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Abstract: Multi-criteria decision analysis (MCDA) has long been associated with technical and engi-
neering domains, where decision problems are typically well-structured and data-driven. However, pub-
lic sector decision making is characterised by a high degree of complexity,a/alue conflict, and the need
to incorporate both quantitative and qualitative considerations. Thisext explores the potential of
MCDA to support societal decisions involving soft factors, multiple stakeholders,)and non-market im-
pacts. It argues that public decisions, whether related to infrastructure planning, poliey:formation, budg-
eting, or environmental trade-offs, are rarely reducible to a single objective, and that MEDA provides
a structured and transparent framework for managing such multi-dimensionakproblems.

Drawing on experience from applications in participatory processes, urban develepment, and“risk gov-
ernance, the discussion highlights how MCDA enables explicit trade-offs, integrates both measurable
and intangible criteria, and supports dialogue among actors'with divergent values. Particular emphasis
is placed on the capacity of MCDA to bring clafity teycomplex situations,'expose implicit assumptions,
and enhance the legitimacy of outcomes through its openness andhtraceability. The text also considers
practical barriers to adoption, including institutional inertia, perceived technical complexity, and the
dominance of conventional methods sueh,as cost-benefit analysis.

The conclusion calls for a broader integratiomof MEDA into publie,decision processes, not as a substi-
tute for political judgement but as a complementary means of structuring, clarifying, and communi-
cating difficult choices. It sdggests thatthe underutilisation. of, MCDA reflects not a methodological gap
but a cultural and institutional one, which¢can be addressed"through targeted support, training, and
method adaptation. In“the,context of growing,societal expectations for transparency, fairness, and ac-
countability, MCDA offersha prin€ipled and pragmatic way to improve the quality and credibility of
public decisions.

Keywords{ Multi-Criteria Decision,AnalysisgRublic Sector Decision Making, Participatory Processes,
Policy Evaluation, Stakeholder Engagement

1. latroduction

Multiple‘eriteria decision‘analysis (MCDA) is a broad class of decision-support methods de-
signed to evaluate options against multiple, often conflicting criteria. Traditionally, MCDA
found its early-applications in engineering, industrial and technical decision problems, provid-
ing structured techniques for tasks like project selection, resource allocation or technology
choice in quantitatively rich contexts. In such settings, alternatives could be scored on tangible
metrics (cost, performance, time, etc.), and MCDA methods (from simple weighted scoring to
sophisticated multi-attribute utility models) helped rationalise trade-offs. However, outside
these technical domains, the uptake of formal MCDA in real-world practice has been relatively
limited. In particular, public sector decision making, which often involves “soft” factors such
as social values, environmental impacts, and diverse stakeholder preferences not easily reduced
to a single scale, has historically underutilised MCDA’s potential Gamper and Turcanu, 2007).
This underutilisation persists even as societal decisions grow more complex and value-laden.
There is a growing argument that MCDA, long proven in ‘hard’ engineering problems, now
deserves far wider use in government investment choices, infrastructure planning, public policy
design, and other high-stakes public decisions involving competing stakeholder values and non-
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quantifiable dimensions. The following discussion examines why MCDA is particularly well-
suited to these contexts, how it can enhance public decision processes, and critiques the reasons
it has so far been underused in such domains.

Public decision making is inherently complex. Unlike a controlled corporate project choice,
a government decision (such as siting a new infrastructure or forming a policy, see Danielson
et al. (2003) for an example) must contend with multiple objectives, interests, and forms of
value. Public decisions often face scarce resources to distribute and conflicting interests among
stakeholders (for instance, the beneficiaries of a policy and those who bear its costs may not
coincide). Moreover, many public issues qualify as “wicked problems”, characterised by high
uncertainty, incomplete information, and disagreement on values. When environmental or so-
cial dimensions enter the picture, as is increasingly the case, additional layers of complexity
and uncertainty emerge. Traditional decision-support tools in publig’pelicy, most notably cost-
benefit analysis (CBA) or cost-effectiveness analysis, reduce degisionsito a single metric (usu-
ally monetary net benefit or cost per outcome). While CBA,is valuableyand remains widely
mandated in many jurisdictions, it struggles to accommodate intangible benefits or socio-ethical
considerations. CBA essentially attempts to monetiseqall impacts,yet many ‘effects of public
decisions, such as social equity, cultural heritage, environmental well=being, or public trust, do
not have consensus monetary values. These soft faetors areioften-léfi,aside or treated in an ad
hoc qualitative manner in conventional analyses. As‘akesult,public decisiomprocesses run the
risk of biasing what gets measured (e.g. economic efficiency) and, neglecting what is hard to
measure. In contrast, MCDA is designedto overcome the shortcomings of traditional tools like
CBA by explicitly incorporating qualitative'riteria and even tneertain future impacts. MCDA
facilitates the use of both quantitative'and qualitative measurements, enabling a more holistic
appraisal of alternatives when“consequences spamenvironmental, social, and economic do-
mains. Because of this abidity, scholars argue that MEDA should be the preferred approach
whenever decisions regaire finding compromise solutions among stakeholders or addressing
non-market outcomes. deed, MEDA can,handle multidisciplinary problems involving eco-
logical and public.health coneernsthat resist'single-metric evaluation. It does so by decompos-
ing a complextdecisionyinto smaller analytical steps (defining options, establishing criteria,
scoring performance, welghting trade-offs), thereby bringing structure to problems that would
otherwiseshe, compared onlyuin political or intuitive terms. For example, the UK government
recently took the wise but cautious,stand that MCDA should be used for public decision mak-
ing, thewise part, but in‘their view not for the final step involving monetary values, the cautious
part (UK'DELG, 2009). Thisuis similar to how procurement processes usually employ MCDA:
use the analysis to assess all performance criteria, followed by a final stage where all alterna-
tives’ weighted ‘performances are compared to their costs.

2. The Case for MCDA

A key strength of MCDA in public decisions is that it compels clarity about values and trade-
offs. Rather than hiding value judgments behind a single aggregate like net present value,
MCDA forces decision-makers to define criteria explicitly, assess how each option performs
on each criterion, and then make the weighting of criteria transparent. This process highlights
the trade-offs involved, such as between economic development and environmental protection,
or short-term gains and long-term resilience. By providing a structured framework, MCDA
gives decision-makers (and stakeholders) a better understanding of the pros and cons of each
option across a spectrum of considerations. Importantly, it acknowledges that in public deci-
sions there is no single optimal solution that maximises all objectives simultaneously; there are
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instead compromise solutions that balance competing goals. MCDA is particularly well-
equipped to illuminate those compromises (Keeney, 2004). For instance, in an infrastructure
investment choice, a traditional economic analysis may identify the project with the highest
return, but an MCDA can reveal if a slightly lower-return project performs significantly better
on social equity or environmental impact, information important for a well-rounded policy de-
cision.

Moreover, MCDA can incorporate non-quantifiable dimensions in a systematic way. Many
public sector criteria are difficult to measure (how does one quantify “community cohesion” or
“cultural significance”?), but MCDA allows these to be evaluated on qualitative scales or ordi-
nal rankings without forcing them into monetary terms. Research in decision analysis under-
scores that MCDA can integrate intangible and qualitative factors alongside numerical data. In
a government context, this means factors like public acceptabilityg@aesthetic values, or social
justice can sit at the same decision table as budget costs and technical, performance. In flood
risk management, for example, conventional analyses long foeused only‘@n expected economic
damages, neglecting social and environmental impacts; introducing a multi-€riteria framework
showed the value of including criteria such as community disruption or ecological loss. By
handling multiple criteria concurrently, MCDA opened the'deer to more comprehensive eval-
uations of flood strategies, making choices more @attuned tQ the range,of stakeholder concerns.
Indeed, one study framework explicitly added enviroamental and soctal eriteria (with “soft”
qualitative evaluations) to demonstrate thefusefulness of IMCDA for flood policy in Vietnam,
concluding that a multi-criteria perspective yielded\betterinsight and,fairer outcomes than an
economic-only approach (Hansson et al., 2008).

Closely related is MCDA’s gapacity te, deal with competing stakeholder values in public
decisions. Societal problems typically involve multiple parties (government agencies, industry,
local communities, NGOsgdomain experts) each withitheir own priorities. A policymaker must
weigh these often divergent perspectives. MCDA offers a way to formally incorporate stake-
holder preferences into thexanalysis; eitherthrough participatory processes or by modelling dif-
ferent preferencesWeightings. @ne of MCDAs strengths is its openness to divergent values and
opinions, treating them not as ineonvenienaces but as inputs to the decision model. In a well-
designed MCDAstakeholders canbe engaged from the start to help define relevant criteria and
even suggesheptionsyavhich beth enrich the analysis and build buy-in. The act of structuring a
decision together is often describethas a learning process for participants: it stimulates discus-
sion and'a common understanding of the problem. By making each person’s values explicit,
MCDA helps stakeholders better appreciate why others might rank options differently, thereby
fostering mutual respect for differing viewpoints. Banville et al. (1998) argued in a seminal
paper that extending MCDA to explicitly include stakeholder perspectives would improve its
relevance and legitimacy in public contexts. In practice, early involvement of stakeholders in
framing an MCDA has been found to increase the acceptance of the eventual decision, as people
feel the process is not a black box and that their concerns are represented. Indeed, participatory
MCDA approaches (sometimes termed “social multi-criteria evaluation) have been developed
to blend analytical rigour with deliberative democracy. For example, an MCDA session en-
gaged a diverse panel to appraise options for the introduction of gene-modified crops. Not to
reach a single verdict, but to systematically map the debate and highlight why different stake-
holders (farmers, consumers, environmentalists, etc.) favoured different options. The result was
not a winner option, but a clearer picture of contested values and potential compromise strate-
gies. This illustrates how MCDA can be used in public controversies: rather than “solving” a
divisive issue, it elucidates the structure of disagreement and identifies policy alternatives that
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might command broad support (for instance, options that are not optimal for any one faction
but acceptable to all. Such transparency in trade-offs is invaluable in public decision making,
where legitimacy and consensus-building are as important as technical correctness.

The advantages of MCDA for public decisions can be summarised as follows. First, it ena-
bles explicit consideration of multiple criteria, in turn capturing the multi-faceted nature of
public interests. Second, it accommodates qualitative judgments and soft values in a structured
way, rather than ignoring them. Third, it improves transparency and accountability, since the
basis for decision (criteria and their weights) is laid out clearly. Fourth, MCDA serves as a
communication and learning tool among stakeholders and decision-makers; by externalising
preferences and performance on criteria, it creates a shared language to discuss why a given
option is preferred or not. Fifth, it can aid conflict resolution and consensus-building: the sys-
tematic comparison often reveals areas of agreement or possibles€ompromise that might be
missed in polarised debates. Taken together, these features make MCBRA especially effective
for government decisions involving social dilemmas, envirgnmental trade-offs, or value con-
flicts. It provides an appealing decision-support approach because it clearlyashows the trade-
offs between economic, social and environmental aspeets,of a decision, a balange which lies at
the heart of sustainable public policy-making.

Despite these compelling strengths, MCDA haswuntil recently beemdepleyed in public deci-
sion making only sparingly compared to its potential.“This underutilisation‘of MCDA in public
domains has been the subject of critique ia‘the Titerature."Researchers have long observed a gap
between the sophisticated decision analysis,tools developed by academics and their actual use
by government officials. Brown (1989), refleeting omydecision Support in real settings, noted
that formal decision aids have had lrmitedypractical impaetien decision making in business and
government up until then. Even‘asyof 2009, the explicit use of quantitative decision models in
public organisations remained modest, In other words, IMCDA and similar methods were (and
still are) far from routige in government. Many public decisions continue to be made by intui-
tion, political bargaining;‘@rusingSimple @cenomic rankings, without the benefit of a structured
multi-criteria appraisal. \Wallenius et al. (2008)pointed out that although the number of MCDA
applications has tnhcreased in reeent decadgs, most organisations rarely perform formal analysis
for complex problems. There appears, ta‘be an ingrained reluctance or inertia in adopting these
tools outSideracademid. Understanding the reasons behind this underutilisation is important if
MCDA'is to be more widely embraeed for public decisions.

Severalbarrigrs and challenges help explain why MCDA has not yet achieved wide use in
public decision making. Onefrequently cited issue is the technical complexity of many MCDA
methods. Implementing an MCDA requires defining criteria, obtaining performance measures
or scores for each @ption, and eliciting preference weights. Government analysts may find it
hard to carry out the necessary analysis, especially for the first time. The process of parameter
elicitation (e.g. determining the weights for criteria or setting up value functions) can be cogni-
tively demanding, both for experts and lay participants. Sometimes, the need to specify numer-
ous technical parameters in MCDA is seen as a major shortcoming that deters decision-makers,
who might lack the training or patience for it. As Keeney (2004) observed, almost everyone
could improve their decision making with proper training, but such training in formal decision
techniques is rare. Thus, a lack of familiarity and capacity can impede MCDA’s adoption: pub-
lic officials and stakeholders often have limited experience or training in these methods, making
them hesitant to trust and use them without external support.



MCDA for Complex Public Decisions Page 5 of 11

Another barrier is the additional time and effort an MCDA process may require. Compared
to a quick back-of-the-envelope assessment or a standard cost-benefit table, a full MCDA can
be resource-intensive. Early phases of structuring the problem (identifying objectives, criteria,
and options) are indeed valuable learning steps, but they consume time and can stall urgent
decisions if not managed well. Stakeholder workshops, if part of the MCDA, incur logistical
costs and the risk of bogging down in debates. Some decision-makers fear that involving stake-
holders extensively (though normatively desirable) could delay decisions or raise questions of
legitimacy (for example, if some groups feel left out or if the process is seen as granting too
much influence to non-elected parties. Thus, the practicality of MCDA in fast-paced policy
environments can be a concern. Munda et al. (1998) noted that stakeholder processes for com-
plex policies often span years, which may be impractical. However, they also noted that CBA,
when done thoroughly, is similarly time-consuming. This suggests¢the issue is not unique to
MCDA, but MCDA might be held to a higher expectation of immediacy because it is less fa-
miliar.

A further challenge lies in the difficulty of modelling “soft” factors to everyone’s satisfac-
tion. Ironically, while MCDA’s ability to include nonsguantifiableeriteria is aiselling point, it
can also be a point of contention. Different participants. might disagree on howto evaluate
qualitative criteria or doubt the validity of scoring.semething,subjective. One case study found
that some participants did not accept that “it is possible,to desetibe a strategy’s impact on non-
quantifiable factors in a single phrase or nufaber,}highlighting seepticism about reducing com-
plex social impacts to simplified ratings, ThoughtMCDA"does notferce monetisation, it still
requires decision-makers to make explicityudgments, whichiseme may find uncomfortable.
Modern methods, however, do nat require.numeric numbers, weak orderings suffice. The qual-
ity of input data for criteria can also be an‘issue. Public decistons often involve uncertainty, and
if the evidence base is weakj analystsimay be unsure how to populate an MCDA model. Modern
methods handle this bydallowing impreeise input data‘tn the form of intervals, rankings, and
similar expressions.

Beyond methedological 1ssues, there are arganisational and cultural factors explaining low
uptake. Decision making,in government is,not a value-neutral, purely analytical exercise. It is
inherently political in the end, although' not necessarily during the data collection and judge-
ment phasesalntrodueing a formal analytic tool into a political process can still be threatening
to some actors:Studies have noted that experts and decision elites may resist MCDA and similar
tools to'protect their preragatives. For example, a technical expert in an agency might fear that
a multi-critesia‘model, especially if opened to stakeholder inputs, could dilute their influence
or challenge their established way of doing analysis. Joliveau et al. (2000) documented cases
in environmentalimanagement where experts opposed decision aids like MCDA due to hesita-
tion in changing therr usual procedures and a reluctance to share power in decision making.
Likewise, political decision-makers might prefer to keep flexibility and not have their choices
constrained by a formal model. An MCDA, by making trade-offs explicit, can expose when a
decision is made that favours one criterion disproportionately; if a politician has a hidden
agenda to favour a particular project or interest group, a transparent MCDA could make such
bias obvious. Consequently, there may be a perceived loss of discretion or political manoeu-
vring room. Research has warned that decision-makers sometimes choose to make “exemplary
decisions” (i.e. one-0ff judgments) rather than explain their reasoning through a formal analytic
framework. In other words, it can be politically expedient to avoid the rigor of MCDA. This
highlights a socio-political gap in implementation: even the best analytical tool will not be used
if it doesn’t align with the incentives and culture of the decision environment. Banville et al.
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(1998) pointed out that no matter how much the technical side of MCDA progresses, uptake
will still remain limited until equal attention is given to the social and political context of ap-
plications. The process needs to be seen as legitimate, fair, and supportive of decision-makers’
goals, rather than as a threat or a burdensome add-on.

Another factor is that governments often have institutionalised procedures favouring other
methods. CBA, for instance, enjoys a privileged status: it is taught in public administration
programs, enshrined in many regulatory guidelines, and required by law in numerous cases such
as cost-benefit requirements for major investments or regulations in the US, EU, etc.. In con-
trast, MCDA has rarely been explicitly mandated. A 2007 review by Gamper and Turcanu noted
that, unlike CBA, a legal requirement for an MCDA-like process is seldom encountered. There
are a few notable exceptions. For example, Italian law was reported togequire a form of multi-
criteria analysis for public works project selection, and a Spanish gavernment commission for-
mally employed MCDA for evaluating certain administrative precurements. The United States
has some implicit MCDA elements in water resource planning laws, andhbMCDA approaches
have influenced public decision making in domains like forestry:and agriculture to some extent.
By and large, however, MCDA has not been writtengdinto the palicy rulebooks. As a result,
public officials might view it as “optional” or experimental, father than a standardpart of due
diligence. This lack of formal mandate means MCDA mustjustifyitself oma case-by-case basis,
which can slow its diffusion. On the positive side, intérnationahorganisations have begun rec-
ommending MCDA in appropriate contexts. The, UnitedhNationsyFramework Convention on
Climate Change (UNFCCC) noted in 2002 guidancethat while CBA‘Sa more objective method
if everything can be monetised, when important critecia cannot be quantified and valued (such
as preserving biodiversity), one hastoresort to MDCA. Similarly, an EU guidance document
(2003) on project appraisal pointed out thabMCDAyfacilitates participation of all actors in de-
cision making and helps in‘reachingy,a compromise @k, defining a coalition of views, without
dictating the final chojee, These high-level endorsements reflect a growing recognition that
MCDA has an importantirele when,purely:économic techniques reach their limits. Nonetheless,
until such recommendations translate into formal requirements or widely shared best practices,
MCDA'’s use ifi government likely depends on champions and specific project needs.

Even when MEDA is applied in public’settings, it has often been on a limited or trial basis,
which has perhaps tempered its,visibility. Many documented public-sector MCDA applications
havedbeen case-specifie,demonstrations or research-led pilot projects. For example, analysts
might apply an MCDA femna particular city’s transportation plan or a one-time policy evalua-
tion, but thexmethod might nat become embedded as a routine practice in the agency afterward.
Without institutional learning and continuity, each new use of MCDA can feel like reinventing
the wheel, whichis,a disincentive. However, this situation is gradually changing. Recent years
have seen increasingefforts to integrate MCDA into government decision processes in a more
sustained way. The United Kingdom, for instance, introduced the New Approach to Appraisal
(NATA) in the late 1990s for transport projects. It is essentially a multi-criteria framework that
presents monetised costs and benefits alongside non-monetised impacts in a unified decision
matrix. This approach improved how factors like environmental noise, landscape impact, and
social distribution of effects were considered in transport investments, treating them explicitly
rather than as afterthoughts. By the early 2000s, the UK Environment Agency was developing
multi-criteria techniques to appraise water quality improvements, and scoring-and-weighting
systems were being used for allocating European Union Structural Funds regionally. Likewise,
the new UK’s official multi-criteria analysis manual (UK DCLG, 2009) collects best practices
and case studies, signalling to public practitioners that these methods are not just academic
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exercises but practical decision aids. The manual recounts examples such as using MCDA to
evaluate potential sites for nuclear waste disposal and to assist a local authority in planning
expenditure priorities, as well as the aforementioned transport and environmental applications.
The inclusion of these cases in guidance literature has helped disseminate knowledge of
MCDA'’s usefulness for public-sector problems.

Concrete examples of MCDA in societal decision making illustrate both its versatility and
effectiveness. In infrastructure planning, beyond the UK case, other governments have used
MCDA tools like the Analytic Hierarchy Process (AHP) or outranking methods for project pri-
oritisation, for instance to rank highway projects by combining criteria of cost, traffic relief,
environmental impact, and community support. Such multi-criteria prioritisation can make in-
vestment decisions more balanced and defensible, especially when public funds must be allo-
cated transparently. In environmental and land-use planning, MCDA has been applied to com-
plex problems such as energy policy and waste management. A study-in,Portugal, for example,
applied PROMETHEE (an outranking technique) to help select a radioactive waste disposal
strategy, involving criteria from technical safety to public acceptability; the analysis was used
to inform the state’s decision by showing the ranking ofieptions under different weight scenar-
ios. In Belgium, home of PROMETHEE, the multi-actor. muilti-criteria analysis approach has
been developed to explicitly incorporate differeftistakenalder group, Weightings in transport
policy decisions, allowing policymakers to see how-gach stakeholder group (e.g. businesses,
residents, environmentalists) would rank the options andhtherebyafind an alternative with the
best overall compromise. In developing public policies, MCBA has‘proven useful for structur-
ing choices in “wicked” arenas such as climate adaptation strategies and public health interven-
tions. For instance, for the ongoin@ HINL¥Swine flu” pandemic andthe 2003-3006 H5N1 avian bird
flu, researchers and authorities“have been experimenting somewhat with MCDA to evaluate
policy responses by weighing healthhoutcomes, econemic costs and social impacts, acknowl-
edging that no single metric could capture the success of a response. By scoring and comparing
options on multiple objectives, MCDA might help clarify which strategies offered balanced
performance and which ones,heavily traded ene objective for another (e.g. maximum virus
control at extréme economic €0st versus moderate control at tolerable cost). Such analyses,
when communicated well, can suppert more nuanced public discussions (e.g. about the trade-
off betweenypublic health @nd civilliberties). Other examples include such diverse decision
probléms as insurance for riverfloed scenarios in the Tisza River in Hungary (Danielson et al.,
2003),"Infrastructure decisions in Nacka municipality in Sweden (Danielson et al., 2008) and
the water purification of the eentral city river Svartan in Orebro municipality, also in Sweden
(Danielson etal,. 2008b, 2009). In all of these cases, MCDA was a central method in clarifying
the decision situation and parameters as well as preparing for the decisions. The decisions them-
selves were politicalland made through traditional democratic political processes.

These examples underscore that MCDA is not an abstract ideal, but a practical toolkit that
can be and has been deployed for societal decisions. When used, it often leads to better-in-
formed and more transparent outcomes. A case in point is in urban infrastructure: in one city’s
decision on where to build a new metro line, an MCDA was conducted that took into account
not only engineering feasibility and cost, but also criteria like social equity (improving transit
access for low-income neighbourhoods), environmental benefit (reducing emissions), and ur-
ban development alignment. The result was a decision that, compared to a cost-only choice,
more equitably served the public and could be openly justified by the multi-criteria evaluation
to stakeholders and the media. Such a holistic approach can significantly increase public trust
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in the decision process, as stakeholders see that a broad spectrum of their concerns was system-
atically considered, not just lip service. Indeed, a well-documented benefit of MCDA in public
contexts is improved legitimacy of decisions. When decision-makers explicitly account for di-
verse criteria and even show the sensitivity of outcomes to different preferences, it signals re-
spect for a multitude of perspectives. This can be very important in government, where the
decision might otherwise be perceived as driven by narrow interests or ideological bias.

Importantly, embracing MCDA in public decision making does not mean substituting rigor-
ous analysis for democratic debate. Rather, it means informing and enhancing debate with struc-
tured analysis. MCDA should be seen as an aid to deliberation, not a replacement for political
judgment. Some critics argue that no formula can or should make society’s hard choices, and
indeed MCDA proponents agree that these methods “support” rathergthan supplant decision-
makers. The aim is not to produce an automatic answer but to previde a coherent evaluation
that decision-makers (be they elected officials, agency heads, orCitizen assemblies) can use in
choosing an alternative. By clarifying the impacts and valug,trade-offs, MCDA equips those
decision-makers to better defend their choices and to understand the likelyaconsequences. It
also makes it easier to revisit decisions if circumstances,change @fnnew options,arise because
the rationale has been explicitly documented.

Given the escalating complexity of public polieyachallenges, fromnelimate change to infra-
structure renewal to social welfare trade-offs, the case for broader use of MCDA in the public
realm is stronger than ever going into the2010s:“Modern‘problemsieut across technical, social,
and moral dimensions; MCDA is one of thesfew analytic approaches that is designed for exactly
that kind of multi-dimensional evaluation. Thecritiqueithat MCDA has been underused in these
domains is increasingly being addressed by calls for methedological innovation and better in-
tegration of MCDA with participatory progesses. Réeent research and practice are focusing on
making MCDA more userffriendly‘and embedding itimpolicy processes. For example, the de-
velopment of softwaregdools and decision platforms now allows easier visualisation of multi-
criteria results (such as interactivetdashboards where policymakers can adjust weights and im-
mediately see howrankings'change). This can @emystify MCDA and encourage decision-mak-
ers to experiment with it withoutheeding aRhD in operations research. Also, standard templates
for common public degisions (likeyadgeneric MCDA model for infrastructure projects or
healthcare résource aliocation)are emerging, which agencies can adapt rather than starting from
scrat€h. Such templatesidraw on‘the accumulated knowledge of criteria and scoring techniques
that haveyworked in similar, decisions, reducing the burden on any single team to design the
whole analysis@new.

3. Future Outlook

The many public decision projects the author has participated in (for example Danielson et al.,
2003, 2008, 2008b, 2009; Hansson et al., 2008) have made it clear that multi-criteria decision
analysis, long accepted in technical domains, offers powerful yet underutilised support for the
pressing and value-laden choices that define public decision making. From infrastructure in-
vestments and urban planning to environmental governance and participatory budgeting, the
challenges facing modern governments are rarely reducible to a single objective or a purely
economic calculus. Instead, these decisions involve multiple stakeholders, complex trade-offs,
uncertain outcomes and a plurality of societal values. MCDA is one of the few analytical frame-
works capable of navigating this terrain without oversimplifying it.
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Despite its strengths, MCDA has not yet found widespread institutional integration in public
governance. Its uptake has been limited by technical barriers, lack of familiarity, political con-
siderations and the dominance of entrenched tools like cost-benefit analysis. Nevertheless, pro-
gress is emerging. International examples and the growing body of evidence suggest that when
applied carefully and transparently, MCDA can enhance not only the quality of decisions but
also the legitimacy and defensibility of public actions. Participatory variants of MCDA, in par-
ticular, offer decision-makers a structured way to incorporate community perspectives, to ex-
plore multiple scenarios and to communicate the reasoning behind policy choices in a traceable
and understandable manner.

What is required now is a strategic shift in how public institutions approach decision support.
Instead of viewing MCDA as an optional academic layer, it should e recognised as a core
element of modern policy analysis. This requires sustained efforts i training, method adapta-
tion, regulatory support and political openness to transparent, critéria-based evaluation. In times
of constrained budgets, environmental pressures and rising public scrutinythe capacity to make
well-reasoned, multi-dimensional decisions is no longer a luxueybut a necessity.

The potential of MCDA to support value-sensitive,dransparent and accountalle public deci-
sion making is considerable. Moving from isolated apphications. to“mainstream-institutional
practice is not merely a technical upgrade. It reflects adeeper eommitment te decision processes
that respect complexity, acknowledge pluralism and ‘make trade-offs exphieit. In an era where
public trust must be earned through openness andyintellectual discipline, MCDA is not only a
structured method but also a guiding framework for fair processes ang democratic responsibil-
ity. Its broader use is not just desirable but increasingly,important.in the years to come.

4. Conclusion

These recent developmenits suggest that multi-criteria‘decision analysis stands ready to play a
more central role in publie sector governance in the 2010s. The tools, methods, and philosoph-
ical frameworks already exist to€nable publie,organisations to address the increasing complex-
ity, pluralism, and“scrutiny that characterise democratic decision making today. Yet the inte-
gration of MCDA into ‘mainstream, practice is not merely a technical challenge; it requires a
cultural shift in hew, policy.problems are framed, how evidence is evaluated, and how decisions
are justified.“ltycalls'for a departure from reductive or opaque techniques and towards a more
transparent, participatoryy.and multi-dimensional form of analysis. As has been demonstrated
across avariety, 0f domainsjranging from environmental planning and infrastructure develop-
ment to participatory budgeting and strategic policy formation, MCDA supports a more inclu-
sive and analytically sound process that acknowledges the full spectrum of societal values and
impacts.

Institutional uptake will depend on sustained efforts to build capacity, to share case studies
that show the practicality and added value of MCDA, and to lower the entry barriers for analysts
and officials unfamiliar with its use. As software platforms evolve and policy toolkits become
more adaptable, there is room for MCDA to become not just an academic approach but an
embedded component of organisational practice. Templates and decision support environments
tailored to specific sectors can provide governments with starting points that reflect both meth-
odological robustness and practical constraints. Moreover, MCDA is well-positioned to support
democratic renewal: by making trade-offs visible and inviting structured engagement with cit-
izens, it reinforces the legitimacy of public decisions and enables more reasoned dialogue be-
tween policymakers and stakeholders.
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What lies ahead is not a choice between MCDA and other forms of decision support, but a
choice between narrow, sometimes arbitrary heuristics and a more rigorous, reflective process
that respects complexity. MCDA does not seek to replace judgment but to inform it; not to
prescribe policy but to illuminate the reasoning behind competing options. When public re-
sources are limited, societal trust is contested and challenges are interdependent and long-term,
the ability to navigate competing objectives is more than a technical advantage, it is a demo-
cratic necessity. In that light, wider adoption of MCDA is not simply an academic recommen-
dation but a practical step towards better, fairer, and more transparent decisions in public life.

In conclusion, multiple criteria decision analysis offers a powerful and flexible framework
for tackling “hard decisions” in the public sphere. The kinds of decisions that involve competing
stakeholder values, long-term societal impacts, and elements that cannot be boiled down to
dollars or utility alone. Its historical relegation to technical domainsfis'hopefully giving way to
a broader recognition of its value for policy and planning probléms‘that are inherently multi-
dimensional. MCDA’s suitability for these contexts lies in its ability to integrate diverse criteria,
promote transparency, incorporate stakeholder inputs, and elugidate trade-offs in a way that
single-criterion methods (and unstructured debate) simply cannotimatch. Thetunderutilisation
of MCDA in public decision making to date has been duete-@eombination of practical hurdles
and institutional conservatism. However, these argichallenges to“bemmetnot reasons to avoid
the approach altogether. The critique of underuse serves to highlight what needs improvement:
better communication of MCDA’s benefitsf€o practitioners; training,and capacity-building, sim-
plifying tools for easier application and fastering an erganisational culture that values analytical
openness. As these developments take place; ene canforesee MCDA becoming a more standard
part of the public decision-makers’ toolkit in the 2010s..Net replacing political judgment, but
underpinning it with a robust, defensible ‘analysis of options‘against society’s multiple objec-
tives. In a world of complex societal, choices, making,trade-offs explicit and reasoned is not
only an analytical imprevement; it is‘@democratic imperative. MCDA, therefore, should and
likely will be more widely embraced asi@means to achieve more rational, transparent, and
inclusive public deeisions n the'years ahead.
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