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Demonstrating the Anchoring-Adjustment Heuristic
and the Power of the Situation

Jannay Morrow
Vassar College

This article presents a technique used to elucidate the anchor-
ing-adjustment heuristic and to integrate the concept with social
psychological principles. After drawing a high or low number out of
a hat, students estimated the number of yearly stroke-related
deaths that occur in the United States. The interaction between
type of anchor and familiarity with the heuristic predicted stroke es-
timates. Class discussion highlighted the power of situational
forces, implications of cognitive biases, and methodological issues.
Students’ pre- and postdemonstration definitions of the anchor-
ing-adjustment heuristic indicated that the demonstration helped
them to understand the concept. Students described the demonstra-
tion and discussion as informative and enjoyable.

Many people, even students of psychology, believe they
are immune to the influence of the situation. Exposing stu-
dents to readings and lectures that detail the ways in which
situational forces systematically shape behavior does not al-
ways prevent students from viewing themselves or their be-
havior as somehow fundamentally different from what is
explained in the material or from proclaiming that they
“would never behave like that.” As classroom experience and
empirical evidence suggest (Myers, 1996; Safer, 1980), even
after studying situational influence, self-serving biases, and
attributional processes, some students still chastise the sus-
ceptibility of Asch’s (1955) conformers, condemn the cruelty
of Milgram’s (1974) “teachers” and Zimbardo’s (1973)
“guards,” and criticize the irrationality of Tversky and
Kahneman’s (1974) decision makers. By insulating them-
selves from the behaviors demonstrated in the research, stu-
dents may find it easier to dismiss or downplay the legitimacy
and relevance of research findings.

One way to increase students’ awareness of the power of
the situation, disarm their skepticism concerning the rele-
vance of research, and enhance their understanding of psy-
chological phenomena is to use demonstrations in which
students witness and evaluate how situations influence their
own and their peers’ behavior. Such participation may help
students to recognize the validity of research findings because
they can no longer view research participants as less intelli-
gent or more likely to be duped than they are.

This sort of firsthand knowledge may help students to un-
derstand the anchoring-adjustment heuristic (AAH). The
AAH biases behavior because the anchor—the initial infor-
mation, behavior, or judgment—creates an inaccurate start-
ing point for subsequent responses or because people make
insufficient adjustments from the anchor in light of addi-
tional information (Quattrone, 1982; Rottenstreich &
Tversky, 1997). Anchors may have strong effects even when

they provide no information concerning the task at hand
(Wilson, Houston, Etling, & Brekke, 1996). For example,
Cervone and Peake (1986) tested the effects of an ostensibly
random number on self-efficacy and persistence. Before com-
pleting a problem-solving task they thought measured mental
abilities, participants drew a seemingly random number from
a bag. The experimenter actually controlled the draw so that
participants drew either a low (4) or high anchor (18). After
writing down the anchor, participants predicted the number
of problems they could solve. This judgment served as a mea-
sure of self-efficacy. Compared to people in the low-anchor
condition, those in the high-anchor condition showed higher
levels of self-efficacy and more task persistence.

Even though the AAH produces robust effects, students
sometimes doubt that irrelevant information can reliably in-
fluence people. In addition, many students do not readily
see the subtler links between heuristics and social behavior.
By showing students that they are not immune to the
AAH, this technique aims to diminish their skepticism and
advance their conceptual understanding. More specifically,
the goals of this technique are to (a) help students under-
stand heuristics and how they work, (b) create links be-
tween heuristics and social decision making, (c) touch on
the real-world implications of cognitive biases, (d) examine
the importance of mindfulness in protecting against unin-
tended social influence, (e) introduce relevant methodolog-
ical issues, and (f) provide an effective and enjoyable
learning experience.

Method

Participants

Forty-two undergraduates (30 women and 12 men) en-
rolled in a social psychology course participated in this dem-
onstration. Although participation was not mandatory, all
students chose to participate.

Procedure

Before the demonstration, four lectures and three chapters
(Aronson, Ellsworth, Carlsmith, & Gonzales, 1990; Langer,
1989; Myers, 1996) introduced students to the relevant top-
ics including methodology, social influence, mindlessness,
heuristics, and decision making. In addition, I defined the
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AAH and discussed how initial information, including a nu-
meric anchor, may influence subsequent responses.

About one week later, students took a graded quiz that in-
cluded a multiple-choice question about anchoring and a
question that asked them to define the AAH. These ques-
tions were part of a regularly scheduled quiz with a variety of
multiple-choice and short-answer questions. Students were
aware that I might query them about the AAH. I did not pro-
vide detailed feedback on their AAH definition. I merely in-
dicated whether it was correct and corrected the
multiple-choice answer.

Two sessions later, I began class by introducing a social
psychology demonstration. I handed out sheets of paper,
and asked students to pass a hat containing the anchors. I
asked students to draw a number and write it down on the
sheet of paper. I announced that the number was uninfor-
mative and meaningless. Approximately half of the students
drew a low anchor (340) and half drew a high anchor
(340,627). Then, I asked students to write down their esti-
mates of “the number of people in the U.S. who die of
stroke each year.”

I collected the sheets, and we discussed the purpose of the
exercise and what the literature suggests about how their es-
timates should turn out. Most students believed that the an-
chor did not influence their estimate and the results for the
class would not correspond to those found in the literature.
We also discussed the features of a “good experiment” and
potential methodological flaws in the exercise.

At the next meeting, I presented the results. I told stu-
dents that I divided them into groups according to their fa-
miliarity with the AAH. I explained that familiarity with
the AAH may decrease one’s susceptibility to it (Wilson et
al., 1996) and referred to the work on mindlessness and re-
sisting persuasion to provide a broader conceptual rationale.
I used their answers on the multiple-choice question about
anchoring to group them, placing those who answered the
question correctly in the high familiarity condition and
those who answered incorrectly in the low familiarity condi-
tion. I considered a correct multiple-choice answer to be an
indication of familiarity with the AAH rather than under-
standing of the concept because, although many students
correctly answered the multiple-choice question (57%), few
provided an accurate definition of the concept (5%) on the
same quiz.

I analyzed the estimates of the number of deaths due to
stroke using a 2 (familiarity) × 2 (type of anchor) ANOVA.
The main effects for type of anchor and familiarity were sig-
nificant, F(1, 38) = 10.38, p < .003, and F(1, 38) = 15.69, p
< .0003, respectively. These main effects were qualified by
the interaction between Type of Anchor × Familiarity, F(1,
38) = 14.97, p < .0004. Figure 1 presents the mean estimated
number of deaths.

Pairwise comparisons indicated that the low familiar-
ity–high anchor condition was significantly different from the
other three conditions, p < .05. No other significant differ-
ences emerged.

Two weeks later, students rated the effectiveness of the
demonstration and discussion, defined the AAH, and gener-
ated written examples of the AAH. Because these questions
were not part of a quiz, students were not expecting questions
about the AAH, and I did not grade their responses.

Evaluation of the Technique

The definitions of the AAH that the students provided be-
fore and after the demonstration and discussion suggest that
this technique advanced their understanding of the AAH
and of heuristics in general. Before the demonstration ap-
proximately 5% of the students accurately defined the AAH,
whereas 90% did so 2 weeks after the demonstration and dis-
cussion. In addition, 75% of the students provided at least
two detailed examples of real-world anchoring effects, which
suggests that the discussion may have helped them to think
about ways of applying the construct.

These percentages parallel students’ perceptions of how
much they learned from the demonstration. Overall, stu-
dents viewed the demonstration and discussion as informa-
tive, enjoyable, and interesting (see Table 1).

Discussion

Our in-class exchanges centered on conceptual connec-
tions and methodological issues. We discussed some of the
possible mechanisms underlying anchoring-adjustment ef-
fects (Rottenstreich & Tversky, 1997; Wilson et al., 1996)
and the effects of the AAH on behaviors such as perfor-
mance, persistence, and effort (Cervone & Peake, 1986;
Switzer & Sniezek, 1991).

Our discussion also addressed how the AAH might func-
tion in real-world situations, and we considered the ways in-
formation other than numbers can serve as an anchor. Next,
we moved to how the students’ estimates illustrated the ideas
that factors outside of the individual can influence thought
and behavior and that situational influence can be strong
even when external factors seem irrelevant. Students raised
examples of first impressions and stereotypes anchoring the
judgments of others. In terms of social perception and
self-perception, students mentioned some of the ways that
initial beliefs about ability, feedback, traits, or performance
could anchor future judgments or serve as self-fulfilling
prophecies. Other examples concerned advertising, jury de-
cision making, persuasion, and self-consistency.

We turned to whether awareness of a phenomenon could
help inoculate one from its effects (Wilson et al., 1996). I pre-

Figure 1. Mean estimated number of deaths due to stroke as a func-
tion of type of anchor and familiarity with the anchoring-adjustment
concept. Estimates are divided by 1,000.



sented relevant experimental evidence on exposure to the
Milgram (Bierbrauer, 1979; Safer, 1980) and Asch paradigms
(Lamb & Alsikafi, 1980; Nemeth & Chiles, 1988) as well as in-
formation on persuasion and mindfulness (Chaiken, Wood, &
Eagly,1996;Langer,1989;Langer&Newman,1979).Wealso
compared students’ estimates with those calculated by the
Centers for Disease Control, which reported that the number
of yearly stroke-related deaths in the United States is approxi-
mately 158,000 (American Heart Association, 2001). We dis-
cussed the potential benefits of including estimates of events
other than strokes and adding a no-anchor condition.
Changesof this sortmighthelp todeterminewhethera flooref-
fect was operating in the demonstration. Because of the small
class size, I chose not to use a no-anchor condition.

One of the liveliest parts of our discussion concerned re-
search design. In addition to discussing experimental control,
we touched on ethics, demand characteristics, random as-
signment, and experimental realism. All of the students had
participated in experiments or studies as part of their Intro-
ductory Psychology course. Yet, for many of them, this was
the first time they immediately saw the meaning of their own
responses and were able to discuss the implications of the re-
search, rather than simply being told the hypotheses.

The irrelevance of the anchor, which an instructor may
choose to emphasize or deemphasize, afforded a discussion of
how decision making can be biased even when information is
useless or when people are told to ignore it (e.g., during jury
deliberations). Students suggested that seeing the effects of a
clearly irrelevant anchor made them less doubtful of the ef-
fects of informational anchors, particularly ones that seem
relevant, and other types of heuristics. Finally, the use of an
irrelevant anchor permitted a natural segue to the limits of
the AAH (Chapman & Johnson, 1994), including a discus-
sion of how anchoring effects are more likely with novel judg-
ments. I have demonstrated this specific point by having
students make estimates about novel (e.g., the amount of
money spent each year to advertise pet food) and familiar
(e.g., the average cost of a textbook) phenomena.

This technique may be adapted for use in introductory
psychology classes to illustrate anchoring in forensic decision
making, self-efficacy judgments, or the detection of emotion
and deception (Chapman & Bornstein, 1996; Peake &
Cervone, 1989; Williams, 1992; Zuckerman, Koestner,
Colella, & Alton, 1984) or in abnormal psychology classes to
point out the potential anchoring effects of cognitive distor-
tions or to elucidate biases in clinical decision making

(Cervone & Palmer, 1990; Richards & Wierzbicki, 1990).
The effects of the AAH are very reliable, and by altering the
decision-making task or by substituting informational an-
chors for numeric ones, I have found this technique to be
highly flexible and useful in many types of classes.

References

American Heart Association. (2001). 2001 heart and stroke statistical
update. Retrieved February 21, 2001, from
http:///www.americanheart.org/statistics/stroke.html

Aronson, E., Ellsworth, P. C., Carlsmith, J. M., & Gonzales, M. H.
(1990). Methods of research in social psychology (2nd ed.). New
York: McGraw-Hill.

Asch, S. E. (1955, November). Opinions and social pressure. Scien-
tific American, 193, 31–35.

Bierbrauer, G. (1979). Why did he do it? Attribution of obedience
and the phenomenon of dispositional bias. European Journal of So-
cial Psychology, 9, 67–84.

Cervone, D., & Palmer, B. W. (1990). Anchoring biases and the per-
severance of self-efficacy beliefs. Cognitive Therapy and Research,
14, 401–416.

Cervone, D., & Peake, P. K. (1986). Anchoring, efficacy, and action:
The influence of judgmental heuristics on self-efficacy judgments
and behavior. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 50,
492–501.

Chaiken, S., Wood, W., & Eagly, A. H. (1996). Principles of persua-
sion. In E. T. Higgins & A. W. Kruglanski (Eds.), Social psychology:
Handbook of basic principles (pp. 702–742). New York: Guilford.

Chapman, G. B., & Bornstein, B. H. (1996). The more you ask for,
the more you get: Anchoring in personal injury verdicts. Applied
Cognitive Psychology, 10, 519–540.

Chapman, G. B., & Johnson, E. J. (1994). The limits of anchoring.
Journal of Behavioral Decision Making, 7, 223–242.

Lamb, T. A., & Alsikafi, M. (1980). Conformity in the Asch experi-
ment: Inner-other directedness and the “defiant subject.” Social
Behavior and Personality, 8, 13–16.

Langer, E. J. (1989). Mindfulness. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley.
Langer, E. J., & Newman, H. M. (1979). The role of mindlessness in a

typical social psychological experiment. Personality and Social Psy-
chology Bulletin, 5, 295–298.

Milgram, S. (1974). Obedience to authority: An experimental view.
New York: Harper & Row.

Myers, D. G. (1996). Social psychology (5th ed.). New York:
McGraw-Hill.

Nemeth, C., & Chiles, C. (1988). Modelling courage: The role of dis-
sent in fostering independence. European Journal of Social Psychol-
ogy, 18, 275–280.

Peake, P. K., & Cervone, D. (1989). Sequence anchoring and self-ef-
ficacy: Primacy effects in the consideration of possibilities. Social
Cognition, 7, 31–50.

Quattrone, G. A. (1982). Overattribution and unit formation:
When behavior engulfs the person. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 42, 593–607.

Richards, M. S., & Wierzbicki, M. (1990). Anchoring errors in clini-
cal-like judgments. Journal of Clinical Psychology, 46, 358–365.

Rottenstreich, Y., & Tversky, A. (1997). Unpacking, repacking, and
anchoring: Advances in support theory. Psychological Review, 104,
406–415.

Safer, M. A. (1980). Attributing evil to the subject, not the situation:
Student reaction to Milgram’s film on obedience. Personality and
Social Psychology Bulletin, 6, 205–209.

Switzer, F. S., & Sniezek, J. A. (1991). Judgment processes in motiva-
tion: Anchoring and adjustment effects on judgment and behavior.
Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 49, 208–229.

Vol. 29, No. 2, 2002 131
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Provided an interesting learning experience 5.87 0.84

Note. N = 42. The questions were counterbalanced. Ratings were
converted so that for all questions answers ranged from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). AAH = anchoring-adjustment
heuristic.
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Notes

1. I thank Susan Nolen-Hoeksema, Philip Zimbardo, Christina
Maslach, and my students for their inspiration concerning teach-
ing and research. I developed this demonstration based on ones
George Quattrone used in his classes.

2. One of the reviewers suggested the possibility of a floor effect, and
I thank the reviewers for all of their helpful comments.

3. Send correspondence to Jannay Morrow, 124 Raymond Avenue,
Maildrop 390, Vassar College, Poughkeepsie, NY 12604–0390;
e-mail: jamorrow@vassar.edu.

A Persuasive Example of Collaborative Learning
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This article details the process of integrating a 12-week collabora-
tive learning project within a course on Persuasion and Propa-
ganda. We present a specific instantiation of Meyers’s (1997)
articulation of general principles for incorporating small group pro-
jects into college courses. Student groups designed, executed, and
evaluated persuasive campaigns to change the attitudes and behav-
ior of target populations. Student self-reports indicated that the
course format was significantly more popular than traditional for-
mats in other psychology courses. Moreover, students worked sig-
nificantly harder for and learned more from the cooperative
learning components than from the traditional lecture- and
text-based components of this course.

Several decades of empirical research have demonstrated
conclusively that collaborative learning (CL) is an effective
teaching device in higher education (Johnson, Johnson, &
Smith, 1991; Meyers, 1997; Slavin, 1985). However, despite
this evidence, and despite the fact that education scholars
have called for an emphasis on this type of teaching for some
time (Dewey, 1916; Snedden, 1927), there is still an over reli-
ance on traditional methods that emphasize individual learn-
ing (Panitz & Panitz, 1998). Reasons for this gap include the
difficulty in translating the principles of CL into actual prac-
tice and the fact that CL can introduce more difficulties than
solutions when done poorly (for similar conclusions, see
Bryant, 1978; Giordano & Hammer, 1999).

Meyers (1997) summarized the components of successful
CL tasks in a review of 68 empirical articles. He delineated
three critical domains—task structure, student evaluation,

and group structure—and offered general guidance for
incorporating CL tasks into courses. This article describes a
particular instantiation of these principles: We first summa-
rize how we translated Meyers’s principles into practice, next
we present empirical results on the course’s effectiveness, and
finally we briefly discuss how our instantiation could be modi-
fied for other courses in psychology.

We designed a course on persuasion that included a semes-
ter-longempiricalgroupproject.Thisofferingwasnotmerelya
persuasion course with a research project appended; rather we
designed it from the beginning to integrate the benefits of CL
while minimizing the difficulties and drawbacks. The project
consisted of small groups (n = 5) that designed, implemented,
and evaluated a persuasive campaign. Each campaign was
based on principles of social psychology and sought to change
the attitudes and behavior of some target population.

Task Structure

Meyers (1997) emphasized that the structure of CL tasks
should be amenable to small-group work and should avoid
the trap of social loafing. Our research project achieved these
goals through its complex and ongoing nature (Jackson &
Williams, 1985). For example, the project was clearly divisi-
ble and allowed individual participants to take ownership of
different aspects of the project. Moreover, the myriad compo-
nents included disjunctive tasks that capitalized on individ-
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