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Towards an integration of verbal and formal theories of risky choices
Aaron Lob

University of Zurich, Zurich, Switzerland

Olivia Fischer
University of Zurich, Zurich, Switzerland

Renato Frey
University of Zurich, Zurich, Switzerland

Abstract

Which are the psychological mechanisms shaping people’s risky choices? While the behavioral sciences have produced
many theories to address this question, attempts to integrate their different assumptions are sparse: Verbal theories may
explain real life decisions with high face validity but lack precisely testable predictions. Conversely, formal theories allow
for clear mathematical predictions but often focus on artificial lab tasks. We aim to bridge this gap and harness each
approach’s respective advantages. To this end, we created a taxonomy of the most important psychological mechanisms
involved in risk taking spanning different aspects of cognition, including attentional, affective, motivational, and psycho-
social mechanisms proposed in the literature. As such, this taxonomy is the basis for an integrative process model
quantifying the psychological mechanisms involved in decisions under risk and uncertainty, and may help researchers
to identify similarities and discrepancies between different theories of choice.
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