Preparation

You are expected to attend class regularly, to have done any assigned reading or other 
preparation, and to have completed any homework assignment that is due by the start of class.  
You can expect reading assignments to be infrequent and daily assignments to be short and 
straightforward; unit assignments will be longer and more challenging, but you will have more 
time to complete them and get help as needed. 

In general, I will provide an exposition of theory and you will have a chance to discuss the 
theory and its application, to ask questions, and to work on example problems. Since the class is 
long, we will usually take a short break midway. 

Course Conduct

So that you are not distracted and do not distract others during class, the use of laptops and 
phones is not permitted while class is in session. Notes will be posted to Blackboard for your 
convenience.



  

Cheating

You are encouraged to work with classmates on homework assignments, but answers must be 
written up individually; please make a note of any collaboration. If you are suspected of copying 
solutions you will be orally quizzed on the material and assigned a grade proportional to the 
comprehension you demonstrate. 

The midterm and final must be entirely your own work, and you will receive no credit otherwise.

Tentative Schedule:

Unit 1: Non-strategic decision-making
Week 1: June 30th – July 3rd 
Introduction to rational choice; non-strategic decision-making: Expected Utility Theory 

Week 2: July 7th – July 11th 
Paradoxes of Expected Utility Theory; other solution concepts and decision rules for non-
strategic decision-making

Unit 2: Game theory
Week 3: July 14th – July 18th 
Strategic decision-making: game theory 

Week 4: July 21st – July 25th 
Game theory continued; epistemic and evolutionary game theory; voting theory

Unit 3: Normativity in rational choice
Week 5: July 28th – August 1st 
Bounded rationality; decision errors, biases, and fallacies; normative-descriptive relationship 

Week 6: August 4th – August 7th 
Foundational and big-picture issues in rational choice theory; rationality's nature and scope; 
relationship between rational choice and ethics
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