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Abstract

Introducing recent advances in the machine learning techniques to state-of-the-art discrete choice models, we develop an
approach to infer the unique and complex decision making process of a decision-maker (DM), which is characterized by the DM’s
priorities and attitudinal character, along with the attributes interaction, to name a few. On the basis of exemplary preference
information in the form of pairwise comparisons of alternatives, our method seeks to induce a DM’s preference model in terms of the
parameters of recent discrete choice models. To this end, we reduce our learning function to a constrained non-linear optimization
problem. Our learning approach is a simple one that takes into consideration the interaction among the attributes along with the
priorities and the unique attitudinal character of a DM. The experimental results on standard benchmark datasets suggest that our
approach is not only intuitively appealing and easily interpretable but also competitive to state-of-the-art methods.

Index Terms—Preference Learning; choice modelling; multi-attribute
decision making; attitudinal character; attributes interaction

1 Introduction
Multinomial logit (MNL) [2] is the easiest and most
widely used discrete choice model based on the principle of
utility maximization. The main reason for its popularity
is the easy interpretability. The popularity of the MNL
model can be gauged through its number of applications
in the last two decades. It has been applied in severity
analysis [24], [25], [34], price optimization [26], revenue
optimization [42], location planning [27], choice analysis
problems [29]–[31], [33], [47], risk analysis [28], [35], [38],
[39], [43], [44], demand analysis [32], [36], data analyt-
ics [37], [40], [45], regression analysis [41], [48], [50], causal
inference in medicine [46], and forecasting [49], to name a
few.
Since the appearance of the MNL model, several ex-

tensions of the same have appeared in the literature.
The nested logit [11], [12], GEV [13], multinomial probit
(MNP) [14], paired combinatorial logit (PCL) [3], [4],
cross-nested logit (CNL) [5], continuous CNL model [6],
generalized nested logit (GNL) model [7], generalized
MNL (GenMNL) model [8], mixed multinomial logit [9]
and the fuzzy integral MNL model [10] are some of
the popular variants of the MNL model. Recently, Cho-
quet MNL (CMNL) and its extension attitudinal CMNL
(ACMNL) are proposed in [57] to consider interaction
among the attribute values. ACMNL model also considers
the DM’s attitudinal character, besides the interaction
among the attributes.
The logit models bascially attempt to model the unique

decision-making approach of a DM. In principle, we can
infer the decision making model of a DM with the knowl-
edge of the DM’s choices, which can be used to predict

the DM’s choices for any set of alternatives. The problem
of empirically inferring an individual’s choice behaviour
is a very interesting problem for economists, marketers,
managers, and computer scientists alike. In this regard,
seminal pieces of work have appeared in the literature.
For instance, in [52], the attribute threshold values are
investigated to determine whether the concerned alterna-
tives stand a chance of being chosen or not. Some market
response measures are calculated in [51] to infer the effect
of marketing on consumer choices. An approach to prefer-
ence segementation for identification of the determinants
of brand switching and the consumers’ response to price
changes, is developed in [53].

These studies, however, do not make use of the pref-
erences to learn a DM’s predictive decision model that
can be validated. In this regard, the work in [54] is
quite relevant, in which the parameters of MNL model are
estimated on the basis of rank ordered data of the form
a � b � c � . . ., where a, b, c denote alternatives, and �
denotes the relation preferred to, for a DM. Guaranteeing
the rank ordering, across the complete set of alternatives,
in this learning approach is quite cumbersome, which
limits its application in practice. More importantly, the
crucial information regarding the interaction among the
attributes, and the specific attitudinal character of a DM,
is ignored in these works. Also, most of these works
are based on data collected from survey questionnaire,
and hence these models are neither fully verifiable, and
automatized, nor very scalable either.

1.1 Motivation
We often find it easier to compare two options (on the
basis of their desired attributes), and choose one, rather
than assigning a quality score to all the available options,
at once. Based on such pair-wise choices, it is possible to
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understand an individual’s decision behaviour, and predict
his/her preferences. Predicting the preferences of others on
the basis of their choices is a key part of social cognitive
development [59]. Young children demonstrate the ability
to make inferences about the preferences of others based
on their choices. Decision making is a complex process that
is specific to an individual. It involves different alternatives
that are described by multiple attributes, and, many a
times, there exists an interaction among the attributes, i.e.
a few attributes, if present together in an alternative are
much more (or less) valuable, than being individually. Be-
sides, a DM’s attitudinal character (tolerance) inevitably
adds to this complexity. There are also inconsistencies in a
DM’s own decision behaviour, which add to the difficulty
of infering the DM’s choices.

We are motivated to somehow learn the unique decision
behaviour of a DM, considering these features of human
decision making. While, some of the existing methods
have focussed on one of these features, our appraoach
is distinguished by the fact that we consider all these
practical aspects of human decision making, at the same
time. In this regard, preference learning (PL) that is
emerging as a new subfield of machine learning and data
mining, appears very much interesting. PL is inspired from
the human way of choosing the better of the two options,
on the basis of desired attributes under consideration. We
are concerned with the construction of preference model
from a DM’s preferences, with PL providing the techni-
cal background for learning through preferences, deeply
rooted in our cognition. More specifically, we introduce
recent algorithmic advances in PL to the area of choice
modelling. While the choice models are concerned with
an empirical analysis of a DM’s choice behaviour through
a quantitative approach, machine learning is a scientific
discipline that explores different algorithms to learn from
data. In this sense, choice models and machine learning
can be argued to be complementary, which may aid each
other. Traditionally, choice models put much emphasis on
the interpretability and intuitive appeal. Machine learning,
on the other side, is more focusing on computationally
efficient algorithms for inducing predictive models, and
prediction performance is given more importance than the
interpretability.

Pointing to this interesting compelementarity, we feel
interested to develop a preference learning approach to in-
fer the parameters of the recent choice models. By this, we
mean the idea of applying machine learning methods for
a preference-information driven construction of state-of-
the-art discrete choice models. More concretely, we apply
PL techniques to learn the parameters of MNL, CMNL
and ACMNL models. It would be worthwhile to mention
that studies in [61]–[63] also deal with preferences-based
learning, but with a different context. All these works
are concerned with active learning in sequential decision
making settings. They put an emphasis on selectively
picking the training samples for the applications where
the observations are time-consuming and/or expensive. In
comparison, the present study considers all the training

samples, at once, and is simpler by design.

1.2 The Proposed Work
We divide the sample of alternatives in multiple random
preference pairs (of a DM) such that a � b. These
preference tuples form the training information for learn-
ing a DM’s preference model. In essence, we induce the
behavioral model: Choose alternative a iff Ua > Ub. Both
discrete choice models and PL are concerned with the
construction of this kind of preference models of the form
a � b. This commonality has inspired us to combine
these two disciplines together to complement each other.
By this, we mean the idea of applying PL-based machine
learning methods for a preference-information driven con-
struction of choice models. What we consider specifically
interesting in this regard is the combination of the recent
choice modelling methods and machine learning algorithms
to infer a DM’s choice behaviour from his/her preferences.
Concretely, we use the learning-to-rank approach against
the background of PL for the induction of recent choice
models.

The paper is outlined as follows: Section 2 sets the
background for the paper with an overview of the related
concepts. Section 3 is concerned with modelling of the
human decision process that is unique to an individual.
In Section 4, we present a preferences-based approach to
learn some predictive decision models. Section 5 gives the
details of an experimental study to empirically validate
the proposed learning approach. In Section 6, we actually
learn the predictive models through an application of
the proposed approach on some real datasets. Section 7
concludes the study.

2 Background
2.1 MNL Model
MNL model postulates that each alternative can be seen as
a bundle of attributes. A DM makes choices among various
alternatives so as to maximize the utility, i.e. choosing the
alternative whose attributes collectively yield more utility
than those of all other alternatives. Mathematically, it
postulates that a DM derives from an alternative ai a
utility value Ui, given as:

Ui = Vi + εi

where, εi is the unestimated utility, and Vi is the represen-
tative or systematic utility that is based on the observed
attribute values and the attribute weight vector. If the
value of mth attribute of ai is, say a

(m)
i , and β(m) is

the corresponding weight that the DM attaches to mth

attribute. Then

Vi =
M∑
m=1

β(m)a
(m)
i (1)

where, M is the total number of attributes. It has been
shown in [2] that probability Pi of an alternative ai
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yielding the highest utility to the DM, and thus is chosen,
is given by

Pi = exp(Vi)∑K
i=1 exp(Vi)

=
exp(

∑M
m=1 β

(m)
i a

(m)
i )∑K

k=1 exp(
∑M
m=1 β

(m)
k a

(m)
k )

(2)

The weight vector can be seen as the DM’s tastes for
the attributes, and it characterizes the DM’s unique choice
behaviour. The net utility derived from an alternative is
computed as a function (weighted average) of the attribute
values and the attribute weight vector. While MNL model
reflects, to some extent, a DM’s priorities (or the attribute
weights), the individualistic characteristics such as the
degree of interaction among the attributes, and a DM’s
attitudinal character1 remain unrepresented. In order to
address these drawbacks, MNL model is extended as
Choquet MNL (CMNL) and attitudinal Choquet MNL
(ACMNL) models in [57]. Before we delve upon CMNL
and ACMNL models, we signify the characteristics of
these models such as attributes interaction and a DM’s
attitudinal character in modelling the real world decision
making.

2.2 Attributes Interaction
The conventional discrete choice models (such as MNL and
its extensions) depend only on the attribute values and the
attribute weight vector. In practice, however, there often
exists some interaction among the attributes. That is, the
attributes may not always be additive as assumed in the
existing logit models of discrete choice. There may exist
a synergy or redundancy among the attributes, and hence
the importance (weight) depends upon the particular com-
bination of attributes. Suppose, for instance, a program-
ming task requires a mix of language and programming
skills from the sets A = {French, German, English}, and
B = {Java, c++}. Hence, the presence of the skills in
combination from both A and B is more valued than
their individual presence. If we represent the importance
of the set of elements A as µ(A), then formally, a positive
interaction can be expressed as: µ(A∪B) > µ(A) +µ(B).
In a situation, when a combination of skills from the

two sets A and B is utmost essential, then µ(A ∪ B)
can be high although µ(A) = µ(B) = 0, suggesting that
the mere presence of either of the skills from A and B
is unacceptable, as far as the task at hand is concerned.
Likewise, a negative interaction may also exist among
the attributes, when the attributes are redundant. For
example, if C = {J2EE, c#}, then B and C may be
redundant, and their utilities diminish in a combination.
That is, µ(B ∪ C) < µ(B) + µ(C). These considera-
tions motivate the use of the non-additive measures, also
called as capacities or fuzzy measures [55] in the discrete
choice models that assume that the attributes are always

1. The degree of conjunctiveness (and-ness) or disjunctiveness (or-
ness) in the aggregation of the attribute values

additive. In this regard, Choquet integral (CI) [56] is
an important aggregation function with the ability to
represent interaction among the attributes.

2.3 Individual Attitudinal Character
Another drawback of the existing discrete choice models
is the fact that it is very difficult to consider a DM’s
individual attitudinal character in arriving at the choice
probabilities. The weighted mean, used in the discrete
choice models, has no provision to consider the attitudinal
character. That is, the aggregation result of the weighted
averaging operator does not depend on the DM, and is only
a function of the attribute values and the attribute weight
vector. In the real world, however, the human aggregation
is a complex process, and a DM’s attitudinal character
plays an important role in the same. A tolerant DM may
be happy with just one of the attributes with an ‘or-like’
(disjunctive) behaviour, while his/her less tolerant coun-
terpart may emphasize upon satisfying all the attributes
with an ‘and-like’ (conjunctive) aggregation tendency. In
other words, every individual displays a varying degree
of compensation in the aggregation process. The more
tolerant a DM is, the more is the compensation in the
aggregation process, or it is more ‘or-like’ (disjunctive).

2.4 Choquet Multinomial Logit Models
Choquet multinomial logit (CMNL) model extends MNL
model to cater to the interactive attributes. It is based on
the concepts of game and capacity, defined on a vector
X = {1, . . . ,M}. A game µ on X is a set function,
µ : 2X → R satisfying µ(∅) = 0. For any two A,B ⊆ X,
a capacity (or fuzzy measure) µ on X is a game on X
satisfying µ(A) ≤ µ(B) whenever A ⊆ B. In particular, it
follows that µ : 2X → [0,∞). A capacity µ is normalized,
when µ(X) = 1. We consider a set of K alternatives
characterized by M attributes.

Choquet multinomial logit (CMNL) model has the rep-
resentative utility Vi given as a function of fuzzy measure
µ, computed through CI operator, and is shown as

Vi = CIµ =
M∑
m=1

a
(σ(m))
i (µ(B(m))− µ(B(m+1))) (3)

where, µ : 2X → [0, 1] is a fuzzy measure on a set
of M attribute values of ai, σ(m) indicates a permuta-
tion on M such that a(σ(1))

i ≤ . . . ≤ a
(σ(M))
i ; B(m) =

{σ(m), . . . , σ(M)}; and B(M+1) = ∅. The form in (3) can
be simplified using Möbius transform as follows:

CIµ =
∑
T⊆X

m(T ) min
{
a

(m)
i | m ∈ T

}
(4)

where, min
{
a

(m)
i | m ∈ T

}
:= min{

m|m∈T
}{a(m)

i }, µ denotes

fuzzy measure, and mµ refers to Möbius transform. For
all B ⊆ X, Möbius transform mµ of measure µ is defined
as follows:

mµ(A) =
∑
B⊆A

(−1)|A|−|B|µ(B) (5)
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The value mµ(A) can be interpreted as the weight that is
exclusively allocated to the subset of attributes A, instead
of being indirectly connected with A due to the interaction
with other subsets. The choice probability in CMNL model
is thus given as:

Pi = exp (Vi)∑K
k=1 exp(Vk)

=
exp

(∑M
m=1 a

(σ(m))
i

(
µ(B(m))− µ(B(m+1))

))
∑K
k=1 exp

(∑M
m=1 a

(σ(m))
k

(
µ(B(m))− µ(B(m+1))

))
=

exp
(∑

T⊆Xm(T ) min
{
a

(m)
i | m ∈ T

})
∑K
k=1 exp

(∑
T⊆Xm(T ) min

{
a

(m)
k | m ∈ T

})
(6)

where, min
{
a(m) | m ∈ T

}
:= min
{m∈T}

{a(m)}.

2.5 Attitudinal Choquet Multinomial Logit Model
ACMNL model considers the varying attitudes of the
DMs, along with the attributes interaction. It has the
representative utility Vi computed as a function of an
attitudinal parameter λ, fuzzy measure µ and the attribute
values through ACI operator [58], shown as:

Vi = logλ

(
M∑
m=1

(
µ(B(m))− µ(B(m+1))

)
λa

(σ(m))
i

)
=
∑
T⊆X

m(T )λmin
{
a

(m)
i |m∈T

} (7)

where, λ ∈ (0,∞] indicates the DM’s level of
disjunctiveness. The more it is, the more is the output
closer to max{a(m)}Mm=1. Depending on the different DMs
behavioural specifications represented by λ, one can have
a range of ACMNL models. ACMNL model caters to
the situations with interactive attribute values and the
varying attitudinal characters of the DMs. Accordingly,
the choice probability by ACMNL model is given as:

——————————————————————————————————————————————————

Pi =
exp

(
logλ

(∑M
m=1

(
µ(B(m))− µ(B(m+1))

)
λa

(σ(m))
i

))
∑K
k=1 exp

(
logλ

(∑M
m=1

(
µ(B(m))− µ(B(m+1))

)
λa

(σ(m))
k

))
=

∑M
m=1

(
µ(B(m))− µ(B(m+1))

)
λa

(σ(m))
i∑K

k=1
∑M
m=1

(
µ(B(m))− µ(B(m+1))

)
λa

(σ(m))
k

=
∑
T⊆Xm(T )λmin

{
a

(m)
i |m∈T

}
∑K
k=1

∑
T⊆Xm(T )λmin

{
a

(m)
k |m∈T

}
(8)

——————————————————————————————————————————————————-

3 Modelling Human Decision Process
In this section, we highlight the advantages of ACIµ,λ
operator in modelling a real world human decision. While
one DM (AND-like) may stress on meeting all the at-
tributes, another (OR-like) may be fine with only a few
of the attributes meeting the expectations. We model a
decision making mind in terms of the parameters µ and λ
of ACIµ,λ operator, indicating the attributes interaction
and attitudinal character, respectively. ACIµ,λ helps to
simultaneously model a DM’s level of conjunctiveness (or
disjunctiveness) in the aggregation process along with the
criteria interaction.

We consider a potential house-buyer who makes a choice
considering a pair of interactive attributes. He would like
to purchase a house with at least 4 rooms, and 2 garages.
If an alternative has any of the attribute’s value below the
corresponding threshold, then this alternative would re-
main out of purview. We generate a set of 200 data points
randomly, each indicating an available house for purchase,
with attributes’ values on a scale of [1 : 8]× [1 : 4].

In order to understand the effect of the buyer’s atti-
tudinal character on his decision behaviour, we generate

decision boundaries for this buyer at different values of λ.
The attribute values are normalized through linear scaling
on an interval of [0, 1], and the buyer’s net evaluation for
each of these alternatives is determined throughACI oper-
ator at λ = 0.9, 1+, 5, 10, with a 2-fold cross validation. A
graphical illustration of the buyer’s decision boundaries is
given in a 3-dimensional plot in Figure 1. The aggregation
values shown are an average of the results obtained in
20 iterations. We take the normalized values of number
of rooms and the number of garages on X and Y axes
respectively, while giving the decision boundary on the Z-
axis. If the evaluation score for an alternative is more than
0.5, then it would be a prospective buy, else not.
We note that the decision boundaries obtained at λ =

5, 10 are much more informative and complex than that
obtained at λ = 1+ (CI operator), which is reflective of
a better consideration of the buyer’s specific attitudinal
character in the case of ACI. To some extent it can also
be explained by ACI operator’s flexibility to rescale the
original feature space, which helps in better modelling
the utility that an attribute value holds for the DM. In
comparison, CI operator, though models the criteria inter-
action, takes a neutral (constant) attitudinal character for
each DM. We perform the same exercise using CI, and the
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Fig. 1: The decision boundaries obtained with ACIµ,λ operator
at different λ values. X-axis indicates the number of rooms,
while Y-axis indicates the number of garages. It depicts the
decision boundaries obtained with 0.5 as a threshold for the
attitudinal Choquet integral, i.e. when the output is greater
than 0.5 the decision is ‘buy’ otherwise ‘not buy’. As seen, for
different values of λ, ACI serves more flexible decision bound-
ary compared to the conventional Choquet integral (λ = 1+).

decision boundary obtained is the same as that obtained
with ACI at λ = 1+. We observe that λ parameter in ACI
leads to providing multiple evaluation scores for the same
set of input attributes, thereby better modelling a DM’s
decision behaviour.

To the best of our knowledge, none of the existing
operators take account of both the attributes interaction
and the attitudinal character, at the same time. Perhaps
this is the reason behind the conventional operators failing
to give an aggregation output anyway close to the actual
aggregated evaluation of attributes by the subjects in [64]–
[66]. The flexibility on account of extra parameter λ and
a consideration of attributes interaction through µ in
ACI would be potentially of help in inferring the actual
aggregation behaviour of the subjects. 2

In the next section, we give an approach to empirically
learn the parameters µ and λ from the given data. We
verify the proposed approach in ascertaining the ability of
ACI operator in modelling human decision by applying
our approach to a set of datasets, in Section 5.

4 The Proposed Learning Model
4.1 The Basics of Our Learning Approach
In this section, we present a preferences-based approach
to learn the parameters λ and µ of ACMNL model. In the
real world, typically a DM faces a set of options (alter-
natives), and the DM chooses the alternative that yields
the maximum utility to him by virtue of its attributes.
For instance, a buyer chooses which product(s) to buy
among several competing ones; an organization needs to
determine the most profitable products to produce, best
production technology, or the best supplier. The present
work is about inferring a DM’s predictive choice model.
We give an outline of our work as follows:
• We observe a DM’s pair-wise preferences of alterna-

tives along with their corresponding attribute values.
• Through a collection of such preferences, we learn

the parameters of MNL, CMNL and ACMNL models.

2. For instance, the number of rooms (3 or 4) is instrumental in
deciding the buyer’s choice in this particular example, and leads to
his decision (buy or not buy). From the buyer’s point of view, there
is a big difference in the utility derived from a house with 3 rooms
and that with 4 rooms, or similarly between the houses with 1 and
2 garages.

Since, we deploy a PL-based learning methodology, we
refer to them as PL-MNL, PL-CMNL, PL-ACMNL,
respectively, in the sequel.

• Our learning objective is accomplished by using
the learning-to-rank machine learning methods. Our
model is probabilistic and, therefore, tolerant towards
mistakes, incorrect preference statements, or varia-
tions in the DM’s own attitudinal character.

• Having learned the DM’s preference model, we predict
a ranking for any new set of alternatives, a comparison
of which with the ground-truth ranking offers a means
to validate the performance of the proposed approach.

• We apply our learning approach on a set of 12
benchmark datasets. The prediction performances of
PL-MNL, PL-CMNL, PL-ACMNL models are com-
pared with those of state-of-the-art methods such
as RankSVM, TOPSIS, and polynomial kernel as
baselines.

We now present the settings of our learning model. We
consider to be given a set of K alternatives, each of
which is characterized by M attributes. An alternative a
is represented as:

a =
(
a(1), . . . , a(M)

)
∈ RM ,

where a(m) is the value of mth attribute of a. Each of
the values, comprising vector a are normalized values,
which can be obtained through either linear scaling of
the attribute values in the interval [0, 1] (as shown in
(37)), or through standardization appraoach (refer (38)).
We consider that these values are monotone in the sense
of the-higher-the-better, which leads to Pareto dominance
relation:

a � b if ∀m : a(m) > b(m) (9)

where, a � b implies that a is preferred to b. However,
very few instances may be found satisfying Pareto dom-
inance, as shown in (9). Therefore, a refinement of this
relation is sought to determine the total order (ordinal
ranking) of the set of alternatives (or atleast the best
alternative). Each DM has a unique model to determine
the best alternative. Our objective is to learn the choice
model of a DM from the DM’s observed pair-wise choices.

To this end, we fit MNL, CMNL and ACMNL models to
the observed preference data of the form a � b. That is,
given the preference tuples of the form (a, b), we learn the
parameters of MNL, CMNL and ACMNL models, specific
to the DM. We randomly divide the set of alternatives A
into two halves Atrain and Atest, such that Atrain is used
for training, and Atest is used as the testing dataset. From
Atrain, we select a set S = {s1, . . . , sN} of N pairwise
preferences of the form:

sn : an � bn, (10)

where an, bn ∈ Atrain. The set S = {s1, . . . , sN} con-
stitutes the training information. We infer β in MNL
model, λ in CMNL model and a pair of λ and µ =(
µ(B(1)), . . . , µ(B(M))

)
∈ RM in ACMNL model such that

manish
Highlight

manish
Highlight

manish
Highlight
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the preference relations of the form sn : an � bn observed
in Atrain are preserved.

4.2 PL-MNL Model
MNL model characterizes a DM’s choice behaviour
through the attribute weight vector β, specific to a DM.
The unique choice model of a DM is specified by β. Our
learning model takes a DM’s preference choices of the form
a � b, as exemplary training information. Concretely, for
the preference pair (a, b), our decision model is:

P (a � b|β) = exp(Va)
exp(Va) + exp(Vb)

, (11)

where, Va = V (β,a) = β.a =
∑M
m=1 β

(m)a(m). Here,
{a(m)}Mm=1 values, comprising a are the normalized values.
For the given preference pairs {sn : an � bn}n, we learn
β such that the relation a � b is preserved.

Our learning model is bascially a variant of Bradley-
Terry model [60], with a logistic (sigmoidal) link function.
We specify the ‘utility’ of a decision alternative a as
a function (weighted average) of the attributes and the
corresponding weights, leading to a model of the form,
shown in (11).

The advantages of this model is its simplicity, easy in-
terpretability, and high computational efficiency. By this,
we essentially mean that the probability of the preference
a � b increases with increasing attribute values of a
and decreasing attribute values of b. In the extreme cases

where Va → 0 or Vb → ∞, the probability of choosing a
goes to 0. Similarly, if Va = Vb, the DM is supposed to
choose one of the two randomly.

We accomplish our objective of learning β through the
maximum likelihood estimation (MLE). The probability
of the complete sample S is given by:

P (S|β) =
N∏
n=1

P (an � bn|β)

=
N∏
n=1

exp
(∑M

m=1 β
(m)a

(m)
n

)
exp

(∑M
m=1 β

(m)a
(m)
n

)
+ exp

(∑M
m=1 β

(m)b
(m)
n

)
(12)

This probability serves as a point of departure for the
estimation of β. The likelihood function for β, obtained
with MLE inference is given by

L(β) = P (S|β). (13)

The maximum likelihood estimator β∗ maximizes the
likelihood function L(β) such that

β∗ = arg max
β∈RM+

L(β) (14)

Since, log function is monotonically related to its
arguments, we take the logarithm of the likelihood
function in (13) for the computational convenience.
Towards finding the ML estimator β∗, we minimize
the negative logarithm. Thus our learning problem is
essentially an optimization problem that is given as:

—————————————————————————————————————————————————–

−`(β) = − log(L(β)) = −
N∑
n=1

Van +
N∑
n=1

log (exp (Van) + exp (Vbn)) −→ min

=⇒ −`(β) =

−
N∑
n=1

M∑
m=1

β(m)a(m)
n +

N∑
n=1

log
(
exp

(
M∑
m=1

β(m)a(m)
n

)
+ exp

(
M∑
m=1

β(m)b(m)
n

))
−→ min

(15)

—————————————————————————————————————————————————–

4.3 PL-CMNL Model
In practice, often there exists a positive or negative inter-
action among the attributes, and a DM’s choice behaviour
is shaped by the attributes interaction. CMNL model
explicitly considers the attributes interaction through CI
operator. We recall from (3) and (4) that Va in CMNL
model is given as:

Va = CIµ(a) =
∑
T⊆X

m(T ) min
{
a(m) | m ∈ T

}
(16)

We consider a DM’s latent utility function u(·) that specif-
ically determines the DM’s choice behaviour, and shown
as:

u(a) = CIµ(a) (17)
Given a set of pairs P =

{
(an, bn) | lan > lbn, 1 ≤ n ≤ N

}
,

where lan and lbn are the labels for an and
bn respectively, we learn the vector M =
{m(T )},∀T ∈ X of CIµ operator such that

—————————————————————————————————————————————————–∑
T⊆X

m(T ) min
{
a(m) | m ∈ T

}
>
∑
T⊆X

m(T ) min
{
b(m) | m ∈ T

}
(18)

——————————————————————————————————————————————————
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We accomplish this objective by using the empirical risk
minimization approach to find the optimal parameters.
More concretely, we maximize the margin between the
preferred alternatives to the non-preferred ones.

Let M denotes the margin (to be maximized), ξai ’s and
ξbi ’s be the slack variables related to soft margin, and γ
is a trade-off parameter that controls the flexibility of the
model, i.e. the higher the γ value, the more are the slacks
punished. Then our constrained optimization problem to
be solved can be formalized as follows:

`(M) = max
M ,ξ1,...,ξN

M − γ

|P|
∑

(an,bn)∈P

(
ξan + ξbn

)
(19)

s.t.
CIµ(a)− CIµ(b) > M − ξan − ξbn (20)

∀(an, bn) ∈ P
ξan ≥ 0, ξbn ≥ 0 ∀n ∈ {1, . . . , N} (21)∑
T⊆X

m(T ) = 1 (22)∑
B⊆A

m(B) ≥ 0 ∀A ⊆ X (23)∑
L⊆A

m(L) ≤
∑

L⊆B

m(L ) ∀A ⊂ B ⊆ X (24)

4.4 PL-ACMNL Model

ACMNL model extends CMNL model with a consideration
of a DM’s attitudinal character, besides the attributes
interaction. We recall from (7) that the representative
utility is given as:

Va = logλ

(
M∑
m=1

(
µ(B(m))− µ(B(m+1))

)
λa

(σ(m))

)
=
∑
T⊆X

m(T )λmin
{
a(m)|m∈T

}
(25)

where, the DM’s choice probability depends on µ and λ,
both of which are specific to the DM.
Here, we model u(.) through ACI operator. That is:

u(a) = ACIµ,λ(a) (26)

For a given P, we learn the parameters µ and λ of ACIµ,λ
operator such that∑
T⊆X

m(T )λmin
{
a(m)|m∈T

}
>
∑
T⊆X

m(T )λmin
{
b(m)|m∈T

}
(27)

We use the empirical risk minimization approach, and
maximize the margin between the preferred alternatives
to the non-preferred ones. The constrained optimization
problem is formalized as follows:

`(M) = max
M ,ξ1,...,ξN

M − γ

|P|
∑

(an,bn)∈P

(
ξan + ξbn

)
(28)

s.t.
ACIµ,λ(a)−ACIµ,λ(b) > M − ξan − ξbn (29)

∀(an, bn) ∈ P
ξan ≥ 0, ξbn ≥ 0 ∀n ∈ {1, . . . , N} (30)
λ > 0, λ 6= 1 (31)∑
T⊆X

m(T ) = 1 (32)∑
B⊆A

m(B) ≥ 0 ∀A ⊆ X (33)∑
L⊆A

m(L) ≤
∑

L⊆B

m(L ) ∀A ⊂ B ⊆ X (34)

4.5 Regularization
In order to prevent overfitting, we regularize our like-
lihood function by introducing an additional parameter
α ≥ 0. The regularization method is a standard means
for controlling the capacity of a model and, therefore, to
avoid a possible over-fitting of the data. We observe that
maximizing regularized version of our likelihood functions
proved to be useful. It also helped to deal with the cases
where MLE did not return a unique maxima by restricting
the norm of the parameter vector.

A common regularization approach in machine learning
is to minimize objective functions of the form

f(θ) = e(θ) + α.c(θ). (35)

where θ is a parameter vector specifying the learning
model, e(θ) is the loss or error function giving a measure
of the fitment of the model specified by θ with the data,
c(θ) denotes a measure of the model capacity, (.) is either
the L1 norm or the squared L2 norm, and α is a free
parameter that needs to be tuned empirically (typically
by cross-validation).

The regularization parameter α is introduced to achieve
a trade-off between generalization and the accuracy of the
learning model, i.e. to accurately reproduce the training
data while avoiding overly complex models. In our case,
the model error is given as the (negative) likelihood func-
tion (e(.) = −`(.)). Out of L1 and L2 norms, the use
of standard L2 regularization turned out to be better.
Thus our regularized objective function to be minimized
is shown as:

f(.) = −`(.) + α ‖.‖2
. (36)

For the implementation of the same, we use fmincon
function in the optimization toolbox of MATLAB.

5 Experimental Study
We test the validity of our learning approaches through an
experimental study in the context of learning-to-rank. We
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compare the results obtained with PL-MNL, PL-CMNL,
and PL-ACMNL models, with three standard and popular
learning-to-rank approaches as baselines, namely, ranking
support vector machine (RankSVM) [17], TOPSIS (short
for ‘technique for order preference by similarity to ideal
solution’) [16], and polynomial kernel logistic regression.

5.1 Data
Since the proposed method positions itself at the cross-
junction of choice modelling and machine learning, its
evaluation requires the datasets meeting the requirements
of both these disciplines. The learning-to-rank approach
that is commonly used in both machine learning as well
as choice models facilitates the empirical validation of our
model. For the task, we require the data in the form of
multiple instances, with each instance a vector of multi-
attribute values, along with the corresponding ordinal
ranking by the DM. More importantly, the attribute val-
ues should have a monotone influence on the ranking of
an instance. The real-world datasets meeting these twin
requirements are quite difficult to find.

Fortunately, we could make use of the same datasets
that have been considered in a learning model in [18].
The datasets give the ordinal rankings for alternatives
and are monotone. The datasets could be found in UCI
repository [19] and Weka machine learning framework [20].
Besides, the real world datasets about the evaluation of
mathematical journals [21] and houses in the city of Den
Bosch [22] are also used. We give a summary of the
datasets in Table 1. For a detailed description of the
datasets, we refer to [18].

Each of these datasets are characterized with the ordinal
class information that is used as the ground truth in our
model. By ordinal class, we mean that for an alternative
ak, the actual rank rk is a label (class) l(ak) ∈ L =
{l1, l2, . . . , lE}. The labels (for example, 1, 2, . . . ,) are such
that it is possible to sort them as l1 ≤ l2 ≤ . . . ≤ lE from
the worst l1 to the best lE . The presence of labels helps
to generate the pairwise preferences in our experiments.

As a preprocessing step, we normalize the data to ensure
commensurability in the attribute values. The data is
normalized by using two approaches. The first one is the
linear scaling of the attribute values to the unit interval.
Each attribute value a(m),m = 1, . . . ,M is scaled as

a(m) = a(m) − L(m)

U (m) − L(m) ∈ [0, 1] (37)

where, L(m) and U (m) denote, respectively, the largest and
smallest values among the attribute values a(m),∀a ∈ A.
In the second approach that is quite common in statistics,
we standardize the data to have zero mean and unit
variance. To this end, a(m) is replaced by

a(m) = a(m) − µ(m)

σ(m) (38)

where, µ(m) and σ(m) denote, respectively, the mean and
standard deviation in the attribute values a(m),∀a. For

the purpose of our experimental study, we tried both
normalized and standardized data, and found the latter
to be more suitable.

5.2 Baseline and the Proposed Methods
RankSVM: RankSVM [17] is a state-of-the-art method in
the field of learning-to-rank. Similar to the proposed PL-
CMNL and PL-ACMNL models, it is a pairwise method
based upon large margin maximization. The central prin-
ciple in this method is to minimize the regularized margin-
based pairwise loss. As in the case of our ranking model,
RankSVM model is also constructed from a set of pref-
erence pairs of the form s : (a � b) ∈ S, where
a, b ∈ Atrain. Once, such preference pairs are obtained,
a scoring function u(.) is induced from the preference
pairs sn, n = 1, . . . , N , preserving the preference relations
sn : an � bn|Nn=1. That is,

∀(an, bn) ∈ S : u(an) > u(bn) (39)

We implement rankSVM model by minimizing the ob-
jective function:

1
2‖β‖

2 + γ
∑
sn∈S

cξn

s.t. : β|an − bn| ≥ 1− ξn, ∀{sn : (an, bn)}
ξn ≥ 0

(40)

where, ‖β‖2 contributes to maximizing the margin, c
is a constant, ξn is a slack variable corresponding to
preference pair sn, and γ is the tradeoff parameter between
the margin size and magnitude of error. The pairwise
difference vectors |an− bn| constitute the support vectors
that satisfy the constraints, as given in (40). We have
chosen RankSVM model as a baseline, mainly because
of its popularity as a preferred preference model, high
prediction performance, and the commonalities with the
proposed model.

The proposed PL-based learning models and RankSVM
both use the pairwise preferences as the training infor-
mation. Secondly, while RankSVM is based upon mar-
gin maximization adding to the generalization in the
learning process, PL-MNL, PL-CMNL and PL-ACMNL
are probabilistic in nature based upon maximizing the
probability for (a � b). More specifically, we have used
the spider implementation3 of RankSVM with a linear
kernel. An important parameter in the RankSVM model
is the regularization parameter that is selected from
{10−6, 10−5, . . . , 106} by means of an internal 5-fold cross
validation on the training data.

TOPSIS: Technique for Order Preference by Similar-
ity to Ideal Solution (TOPSIS) [16] is a state-of-the-art
method from multi-attribute decison making (MADM)
area, and is used to solve the choice and ranking problems.
It helps to arrive at a total order (ranking) for a set of
alternatives A. In this method, one derives the positive
ideal solution (PIS) and a negative ideal solution (NIS)

3. http://people.kyb.tuebingen.mpg.de/spider/
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TABLE 1: Data sets and their properties

data set #instances #attributes #classes source
Scientific Journals (SJ) 172 5 4 [21]
CPU 209 6 4 UCI
Employee Selection (EMP) 488 4 4 WEKA
Mamographic (MAMMO) 830 5 2 UCI
Lecturers Evaluation (LEC) 1000 4 5 WEKA
Car Evaluation (CAR) 1728 6 4 UCI
Den Bosch (DB) 120 8 2 [22]
BreastCancer (BC) 286 9 2 UCI
Employee Acc/Rej (EMP) 1000 4 9 WEKA
Auto MPG (AUTO) 398 8 6 UCI
Social Workers (SW) 1000 8 5 WEKA
Concrete Compressive Strength (CONC) 1030 8 6 UCI

such that the benefit attributes attain the maximum
values (among all the respective evaluations of various
alternatives) while the cost attributes attain the minimum
in PIS, and the vice-versa in NIS. The various alternatives
are ranked such that the best alternative has the shortest
distance from PIS and the farthest distance from NIS
concurrently.

In our implementation of TOPSIS method, we perform
the following steps.

1) The attributes values from Atrain are standardized
as per (38).

2) Using the normalized data, we learn the ideal solu-
tions for Atrain. By learning, we mean that we look
for the maximum and minimum values in Atrain.
For example, if we are having 5 attributes, and the
maximum values for these 5 attributes across all the
alternatives in Atrain are 1, 1, 0.90, 1, 0.95, then PIS
would be (1, 1, 0.90, 1, 0.95). Naturally, the learnt
PIS and NIS are different in each iteration depending
upon the random selection of alternatives in Atrain
and Atest. Similarly, NIS is computed with minimum
values in Atrain.

3) The distance of alternative ai in Atest are computed
from the learnt PIS and NIS, and are ranked in the
increasing order of the closeness coefficient, given as

Di = ‖ai − a⊕‖
‖ai − a⊕‖+ ‖ai − a	‖

where, ‖.‖ denotes the 2-norm distance, and a⊕ and
a	 represent PIS and NIS, respectively. Di acts as
a kind of scoring function u(ai).

Polynomial Kernel: The proposed learning approach,
based on CMNL and ACMNL models can be seen as
an extension of the conventional logistic regression, with
the difference that while the logistic regression is linear
in the input attributes, CMNL and ACMNL models are
more flexible with their ability to model the non-linear
dependencies between the attributes, as well. Hence, in
order to study the increased flexibility in the proposed

approach, we consider as a baseline, the logistic regression
with polynomial kernel (POLY-kernel) that can also model
non-linear dependencies between variables. The degree of
the POLY-kernel is taken as 2, so as to consider low level
interactions too.

RBF-kernel: Since, radial basis function (RBF) is able
to capture interactions of the higher order through a
Gaussian function, and is very flexible, it is a natural
choice as a baseline. Like POLY-kernel, RBF also captures
the non-linear dependencies in the input attributes. The
RBF-kernel function is given as:

K(x,x∗) = exp
(
−‖x− x

∗‖2

2σ2

)
. (41)

The parameter σ ∈ R+ can drastically change the kernel
characteristics. For a large value of σ, RBF-kernel behaves
almost linearly, whereas for the smaller values, it yields a
non-linear decision boundary. There is a considerable influ-
ence of σ on the overall model, and typically it is adjusted
before the learning process. In our implementation, we
use a nested cross validation and have chosen the optimal
values among Σ = {10−3, 10−2, 10−1, 100, 101, 102}.

PL-MNL: Our model takes as input a subset of al-
ternatives (for example, a set of all books or movies),
Atrain → A, and produces as output the decision making
model of the DM in the form of the β vector that can be
deployed to predict the ranking (total order) of any set of
new alternatives, preserving the preference orders:

a � b⇔ β.a ≥ β.b
=⇒ u(a) ≥ u(b), ∀s : (a, b) ∈ S

Here, β performs the same role as the scoring function
u(.).

PL-CMNL and PL-ACMNL: Our model takes
as input a subset of alternatives (for example, a set of
all books or movies), A → Atrain, and gives the DM’s
decision model specified by µ and λ, which can be
deployed to predict the ranking (total order) for any set
of new alternatives, preserving the preference orders:

——————————————————————————————————————————————————–

a � b⇐⇒
∑
T⊆X

m(T ) min
{
a

(m)
i | m ∈ T

}
>
∑
T⊆X

m(T ) min
{
b

(m)
i | m ∈ T

}
=⇒ u(a) ≥ u(b),∀s : (a, b) ∈ S in PL-CMNL model and,
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a � b⇐⇒
∑
T⊆X

m(T )λmin
{
a

(m)
i |m∈T

}
>
∑
T⊆X

m(T )λmin
{
b

(m)
i |m∈T

}
=⇒ u(a) ≥ u(b),∀s : (a, b) ∈ S in PL-ACMNL model

——————————————————————————————————————————————————–

The scoring function u(.) is specified bym(T ) in CMNL
model and (m(T ), λ) in ACMNL model.

6 Empirical Evaluation
6.1 Experiment Steps
We implement TOPSIS, RankSVM, PL-MNL, PL-CMNL,
and PL-ACMNL methods on a set of 12 datasets shown
in Table 1 by performing the following steps:

1) First, the data is randomly divided into two halves
Atrain and Atest, for training and testing.

2) From Atrain, N = 500 preference pairs of the form
S = {sn : (an � bn)}N=500

n=1 are generated through
random sampling, which constitute the training in-
formation. For a fair comparison, it is ensured that S
remains the same across the methods, in an iteration.

3) The learning models are induced on the set S.
4) On the basis of the corresponding scoring function

learnt for each of the methods, the ranking of alter-
natives in Atest is predicted.

5) The performance accuracy value for each of the
methods is arrived at by comparing the predicted
ranking with the ground truth ranking through C-
index [23] (discussed next).

6) This whole procedure is repeated 100 times.
7) The average accuracy value along with the respective

standard deviation is reported in Table 2.

6.2 Performance Evaluation
The ranking of an alternative a ∈ Atest is predicted
based upon the corresponding u(a), induced for each of
the methods. The performance of a method is evaluated
by comparing the predicted rankings for the alternatives
in Atest with the ground truth rankings. The extent of
this agreement would give the performance measure for
a method. Since, we have the ground truth for Atest in
the form of labels (classes) that can be linearly ordered,
an ordered partition of Atest can be generated as Atest =
{A1,A2, . . . ,AE}, where Ai = {ak ∈ Atest | rk = li}.
Based upon the concordance of actual and predicted

rankings, a performance measure termed as C-index is
proposed in [23] to handle such tasks. Mathematically, C-
index is defined as

C(u, Atest) =
∑

1≤i<j≤k
∑

(b,a)∈Ai×Aj F (u(b), u(a))∑
i<j |Ai| . |Aj |

(42)
where, |.| gives the cardinality of a set and

F (d, e) =
{

1 d > e

0 otherwise
(43)

indicates whether or not a pair of alternatives has the
correct preference order. Thus, for a preference tuple
(a � b) ∈ Atest, C-index checks if u(a) > u(b), i.e.
whether the model correctly suggests that a � b on the
basis of the learnt scoring function u(.). C-index yields
a fraction of correct pairwise comparisons of this kind.
It would be worthwhile to mention that in the case of
binary classification, C-index reduces to the area under
the receiver operating characteristic (ROC) curve.

The steps carried out to arrive at C-index accuracy are
summarized as follows:

1) A total ranking of the alternatives, {a} ∈ Atest,
along with their respective values for {u(a)} is ob-
tained by sorting the alternatives as per the decreas-
ing order of the ground truth ranking for Atest.

2) The number of correct orderings such that u(a) >
u(b) forms the numerator of the relation in (42).

3) The accuracy value is obtained by dividing the count
of correct comparisons by the total number of com-
parisons, as shown in (42).

6.3 Results
The accuracy results, in terms of the C-index accuracy,
are summarized in Table 2. The accuracy values reported
are the average of the 100 accuracy values along with
the standard deviation, obtained for each method and a
dataset. Against each accuracy value, the corresponding
rank is mentioned in parenthesis, with 1 as the best, and
5 as the worst. The overall performance of a method is
arrived at by taking an average of these ranks, which
is given in the last row. We observe that the proposed
approach performs quite well in accurately predicting the
choice probabilities, and the prediction performance is
competitive with the state-of-the-art methods.

Overall, PL-ACMNL and PL-CMNL methods methods
seem to be the outperformers. While CMNL model is
equipped to model the interaction among the attributes,
ACMNL model is even more flexible with its consid-
eration of the DM’s attitudinal character also. Clearly,
PL-ACMNL is a winner among all, perhaps due to its
flexibility. Theoretically, the better results obtained are
on account of the ability of the underlying CMNL and
ACMNL models to capture the non-linear dependencies
in the input attributes. The same is true for POLY-
kernel too, and hence the performance of POLY-kernel
and PL-CMNL is found to be comparable. In contrast,
PL-MNL model has not performed as well as its non-
linear counterparts, perhaps due to it being essentially a
linear model, and concomitantly its inability to model the
interaction among the attributes. The effect of increase of
an attribute is always the same in MNL model, regardless
of the presence of other attributes, which does not model
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the real world aggregation processes, as well. The DM’s
attitudinal character also remains unconsidered.

We also observe that rank-SVM has performed fairly
well, and better than TOPSIS, and PL-MNL, which
matches well with the expectations. Rank-SVM is a quite
complex model capable of better modelling the relation-
ships between input and output variables than TOPSIS
and PL-MNL models. Both TOPSIS and PL-MNL models
remain very much sensitive to any noisy value that can
cause the learning process to go completely erratic. We
also note that RBF-kernel’s overall performance is not as
good as its counterpart POLY-kernel. It indicates that in
the given datasets, the low level interactions are having
much more influence on the output variable than the
high level interactions, and that could be the reason of
outperformance of POLY-kernel over RBF-kernel.

On this note, we would also like to emphasize that
no one approach could be said to be the best approach,
as every learning approach has its own pros and cons.
For instance, while, a complex learning approach such
as rank-SVM or PL-ACMNL may be better in a few
situations, it comes at an increased computational and
implementation cost, which in a few situations may not
be desirable. In addition, these approaches may not be
as easily interpretable as TOPSIS and MNL. Lastly, and
more importantly, it also depends on the type of data.
In a dataset, with not much dependencies among the
attributes, the simpler approaches such as TOPSIS and
MNL may perform equally or even better than their
complex counterparts. The idea of this study is to show
the performance of different models on different datasets,
and thereby to compare the performance of PL-CMNL and
PL-ACMNL models with those of other extant models, on
standard datasets. Naturally, PL-ACMNL has performed
exceptionally well in those datasets, where both the at-
tributes interaction and the DM’s attitudinal character are
crucial for the output variable, such as EMP (employee
selection), LEC (lecture evaluation), DB(house evaluation
in Den Bosch), etc.

7 Conclusions
A novel framework is presented to learn the decision model
of a decision-maker (DM), which is a central problem
to areas within computer science, operations research,
marketing and econometrics. With this objective, and an
emphasis on the complementarity of choice modelling and
machine learning, we have shown new directions to com-
bine these two disciplines together against the background
of preference learning. The proposed approach is inspired
by the human cognition process of making inferences about
an individual’s decision behaviour by observing his/her
choices. It allows for learning a DM’s decision model from
observed preference information in the form of pairwise
comparisons. The proposed learning approach inherits the
advantages of interpretability and high prediction accu-
racy from the choice modelling techniques and machine
learning, respectively.

The empirical study on the real world datasets show
encouraging results in terms of prediction accuracy vis-a-
vis state-of-the-art methods such as RankSVM, TOPSIS,
POLY-kernel, and RBF-kernel. In contrast to these mod-
els, the proposed learning approach, based on the simple
probability of an alternative being preferred to another,
imparts robustness to the learning model. That is, the
learning model is not much sensitive to the inconsistencies
in a DM’s own decision behaviour, or a few erroneous
data. Besides, the proposed approach of learning from
preferences is quite simple, interpretable, intuitive, and
east to apply.

With regards to the future work, this work has many
applications. It can be used to infer a generic model
of customer choice (namely, distributions over preference
lists), and subsequently to predict revenues from an offer-
ing of a particular assortment of choices. A study of this
kind for a large customer base can help an organization
to shape its strategy of production or marketing. The
required preference data for such kind of a study can be
found through CRM (customer relationship management),
typically maintained by large organizations.

Learning the preference model of a DM holds a lot of
significance for individuals, businesses, and governments,
alike. With the knowledge of the same, businesses can
bring efficiency in cross-selling strategies by focussing
on the attributes of high importance; for instance by
generating personalized recommendations of the potential
products of a customer’s interests. In the same vein, the
model can be applied to analyze the citizens’ preferences
in response to a government regulation, say introduction
of a new tax, law, vehicle emmission standards, etc.
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