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Previous endowment effect studies have examined situations in which people confront only a single unit of a good (e.g. one

chocolate).  We contrast single-unit experimental conditions with multiple-unit conditions in which participants confront several units

of a good (e.g., five chocolates).  We observe standard endowment effects with single units but substantially attenuated endowment

effects with multiple units.  Importantly, endowment effects arise consistently for single unit conditions – even as the definition of a

unit is markedly altered.  For instance, participants holding one chocolate show an endowment effect, but so do participants holding

one box of (many) chocolates.

 
 
[to cite]:

Katherine Burson, David Faro, and Yuval Rottenstreich (2010) ,"When Is Life Like a Box of Chocolates?:  Providing Multiple

Units of a Good Attenuates the Endowment Effect", in NA - Advances in Consumer Research Volume 37, eds. Margaret C.

Campbell, Jeff Inman, and Rik Pieters, Duluth, MN : Association for Consumer Research, Pages: 494-494 .

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/15328/volumes/v37/NA-37

 
[copyright notice]:

This work is copyrighted by The Association for Consumer Research. For permission to copy or use this work in whole or in

part, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at http://www.copyright.com/.

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/15328/volumes/v37/NA-37
http://www.copyright.com/


494 Advances in Consumer Research
Volume 37, © 2010

When is Life Like a Box of Chocolates?: Providing Multiple Units of a Good Attenuates the
Endowment Effect

Katherine Burson, University of Michigan, USA
David Faro, London Business School, UK

Yuval Rottenstreich, Stern School of Business, New York University, USA

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The endowment effect is the well-known demonstration of

loss aversion in which those endowed with an item value it more
than a non-endowed group. Kahneman et al. (1990) demonstrated
the robustness of the endowment effect in a series of studies in
which half of participants were given an item that they might sell for
some price (their willingness to accept, WTA) and the other half of
participants were given the option to purchase the item for some
price (their willingness to pay, WTP). Sellers and buyers rarely
agreed in their offers. Another classic demonstration of the effect is
with reluctance to trade (Knetsch 1989). Here, people are randomly
endowed with one of two goods and are given the trade to trade their
endowment for the other good. Trading proportions in these studies
are typically much lower than would be predicted by distribution of
preferences for the two goods.

The WTA-WTP gap and reluctance to trade follow from two
fundamental findings of Tversky and Kahneman (1981; 1986): (i)
reference-dependent preferences that (ii) reveal loss aversion, a
heightened sensitivity to losses relative to gains. Thus, sellers feel
greater pain of loss when they sell their endowed object than buyers
feel giving up their money. Similarly, the pain of loss when an
endowed object is traded for alternative object is greater than the joy
of gaining that alternative.

Recent research has shown that patterns of attention and
memory co-vary with the magnitude of the endowment effect
(Carmon and Ariely 2000; Johnson, Haubl, and Keinan 2007).
Specifically, the endowment effect is at least in part driven by
asymmetric queries. Participants focus on the change that selling or
trading would be from their reference point. A typical query for a
chocolate owner might be: “should I give up a chocolate to get
money?” Participants who are encouraged to think in a more
symmetric way (e.g. “which do I prefer, chocolates or money?”)
show less of an endowment effect (Johnson, Haubl, and Keinan
2007).

We hypothesize that similar attenuation can be achieved by
endowing participants with multiple units of a good. We suspect
that multiple unit settings promote symmetric thinking: Rather than
considering a query that focuses on entailed changes, a participant
endowed with many chocolates may be prone to consider final
outcomes. Intuitively, the offering of multiple units makes highly
salient the issue of exchange rates. Thus, many participants, their
attention drawn to exchange rates, might focus or dwell on this
issue, essentially considering something akin to the symmetric
question “is five dollars worth nine chocolates?” In essence, when
attention is drawn to quantities and exchange rates, it might be
drawn away from gains and losses, thereby blocking the operation
of loss aversion and eliminating any chance of an endowment
effect.

We test the attenuation of endowment effects for multiple
units in two studies. One study examines endowment effects in a
trading paradigm and the other in a pricing paradigm. We endow
participants with either one unit of a good (e.g., one chocolate, one
pen), several units of a good (e.g., nine chocolates, eleven pens), or
nothing. Participants are given the opportunity to either sell (or
trade) their entire endowment, or keep it. Note that no partial deals

were allowed. We then observe a three-fold pattern. First, when
participants are given one unit of a good, we replicate the classic
endowment effect in both pricing and trading contexts. Second,
when participants are given several units of a good, we observe no
endowment effect. Third, and finally, an endowment effect occurs
whenever participants are presented with a single, well-defined
unit, no matter how large or inclusive the unit. For instance,
participants given one chocolate show an endowment effect, but so
do participants given one box of chocolates. This is so, despite the
fact that the box of chocolates we use packs together individual
pieces, and that participants given the same number of individual
pieces unboxed show no endowment effect.

These results not only suggest a straightforward solution to
endowment-effect driven inefficiencies in the market (have mar-
keters and consumers deal in multiple units), they shed light on the
process underlying the effect, complementing a great deal of work
that identifies factors that may attenuate or prevent the endowment
effect.
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