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Mechanism Across Anchor Types

Sophie Chaxel, McGill University, Canada

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
For a decade, anchoring has been thought to be the product 

of two distinct processes: (a) the underadjustment associated with 
the anchoring-and-adjustment heuristic, when individuals provide 
their own anchors; and (b) selective accessibility, when an experi-
ment provides an anchor. Simmons, LeBoeuf, and Nelson (2010) 
challenged this distinction by demonstrating that the anchoring-and-
adjustment heuristic may underlie all anchoring phenomena. The 
present research uses procedural priming to demonstrate that selec-
tive accessibility may also account for most anchoring phenomena. 
Therefore, and in accordance with the integrative theory of anchor-
ing (ITA) proposed by Simmons, LeBoeuf, and Nelson (2010), the 
present findings show that the dichotomy conceptualizing selective 
accessibility and anchoring-and-adjustment as two distinct processes 
may be an over-simplification and that both should likely be thought 
of and studied as interacting processes.

Study 1 compares the impact of selective accessibility on the 
processing of self-generated anchors and experimenter-provided an-
chors, when the direction of adjustment is known. To prime selective 
accessibility, the experimental procedure used by Mussweiler (2002) 
was replicated. Three hundred participants (75 in each cell) were re-
cruited on Amazon Mechanical Turk. The design of the study was a 
2 (priming: similarities vs. differences) × 2 (type of anchor: self-gen-
erated vs. provided) between-subject design. Following the priming 
task, the participants were then asked to answer a single numerical 
estimation question. Half of the participants were asked (Epley and 
Gilovich, 2001): “What is the freezing point of pure alcohol (in de-
grees F)?” The other half of the participants answered the following 
question (Strack and Mussweiler, 1997): “In what year did Einstein 
visit the USA for the first time?” They were also given the following 
indication: “Tip: It is after 1910.” In the former, the self-generated 
anchor was 32F, and the direction of adjustment was straightforward. 
In the latter, both the anchor and the direction of adjustment were 
provided by the experimenter. Participants’ responses were submit-
ted to a 2 (priming: similarities vs. differences) × 2 (type of anchor: 
self-generated vs. provided) analysis of variance (ANOVA). This 
analysis yielded a significant main effect of priming (F (1,287) = 
4.90, p <.05). All the other effects were nonsignificant (p > 0.15). 

Study 1 contributes to demonstrating that selective accessibility 
may drive anchoring not only in the case of experimenter-provided 
anchors, but also in the case of self-generated anchors. Study 2 aims 
at replicating the results of Study 1, not only varying the source of the 
standard of comparison, but also the direction of adjustment. A total 
of 401 participants were recruited on Amazon Mechanical Turk. The 
design of the study was 2 (priming: similarities vs. differences) × 2 
(type of anchor: self-generated vs. provided) × 2 (direction of adjust-
ment: high certainty vs. low certainty). The participants’ responses 
were submitted to a 2 (priming: similarities vs. differences) × 2 (type 
of anchor: self-generated vs. provided) × 2 (direction of adjustment: 
high certainty vs. low certainty) ANOVA. This analysis yielded a sig-
nificant main effect of priming (F (1,399) = 4.66, p <.05). All other 
effects were nonsignificant (p > 0.15). Participants who were primed 
with similarities overall gave answers that were closer to the anchor, 
independent of the knowledge of the direction to adjust. 

Study 2 therefore not only replicates the main effect obtained 
in Study 1, but also demonstrates that the main effect holds indepen-
dent of the knowledge of the direction of adjustment. In addition, it 

contributes to dismiss a potential competing explanation, i.e., partici-
pants primed with differences worked harder on the estimation than 
those primed with similarities.

The essence of the argument for the ITA comes from the role 
played by the effort in the anchoring process. According to Simmons, 
LeBoeuf, and Nelson (2010), as adjustment-and-anchoring is always 
at play in anchoring, more effort will always lead to a reduction of 
the anchoring bias, as long as the direction of adjustment is known 
by the participant. Therefore, Study 3 aimed at investigating whether 
effort would actually interact with selective accessibility. If the ITA 
is correct, then participants who work harder should show less bias 
when the adjustment direction is known, despite the priming of se-
lective accessibility. A total of 400 participants (50 in each cell) were 
recruited on Amazon Mechanical Turk. The design of the study was 
a 2 (priming: similarities vs. differences) × 2 (type of anchor: self-
generated vs. provided) × 2 (effort: control vs. low) between-subject 
design. To manipulate effort, half of the participants were made 
cognitively busy by having to memorize two strings of eight letters, 
one before each anchoring question (Gilbert, 2002; Kruger, 1999, 
Epley & Gilovich, 2006). The other half of the participants did not 
undergo this manipulation and solely answered the anchoring ques-
tions. Results confirmed a main effect of priming condition that the 
participants focusing on differences were less biased (Mdiff = .10 vs. 
Msimilarities = -0.08, F(1,387) = 4.96,  p<.05). Yet, importantly, the 
ANOVA also yielded a significant interaction effect between Priming 
and Load, indicating that participants who were under cognitive load 
actually were not influenced by priming (F(1,387) = 4.12, p<.05). 

Therefore, and in agreement with results from the ITA, impos-
ing a cognitive load for people who were certain about the direction 
of adjustment decreased the anchor-estimate gap. Through the three 
studies, this paper demonstrates that a selective accessibility process 
may be underlying the anchoring bias, not only in the case of exper-
imenter-provided anchors, but also in the case of self-generated an-
chors, independent of the knowledge of the direction of adjustment. 
In addition, effort mitigates the results of the selective accessibility 
priming when the direction of adjustment is known. These findings 
are in accordance with the ITA, in which selective accessibility and 
anchoring-and-adjustment would operate together instead of acting 
separately.

Table 1: Summary of Results
Design Results

Study 1

2 (priming: similarities vs. 
differences) × 2 (type of anchor: 
self-generated vs. provided) 
between-subject design

Priming selective 
accessibility impacts 
anchoring across 
contexts

Study 2

2 (priming: similarities vs. 
differences) × 2 (type of anchor: 
self-generated vs. provided) × 
2 (direction of adjustment: high 
certainty vs. low certainty).

Priming selective 
accessibility impacts 
anchoring across 
contexts

Study 3

2 (priming: similarities vs. 
differences) × 2 (type of anchor: 
self-generated vs. provided) × 2 
(effort: control vs. low)

Imposing a 
cognitive load 
increases the 
anchoring bias 
across anchor types
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