
It remains unclear to what degree the risky
choices studied in the behavioral sciences
reflect the choices that people face in their
lives. We evaluate how well attuned this
“status quo” is to real-world choices and the
therein involved psychological mechanisms:

RQ 1: To what extent do the 
research and layperson 

perspectives on risky choices 
overlap?

RQ 2:  To what extent do 
differences between choices imply 

differences in relevant 
psychological mechanisms?

Imagine you are in
a specific situation
and about to
decide whether or
not to [choice].
When making this
choice, to what
extent would the
following play a
role for you?

Methods & Results

RQ 2: Relevance of psychological mechanisms
In an online study, 825 participants reported the
relevance of 7 classes of theoretically derived
psychological mechanisms* in 103 choices. Their
judgments of relevance credibly differed between
the research and layperson perspectives in all but
2 classes of mechanisms.

RQ 1: Overlap between perspectives
Based on the semantic similarity of 162 choices
representing the two perspectives and signal
detection analysis, we identified 103 unique
choices with an overlap between perspectives of
only 18%.

We also evaluated the semantic similarity of these
choices’ sentence embeddings to real-world risks
identified by an inventory of big life decisions,1
the World Economic Forum,2 and the Global
Burden of Disease study.3

RQ 1b: Semantic similarities to big life decisions, WEF global risks, and GBD risks
RQ 2:  Posterior estimates of mean perceived relevance differed between 

perspectives in 5 out of 7 classes of psychological mechanisms (*)

Conclusion
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Understanding how people make
decisions in real-life scenarios is possible
if researchers either study the same
choices that people face in their lives
(RQ 1) or if the underlying
psychological mechanisms at play in
these choices are comparable (RQ 2).

The present research suggests that
neither of these requirements is met. To
improve generalizability, future research
should study a broader scope of
relevant choices.

(a) Two main perspectives and their overlap
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Inventory
Research

Layperson

Overlap

Big life decisions (2023)

WEF (2024)

GBD (2019)
Similarity

0.5 0.6 0.7 0.8 0.9

Begin
non-romantic
relationship

Engage in a
hobby/sport

Choose where to
study
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Inventory
Research

Layperson

Overlap

Big life decisions (2023)

WEF (2024)

GBD (2019)
Similarity

0.5 0.6 0.7 0.8 0.9

Pollution
Unemployment

Interstate
armed
conflict
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Inventory
Research

Layperson

Overlap

Big life decisions (2023)

WEF (2024)

GBD (2019)
Similarity

0.5 0.6 0.7 0.8 0.9

Smoking

Non-melanoma
skin cancer

Cyclist
road
injuries

*See poster 58

Note: Similarities 
below 0.4 are not 

depicted.

*

*

*

*

*

steal

fight

healthy food

self−harm

plagiarize

hurt feelings

dissenting opinion

destroy property

walk carelessly

too little food

illegal act

neglect job

suicide

multiple sexual partners

drive after alcohol

spend money

break rule

room with opp. sex

nice to stranger

argument

reuse needle

try new

physical force

sunbathe

weapon

lie to sb.

go out with sb.

risk disapproval

verbal abuse

work too little

vaccinate

smoke

children

sport challenge

gamble

travel alone

unsafe bicycle

unprotected sex

cheat on partner

unhealthy food

take drugs

drive recklessly

drink

invest

ski

sneak out

skip class

seatbelt

drive 

quit job

self−employed

surgery

technology

5G

meet people

health recommendations

change residence

uncertain job

traffic

skydive

education

start relationship

no insurance

car

hike

work challenge

divorce

build house

end relationship

help person

other industry

smartphone

exam

off−piste

drop out

pregnancy

dodge fair

nuclear power

lump sum

take over business

travel unstable region

tell truth

pollute

cross road

prenatal diagnostics

digital pay

high insurance

run light

diff. continent

chemotherapy

climbing

retire early

social media

springboard

5G antennae

abroad

travel without vaccine

cheap product

no winter tires

part−time work

demand raise

address person

bicycle

N = 54

N = 30

RQ 1a: Unique and overlapping choices in the research and layperson perspectives

(a) Two main perspectives and their overlap

(b) Two main perspectives, their overlap, and big life decisions (c) Two main perspectives, their overlap, and WEF risks (d) Two main perspectives, their overlap, and GBD risks

Inventory
Research

Layperson

Overlap between Res. & Lay.

Big life decisions (2023)

WEF (2024)

GBD (2019)
Similarity

0.5 0.6 0.7 0.8 0.9

Background

N = 19
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