
Scales Of Justice: 
An Inquiry into Power and Anchoring
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The premise of numerical anchoring is that the mental processing of an arbitrary number can consistently and
predictably influence a subsequent decision. For example, when presented with a random number from a Wheel of
Fortune spin, individuals estimated the number of African countries in the United Nations to be significantly higher or
lower depending upon the arbitrary number they had received (Kahneman and Tversky, 1974). For both factual and subjective
judgments, those in high-power conditions have displayed significantly stronger anchoring effects than those in low
power conditions (Lammers & Burgmer, 2017). Similarly, in situations where individuals perceive an attempt to manipulate
their judgment, there is likely to be a push away from (rather than an assimilation toward) the anchor (Marti &Wissler, 2000).
The purpose of this study is to examine the boundaries of the moderating relationship between anchoring bias and
power. Specifically, I am looking at whether aversion to extreme values will influence the severity of anchoring bias
within high power populations differently than in low power populations.

Figure 1. Participant Order.

Figure 2. Example vignette template. Participants are given one of two roles in
the vignette assigned. They are then shown the bold text which supplies details
about the crime. Lastly, they are presented with one of two anchors in the form
of a sentencing demand.

Background

Methods

Imagine you are a courtroom clerk
sitting in on the following trial. Your
job is to (mentally) transcribe trial
notes for later reference and records.
You will later be asked about the
experience of your position and
tested on your comprehension of the
following case.

Imagine you are a judge in the
following trial. Your job is to assess
the evidence and make a judgment
about the defendant based upon that
evidence. You will later be asked
about the experience of your position
and tested on your comprehension of
the following case.

The defendant (age 30) has been
charged with the second-degree
felony crime of burglary. No one
involved was seriously injured, but
the defendant was in possession of a
deadly weapon during the burglary.
The defendant pleads not guilty. The
evidence, including video footage of
the event, is presented and convinces
you of their guilt.

The prosecution demands
a sentence of 50 years in
prison with the possibility
of parole.

The prosecution demands
a sentence of 20 years in
prison with the possibility
of parole.

What do you believe to be a fair sentence?

20 participants were randomly
assigned to a 2 (high power vs. low
power) by 2 (extreme anchor vs.
representative anchor) by 4 (trial
vignette) mixed factors design (see
Figures 1 & 2). Feelings of power
were manipulated by assigning
participants to one of two roles for
each vignette: either judge (high
power) or courtroom clerk (low
power). The anchor value was
manipulated by varying the
sentencing demand of the
prosecution (number of years)
within the vignette (see Figure 2).
Each participant completed one of
four counterbalanced orders (see
Figure 1) and assessed all four
vignettes in turn. Participants then
generated their own sentence
demand based upon what they
believed to be fair.
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Results
Four participants’ data were eliminated due to failure to follow directions with
free response questions including, critically, the self-generated sentence
demand.

Were estimates influenced by anchor value?
Regardless of vignette, participants generated significantly longer sentences
(in years) when they were given extreme anchors in the high power condition
(M = 10.844, SD = 7.795) and in the low power condition (M = 11.750, SD =
9.103) versus when they were given representative anchors in the high power
condition (M = 4.172, SD = 4.982) and the low power condition (M = 6.031, SD
= 7.604), F(1, 15) = 8.866, p = .009.

Was anchoring bias stronger in high power conditions?
There was no significant effect of power condition shown, F(1, 15) = .921, p =
.352.

Was there an interaction between power and extremity of anchor?
There was also no significant interaction between power condition and
extremity of anchor, F(1, 15) = .046, p = .834.

Limitations
• There were a small number of participants (n = 16) with viable data.

• It has been suggested that a feeling of power simply activates
automatic processes that fail to consider opposing information (Lammers

& Burgmer, 2017). Due to time constraints, this was a very barebones
replication of an actual courtroom scenario. In reality, people would
have to account for a lot more information which would likely affect
the interaction between power, extremity, and anchoring.

• The power manipulation check relied upon participants to self-assess
their position. It remains unclear if this was a reliable and valid
measure.

Figure 3. Participants’ actual generated sentence. Shows combined responses across vignettes organized by power
and anchor condition. Extreme anchor values were averaged across all four vignettes to determine the “average
anchor” value. The same was done with representative anchors. Anchoring bias is shown through the significant
difference between ‘Extreme’ conditions and ‘Representative’ conditions. No significant difference is shown
between high power and low power conditions. No interaction is shown between factors. Error bars indicate one
standard deviation.
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Discussion

Predicted Results:
1. Estimates will be significantly influenced by the anchor value.

2. Anchoring bias will be stronger in high power conditions.

3. There will be an interaction between power condition and extremity of anchor.

This study showed a difference (though not statistically significant) between
high power responses and low power responses. Interestingly, the high
power conditions (regardless of anchor value) tended to generate lower
overall sentences than low power conditions did. This may suggest more
leniency from high power positions possibly due to feelings of increased
outcome responsibility. However, since these results were insignificant, this
analysis is purely speculative. Any difference that may have existed points
towards those in a position of high power adjusting farther away (on
average) from the given anchor than those in a position of low
power. Neither is there evidence of an interaction between power and
anchor extremity. This serves to dispute the predicted results. However, this
data would suggest that aversion to extremes affects those in a position of
high power the same as those in a position of low power. In a sense, this
supports the theory that extreme anchors may override the moderating
effect of power on anchoring bias.


