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Summary.-Evidence for the existence of cognitive biases in controlled experi
mental tasks may not be evidence that such biases exist outside· the laboratory. Ob
servations of human decision-making in a nonexperimental setting (a television game
show) indicated an apparently strong anchoring bias in the contestants' decisions. This
spontaneous nonexperimental illustration of the anchoring bias is not only interesting
in its own right but also supports assertions that experimental demonstrations of
other cognitive biases may have corollaries in the real world.

"Anchoring" refers to a cognitive bias in which an individual's judge
ment is strongly tied to some arbitrary initial value or reference point (Slovic
& Lichtenstein, 1971; Tversky & Kahneman, 1974). For example, in one
experimental study of decision making, real estate agents were asked to esti
mate the value of a piece of property which had been placed on the market
(Northcraft & Neale, 1987). The agents were given information about the
property which included details of the list price (initial value). The list price
was th~ independent variable and took one of four values ranging from
$65,900 to $83,900. Notwithstanding the fact that the agents denied that
their valuation of the property was influenced by the list price, an analysis of
the data showed that they were, in fact, strongly anchored to that price.

Unfortunately, almost all, if not all, research on anchoring bias has
focused on experimental tasks lacking a "real-world" setting (Watson &
Buede, 1987). Some have argued that evidence for the existence of cognitive
biases in controlled experimental tasks may not be evidence of such biases
outside the laboratory (e.g., Edwards, 1983). A spontaneous nonexperimen
tal demonstration of anchoring bias is therefore not only interesting in its
own right but suggests that other cognitive biases demonstrated experimen
tally might also find corollaries in the real world.

A powerful demonstration of nonexperimental anchoring can be found
on a game show called "The Price is Right" which is screened on Australian
television. In one segment of the show two contestants take turns in
attempting to guess an exact whole-dollar value falling in a $100 range. For
example, the game show host will tell the contestants that the value they
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have to guess lies between $19,100 and $19,200. Although it is not stated
explicitly, it appears that each number in the range is equiprobable; certainly
the contestants have no reason to believe otherwise. One contestant starts by
trying to guess the value and the host says whether the actual value is higher
or lower than the guess. The next contestant then tries to guess the value
(within the now constrained value range) and again, the host says whether
the true value is higher or lower. This continues back and forth until one of
the contestants guesses the exact dollar value.

Having watched the game show, the authors conjectured that, if the
anchoring bias were manifest in "the real world," then the contestant who
had the second guess should be anchored by the first contestant's guess. For
example, imagine that the contestants have to· guess a value between 1 and
100, where the value they are trying to guess is, say, 57. If the first contes
tant guesses "10," then one might expect that (given an anchoring bias) the
second contestant's guess would be more likely to fall in the first half of the
remaining 90 possible numbers, i.e., between 11 and 55, than in the second
half, i.e., between 56 and 100. The distributional or null hypothesis in this
case is that every value in the constrained value range has an equal probabil
ity of being guessed by the second contestant.

Data were collected on seven randomly selected episodes over a period
of(three weeks, concentrating on the first guess of the second contestant. In
all seven episodes, the second contestant's guess fell within the first half of
the value range which had been constrained by the first contestant's guess.
The probability of this having occurred by chance alone can be calculated as
p =(0.5f =0.0078125 and is sufficiently small as to lead one to reject the null
hypothesis.

What is interesting about the circumstances of the game show com
pared with the circumstances of Northcraft and Neale's (1987) property
valuation is that in the game show, the first contestant's guess gives no infor
mation to the second contestant about where the actual value lies within the
constrained range. That is, the second contestant should have no reason to
believe that the actual value lies closer to the first contestant's guess than it
does to the further end of the range.

This contrasts markedly with the task of property valuation. Although
in Northcraft and Neale's study, the real estate agents denied that they were
anchored to the property's list price, it would a priori be reasonable for
them to believe that the true value of the property was more likely to lie
close to the list price.

Although in the game show there is no apparent advantage conferred
on the second contestant being anchored to the initial guess, it appears that
they are, in fact, anchored. This is a simple ~demonstration of cognitive bias
in a task "untouched by psychologists' hands."
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