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This research examines how multiple anchors differ from single anchors in their effect on numerical judgments. We propose that the

presence of multiple anchors increases the salience of anchor plausibility and thus decreases the impact of implausible anchors. In the

single anchor case, extremely low anchors lead to lower estimates than less extreme ones because people may find it more difficult or

may be less likely to evaluate a single anchor's plausibility. We suggest that the reverse is true when a second moderate anchor is

added: extremely low anchors paired with the moderate anchor lead to higher estimates than less extreme low anchors paired with the

same moderate anchor. We demonstrate this effect and find evidence for the plausibility mechanism in two controlled experiments.

We also find corroborating evidence in a natural cross-country experiment using archival data from Buy-It-Now auctions on eBay.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
People’s estimates of uncertain quantities are systematically

influenced by externally-provided or self-generated numbers, or
“anchors” (Englich and Mussweiler 2005; Epley and Gilovich
2001; Tversky and Kahneman 1974). The anchoring effect is robust
to many domains (Simonson and Drolet 2004; Wansink, Kent, and
Hoch 1998). However, most of the research has focused on the case
where only one anchor is provided. Less is known about how people
make estimates when they encounter more than one anchor. In this
research, we examined how multiple anchors affect estimates.

When there is only one anchor, research shows a positive
correlation between anchor values and estimates: single extremely
low anchors lead to lower estimates relative to less extreme ones
(Chapman and Johnson 1994; Strack and Mussweiler 1997). We
predict, however, that this effect can be reversed by adding a
second, plausible anchor that is higher than the original first
anchors: extremely low anchors paired with a plausible high anchor
should instead lead to higher estimates. We suggest that this occurs
because presenting multiple anchors together highlights the plausi-
bility of each anchor and makes it easier to evaluate their plausibili-
ties than when there is only one anchor present (Hsee 1996). As a
result, when paired with a moderate anchor, extremely low anchors
are judged as implausible and thus exert less influence on final
estimates. The second, moderate anchor now has bigger influence
on final estimates. Therefore, when paired with a moderate anchor,
an extremely low anchor leads to a higher estimate than a less
extremely low anchor.

We first demonstrate the basic effect in a laboratory experi-
ment. As expected, across four different trivia questions, partici-
pants generated lower estimates for extremely low anchors than for
less extremely low anchors. However, when the anchors were
paired with a second, moderately high anchor, the pattern was
reversed: extremely low anchors led to higher estimates than less
extremely low anchors.

We tested the proposed mechanism in a second lab experi-
ment. In this experiment, we held the anchor values constant but
manipulated the contrast between the two anchors by changing the
colors in which they were displayed. Using a manipulation adopted
from Cheema and Soman (2008), we expected participants to pay
more attention to the difference between the two anchors if they
were presented in different colors. Consequently, participants should
rely more on the more plausible anchor in making their estimates
than when the two anchors were presented in the same color. As
predicted, we found that participants who saw an extremely low
anchor paired with a more plausible anchor in different colors rated
the plausibility of the extremely low anchor even lower than those
who saw the anchors in the same colors, and consequently gave
higher final estimates. The opposite was true for extremely high
anchors paired with a more plausible anchor: participants who saw
the anchors in different colors generated lower final estimates.

We corroborated these experimental results with analysis
using archival data from Buy-It-Now auctions on eBay. In Buy-It-
Now auctions, bidders can either buy at the “Buy-It-Now” price or
participate in the bidding process in order to try to pay less for the
same item. Because the buy-it-now price disappears once anyone
places a bid higher than the hidden reserve price set by the seller,

subsequent bidders in Buy-It-Now auctions in the United States
only observe the starting bid price but not the Buy-It-Now price.
However, this policy of removing the Buy-It-Now price is not
implemented in China, so bidders there can observe both the
starting bid price and the Buy-It-Now price throughout the auction.
This difference between the two markets constitutes a natural
experiment where bidders are affected by a single anchor (starting
bid price) for transactions in the United States but are affected by
two anchors (starting bid price and Buy-It-Now price) for transac-
tions in China. After controlling for other variables known to affect
final price such as number of bidders, number of bids, and buyer and
seller ratings, etc, we found a pattern of results consistent with those
found in the two laboratory experiments. In the United States,
extremely low starting bid prices resulted in lower final prices than
less extremely low starting bid prices. The reverse was true in
China: extremely low starting bid prices resulted in higher final
prices than less extremely low starting bid prices. In order to control
for other between-country differences, we also examined pure
auctions (with no Buy-It-Now option) in the two markets. In pure
auctions, bidders only observe the starting bid price in both coun-
tries. The analysis shows no between-country difference in the
effect of starting bid price on final prices for pure auctions, which
suggests that the difference for Buy-It-Now auctions is due to the
difference in number of anchors but not other between-country
differences.

This research has important implications for pricing strate-
gies. For instance, an extremely low historical sale price might lead
to a higher willingness-to-pay when it is paired with the current
market price, as consumers may infer that the low historical price
is not relevant to the price that a buyer can possibly get in the
present. In contrast, although providing a high “manufacturer
suggested retail price” (MSRP) usually increases consumers’ will-
ingness-to-pay, this strategy may backfire when consumers com-
pare the MSRP to the sale price (a plausible anchor since it is
actually available at this price). If the MSRP is too high to be
plausible, consumers may have a lower willingness to pay than if
the MSRP is more reasonable.
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