Checklist for Consumer Decision Making
Part A. Deciding to Spend Your Money.
Before you buy anything, you should ask yourself:

1. Do I really require this item?  Why?  Real needs are few, but wants are unlimited.

2. Is this good or service worth the time I spent earning the income to pay for it?

3. Is there any better use for my income now? Should I save instead for future needs?

Part B. Deciding on the Right Purchase.

After you have made up your mind to buy a good or service, you are faced with more questions:

1. Do I want high, medium, or low quality?  Quality refers to appearance, materials used, and the length of time a product will last.  For a higher price, you can usually get higher quality.  For a lower price, you can usually expect a product that may not be so attractive or as long lasting.  At times, such a purchase may suit your needs very well, however.

2. If I am buying an appliance or car, do I want one that will be most efficient to operate each year?  The answer will probably involve a trade-off.  A small automobile, for example, may use less gasoline than a larger one, but it provides less protection in an accident. 
3. Does this particular item- a Brand Y laptop, for example, require more service than Brands A, B, and C?  If so, do I want this additional problem and expense?

4. Should I wait until there is a sale on the item I want?  Sales of certain items are seasonal.  For example, winter clothes are on sale after Christmas and summer clothes in August.

5. If I am looking for an expensive item, should I buy it new or used?  What things are better to buy new rather than used?  How can I protect myself if I buy a used item?

6. Should I choose a product with a well-known brand name even though it costs more than a similar product without a brand name?  Are there any benefits to buying a brand-name product?  What are they?

7. Does anyone I know own this product so that I can get a firsthand opinion?

8. Is the warranty on this particular product comparable to warranties on similar items?

9. Is the return or exchange policy of the store where I am thinking of buying a product comparable to the policies of other stores selling items?

10. What do consumer magazines say about the product?

Part C. Deciding How to Use Your Purchase.

Once you own something- whether it is clothing, a DVD player, or an automobile- you must decide:
1. How much time and effort should I spend personally repairing and maintaining the product?

2. How much should I spend on repairs and maintenance?
3. At what point should I replace this item?  Why?  (This brings you back to Part A.)
Building Your Decision Making Skills

As a consumer, citizen, and voter, you will make many economic decisions every day.  One of the best ways to improve your decision-making skills is by learning and using a decision-making model.  The steps in the decision-making model are listed and described below using the hypothetical example of choosing a major for college.

Step 1. Define Your Need or Want


The first step in the decision-making process is to define the need or want that requires a decision.  When working through this step, it is important to be as specific as possible.  Say you define your need or want as follows: I want to choose a major that I will enjoy and that will help me to fulfill my long-range goal of a happy, productive career.

Step 2. Analyze Your Resources


Your resources will vary according to the decision you have to make.  In this case, your resources might include your parents and guidance counselors.  For example, many guidance counselors can provide you with an interest inventory that can help you to determine your main areas of interest.  You might also want to talk with college representatives or any friends or family members who are attending college.

Step 3. Identify Your Choices


The very fact that a decision needs to be made implies that choices exist.  Suppose that you determine that you are most interested in art, art history, and history.

Step 4. Compare the Choices


At this point, you need to determine which choice is the best by using your available resources to gather information.  Let’s say that your guidance counselor tells you that you should look at the career opportunities that each major allows.  Then you should try to imagine the outcome of each choice. 

Step 5. Choose the Best Alternative


After you have compared your choices, it is time to choose the best one.  This can be difficult if no one alternative stands out as the best.  Suppose, for example, that all three majors have basically the same appeal.  You finally choose art history because it seems to combine your three interests and because it might lead to a career as a museum curator, which sounds exciting and rewarding.

Step 6. Make a Plan to Get Started


You must make a plan of action.  Your plan of action might in clued obtaining college catalogs, completing applications, and writing letters to art history departments for information about curricula.

Step 7. Evaluate Your Decision


Just because you have make a decision does not mean that you cannot change you mind.  Look at the results of your decision.  If the outcome is not what you had hoped it would be, perhaps it is time to start over with step 1.

Notice that the decision-making model contains words like choices, wants, and resources.  As you have learned, scarcity exists and, as a result, choices have to be made.  Decision-making is part of economics, and using the decision-making model is a good example of thinking like an economist.

