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Abstract

When selling goods, people want to receive a higher price than the price they want to pay 

when buying identical goods. This phenomenon is generally known as the endowment 

effect. Recently, the endowment effect has been applied to the subjective value of time. 

However, relevant studies suffer from conceptual problems that render their results 

difficult to interpret. Therefore, the aim of the present paper is threefold: first, to clarify the 

concept 'endowment effect', second, to examine the endowment effect in the context of 

buying and selling time, and, third, to test two psychological hypotheses explaining and 

predicting an endowment effect in the subjective value of time. One hundred and twenty 

subjects (no students) completed a questionnaire in which they indicated how much they 

would want to pay and to get paid for doing daily shopping chores and moving chores, 

how agreeable they and a comparable found these chores, and how much time they and a 

comparable peer needed for them. The order of the two target persons (self versus peer) 

was manipulated. Filler items were included to separate questions on the two target 

persons. For daily shopping chores only, the results showed an endowment effect stricto 

sensu (subjects wanted to get paid more than they were willing to pay) that could not be 

explained by perceived self-other differences in how effectively people use their shopping 

time and how agreeable they find shopping.

Introduction

Economics may be distinguished from other social sciences by the assumption that 

economic agents have stable, well defined preferences and make rational choices 

consistent with those preferences in markets that are (eventually) clear (Kahneman, 

Knetsch and Thaler, 1991). In his book 'The Winner's Curse', however, Thaler (1992) 

presents a series of phenomena that are difficult to explain or that cannot be explained at 

all by traditional economic theories. He called these phenomena 'anomalies'. In his view, 

an empirical result qualifies as an anomaly "if it is difficult to rationalize, or if implausible 

assumptions are necessary to explain it within the paradigm" (Kahneman et al., 1991, page 
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193). One of these phenomena is the so-called 'endowment effect'. This term was first 

introduced in a theoretical study by Thaler (1980). One example of the endowment effect 

that was described by Thaler is the following:

"Mr. R bought a case of good wine in the late '50's for about $5 a bottle. A few years later 

his wine merchant offered to buy the wine back for $100 a bottle. He refused, although he 

has never paid more than $35 for a bottle of wine" (page 43).

Stated more formally, the endowment effect is the phenomenon that people 

sometimes demand much more to give up an object of their own than they are, or would 

ever be, willing to pay to acquire the very same object. In other words, when selling goods, 

people want to receive a higher price than the price they want to pay when buying identical 

goods. 

In a typical demonstration of the endowment effect, one group of subjects (sellers) 

are endowed with an object and are given the option of trading it for various amounts of 

cash; another group (choosers) are not given the object but are given a series of choices 

between getting the object or getting various amounts of cash. Although the objective 

wealth position of the two groups is identical, as are the choices they face, endowed 

subjects hold out for significantly more money than those who are not endowed 

(Loewenstein and Adler, 1995). In an early laboratory demonstration of the endowment 

effect, for instance, Knetsch and Sinden (1984) endowed their subjects with either a lottery 

ticket or with $ 2.00. Some time later, each subject was offered an opportunity to trade the 

lottery ticket for money, or vice versa. Very few subjects chose to switch, suggesting that 

those who were given lottery tickets seemed to value the tickets higher than those who 

were given money (Kahneman et al., 1991). Kahneman, Knetsch and Thaler (1990) also 

demonstrated that the low volume of trade was not due to the fact that subjects (buyers) 

where unwilling to part with their cash but rather to the fact that subjects (sellers) were 

reluctant to part with their endowment. 

The endowment effect appears to be a robust phenomenon. Kahneman and his 

colleagues (1990) demonstrated that the effect still survived in a setting where subjects 

faced market discipline and had the opportunity to learn. This finding contradicts some 

economists' hypothesis that the endowment effect would disappear if subjects where 

exposed to a market environment with ample learning opportunities (see, for instance, 

Knez, Smith, and Williams, 1985). Although Coursey, Hovis, and Schulze (1987) demon-

strated that the discrepancy between buying and selling diminished with experience in a 

market setting, it did not extinguish completely. Finally, Loewenstein and Kahneman 

(1991) showed that the endowment effect is not enhanced by the appeal (attractiveness) of 
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the endowed objects but rather to the fact that owners do not want to give up the endow-

ment. The conclusion seems warranted, then, that the endowment effect is a robust 

phenomenon that has been amply demonstrated.

Until recently, however, endowment studies have focused on selling and buying 

goods or commodities rather than on non-tangible or continuous assets such as time, 

income and effort. Therefore, the present study focused on the endowment effect in trading 

time. Its first aim was to explore the mere occurrence of an endowment effect in buying 

and selling time. The basic question to be answered within this context was whether 

subjects would want to receive a higher hourly wage for 'selling' time than they would be 

willing to pay for 'buying' other people's time. Whereas one published study aimed to 

examine the endowment effect in the context of trading time (Ortona and Scacciati, 1992), 

the operationalization employed by the authors render the interpretation of the results in 

terms of the endowment effect rather equivocal. Therefore, a preliminary aim of the 

present study was to conceptually and operationally clarify the term 'endowment effect'. 

Finally, the third aim of the study was to test two potential explanations of the 

hypothesized endowment effect.

The one exception to the rule that the endowment effect has hardly been studied in 

the context of continuous goods is a series of experiments published by Ortona and 

Scacciati (1992). Their first experiment focused on the endowment effect in the exchange 

of two types of continuous goods, namely, income and time. Basically, all subjects were 

asked how much money they would want to get (or which increase in their income they 

would want to receive) for trading (more of) their time, versus how much money they 

would be willing to spend (or which reduction in income they would accept) to obtain 

(more) time. The experiment was ran with four different subject groups: 'local government 

employees', 'university students', 'high school teachers' and 'bank employees'. The first 

group was divided into two subgroups that were exposed to one of the two different 

(opposite) conditions (between subjects manipulation), whereas all members of the other 

three groups were exposed to both conditions with an interval of three hours ('students') or 

1 day ('high school teachers' and 'bank employees') (within subjects manipulation). 

Whereas the basic topic of the questions was identical for all subject groups, different 

questions were asked to the members of every subject group. Table 1 gives some 

examples.

-------------------------------

Insert Table 1

-------------------------------

In line with the authors' expectations, subjects of all groups wanted to receive more 

money for 'selling' time than they were willing to pay for 'buying' time. According to the 
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authors, the endowment effect was thus demonstrated in the context of trading time. In our 

view, however, there is something equivocal and problematic to this interpretation. In 

'classic' experiments on the endowment effect for goods or commodities, the endowment 

effect was conceptualized and operationalized as a difference in people's desired or 

accepted prices for buying versus selling identical goods. Strictly spoken, however, Ortona 

and Scacciati (1992) did not compare prices for 'buying' someone else's time versus for 

'selling' one's time to someone else, but rather for increasing versus decreasing the amount 

of time that was about to be 'sold' or 'lost'. One might argue that 'selling' less time than one 

had previously expected (e.g. by working shorter hours) or seizing the opportunity to gain 

time (e.g., shortening travelling time by choosing a faster means of transport) may be 

psychologically equivalent to 'buying' time, whereas 'selling' more time than one had 

previously expected (e.g. by working longer hours) or settling for time loss (e.g., 

increasing travelling time by accepting a slower means of transport) may be equivalent to 

'selling' time. However, the question remains whether 'selling less' or 'loosing less' is 

psychologically equivalent to 'buying' or 'gaining'. In fact, several psychological theories 

and research findings suggest that gains and loss are anything but each other's mirror 

images. In addition, it is also questionable whether 'gains' and 'losses' may be equalled to 

'buying' and 'selling', respectively. The first two concepts do not necessarily imply a 

relationship between two economic agents (e.g., one might easily loose time by badly 

choosing a means of transport or by working ineffectively) whereas the latter two concepts 

do. In addition, buying and selling imply some form of active participation by each of at 

least two economic agents, whereas loosing and gaining may occur while the economic 

agent(s) involved remain(s) passive. Finally, it is quite likely that the psychological 

magnitude of an increase in working or travelling hours is not equivalent to the 

psychological magnitude of an objectively identical decrease in these hours. Objectively, 

for instance, the absolute differences between travelling 6 versus 4 hours and between 

travelling 6 versus 8 hours are identical. Psychologically, however, they may be quite 

different. Depending on the nature and the elasticity of people's daily routines and of these 

routine's temporal demands, the difference between 6 and 8 hours may be experienced as 

much larger or much smaller than the difference between 6 and 4 hours. For a student 

heading to an examination, for instance, the difference between 6 and 4 hours of travel 

time may be that she has more time to hang around with other students, to read over part 

of the textbook, or simply to annoy herself, whereas the difference between 6 and 8 hours 

may be that she arrives too late to take the examination. Consequently, it is not clear 

whether or not an identical good is being 'traded' in Ortona and Scacciati's (1992) research. 

While interesting in their own right, therefore, it is unclear whether their findings may be 

interpreted as a demonstration of the endowment effect. 
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Two requirements for a truly stringent test of the endowment effect in the context 

of trading time may be derived from the above considerations. To demonstrate a 'classic' 

endowment effect, a direct comparison should be made between the subjective monetary 

value of time 'bought' versus 'sold' rather than an indirect comparison based on the 

monetary value of increases or decreases in time sold or lost. Second, a psychologically 

identical amount of time should be used in both conditions. 

The present study aimed at such an unequivocal test by following the above 

requirements. There is, however, one complication in examining the endowment effect in 

the context of time. Strictly spoken it is impossible to truly buy and sell 'life time'. It is 

possible, however, to buy or sell time slots for doing specific pleasant or unpleasant 

activities. One obvious example of 'tradable' time that was also used by Ortona and 

Scacciati (1992) is working time. Therefore, the present study focused on working time 

'sold to' or 'bought from' others. Of course, it may be difficult to study the 'trade' of time for 

professional purposes (i.e. between employers and employees) without violating the face 

validity of the study and without loosing control over confounding variables. If a within 

subjects design would be used (requiring all subjects to indicate a wage for themselves 

working for another person and for another person working for themselves), employers 

and employees might find it hard to imagine themselves in the other party's position, thus 

undermining the realism of the study. If a between subjects design would be used 

(requiring employers to indicate a wage to pay to their employees and employees to 

indicate a wage to receive from their employers), employers and employees may differ on 

a variety of dimensions that distort their valuation of their own and the other party's time. 

Therefore, we decided not to examine the trade of time for professional purposes but 

rather the trade of time for household chores. This choice was based on the assumption 

that most people may easily imagine hiring someone else to help them during busy times 

(in fact, many households in which one or both partners are employed do informally hire 

someone to do household chores) or receiving money for helping others in their 

households (in fact, even many highly educated individuals have done household-type 

chores to earn money during their student years). Two household chores were selected for 

the present study: one frequently occurring but not too time-consuming one (daily 

shopping) and one highly infrequent but very time-consuming one (moving).

Why would people want to receive more money for a specified time period spent 

doing household chores for another person than they would be willing to pay to this other 

person for the same time period spent doing identical chores - in other words, why would 

an endowment effect occur in the context of trading time? Thus far, little research has 

been done to explain the endowment effect in general. In the context of trading time, it is 

obvious that one cannot purely sell time and time alone - in other words, time sold or 
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bought is always time to do something. Psychologically, 'time' does not exist but for the 

activities done or not done during a given period (it should be noted that just sitting on a 

chair, apparently doing 'nothing', is also an activity). Therefore, two potential explanations 

of a hypothetical endowment effect readily come to mind. First, people may believe that 

they dislike household chores more than others do. Such a belief may be based on an 

assumed general dislike for household chores and on the 'sensitive self' or the phenomenon 

that people believe that their own affective responses are more intense than other people's 

affective responses (Johnson, 1987; McFarland & Miller, 1990). If a monetary reward for 

yielding one's time is partly perceived as a compensation for the disagreeability of the 

activity undertaken during that time slot, then such a perceived self-other difference would 

render a higher reward for oneself than one would be willing to give to another person 

quite reasonable. Second, people may believe that they use their time more effectively than 

others - in other words, that they work harder en hence need less time for the same amount 

of work. This belief may be yet another instance of 'illusory superiority' or the 

phenomenon that people generally believe that they are better and more competent persons 

than others (for a brief overview of these and other superiority biases in social 

comparisons see Hoorens, 1993). If people believe that they use their time more 

effectively than others, again it would seem reasonable that they would also expect a 

higher reward for working during a fixed time period than they would be willing to pay to 

another person for working during the same time period. Both explanations were 

examined in the present study.

To summarize, the empirical aims of the present study were to explore the 

occurrence of an endowment effect in the context of trading time for doing household 

chores and to test the two explanations for the expected effect described above. Therefore,

a group of individuals completed a questionnaire in which they indicated how much they 

would want to pay and to get paid per hour for doing daily shopping chores and moving 

chores, how agreeable they and a comparable found these chores, and how much time they 

and a comparable peer needed for them. It was expected that subjects would indicate that 

they wanted to receive a higher hourly wage for doing each chore than they would be 

willing to pay to another person for doing the same chores. Based on the 'sensitive self' and 

on 'illusory superiority', it was also expected that subjects would indicate that they disliked 

doing both chores more than others and that they needed less time to do them, 

respectively. If the hypothesized endowment effect would be caused by perceived self-

other differences in the (dis-)agreeableness of household chores, then the endowment 

effect should covary with these self-other differences. If, on the other hand, the 

hypothesized endowment effect would be caused by illusory superiority concerning the 

effectiveness of one's time usage, then the endowment effect should covary with self-other 



7

differences in the time needed to do the chores under study.

Method

Subjects

One hundred and twenty unpaid subjects (59 women and 61 men) aged between 25 

and 40 years (M = 31.7 years, SD = 5.3) took part in the experiment. They were randomly 

assigned to conditions. All subjects were professionals working at least four days a week 

in one out of five different organizations (a bank, a local governmental institute, a hospital, 

a university, and a factory).

Materials

All subjects received a questionnaire that was presented to them as a survey on 

how people thought about a variety of activities. The activities of interest to the 

researchers were 'daily shopping' and 'moving chores' (decorating, moving things, etc.). 

For each of the two types of chores, subjects were presented with questions about each of 

two target persons: themselves and 'another person in comparable life circumstances as 

themselves, but not a specific person from their circle of acquaintances'. They were asked 

how much time each target person needed or would need to do the chore (number of hours 

weekly spent on shopping and number of hours of work for one complete move of one's 

household) and how much each target person (dis-)liked the chore (5-points scale with 

verbal labels ranging from 'very disagreeable' to 'very agreeable'). Most central to the 

present study, they were also asked what they considered a reasonable net hourly wage if 

they would do the chore for someone else who had too little time to do it him- or herself, 

or if someone else would do the chore for them assumed that they had too little time to it 

themselves.

The questions were grouped by target person. The order of the two target persons 

was manipulated and questions about the two target persons were separated by a set of 11 

filler items on subjects' household and recreational activities. To avoid confounding 

effects, the order of the two chores (moving and shopping) and of the three types of 

questions (agreeableness - time needed - appropriate reward) was also varied over 

subjects.

Procedure and design 
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While being at work, subjects were approached in small groups by an 

appropriately trained research assistant who also was a colleague of them. The research 

assistants gave an oral instruction in which the anonymous nature of the study was 

explained to the subjects and in which the importance of answering all items in the order 

in which they appeared was stressed. Upon agreement to participate (no one refused), 

subjects received a questionnaire which they filled out on the spot but at their own pace. 

After each session, which took a few minutes to complete, research assistants explained to 

the subjects that they should not inform others on the nature of the questionnaire until data 

collection was finished. All data were gathered on the same day and in all organizations 

simultaneously.

Results

For each chore separately, a repeated measures ANOVA was performed on the amount of 

money subjects considered a fair hourly wage. The direction of the transaction (paying 

versus getting paid or 'buying' versus 'selling' time) was treated as a within subjects 

variable and transaction order (buying-selling versus selling-buying) and subjects' sex 

(male versus female) were treated as between subjects variables.

For daily shopping, the ANOVA yielded a main effect of the direction of the 

transaction (F (1,116) = 4.77; p < .05). Showing an endowment effect, subjects wanted to

get a higher wage for shopping (M = 11.85 guilders; SD = 7.71) than they were willing to 

pay for it (M = 10.62 guilders; SD = 4.86). This effect was qualified, however, by a 

significant transaction by transaction order interaction (F (1,116) = 4.39; p < .05). As 

shown in figure 1, the endowment effect only occurred if subjects first considered a fair 

wage to get (t-test comparing a fair wage to get versus to pay: t(59) = -2.69; p < .01) but 

not if they first considered a fair wage to pay (t(59) = -0.07; n.s.). 

-------------------------------

Insert Figure 1

-------------------------------

Finally, but less central to the focus of the present study, the ANOVA yielded a 

main effect of subjects' sex (F (1,116) = 4.67; p < .05). Irrespective of whether subjects 

considered a wage to get or a wage to pay, men named higher wages (get: M = 12.90; SD

= 8.67; pay: M = 11.75; SD = 5.04) than women (get: M = 10.76; SD = 6.46; pay: M = 

9.45; SD = 4.42).

To test the hypothesis that the endowment effect was caused by a perceived 

self-other difference in the (dis-)agreeableness of shopping, a repeated measures ANOVA 

was performed on the agreeableness ratings with the target person (self versus other) as a 
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within subjects variable and with target order (other-self versus self-other) and subjects' 

sex (male versus female) as between subjects variables. This ANOVA indeed yielded a 

main effect of the target person (F (1,116) = 8.25; p < .005). However, the mean 

agreeableness ratings were neutral to positive and subjects reported that they liked 

shopping better (M = 3.16; SD = .80) than a comparable peer (M = 3.04; SD = .64). In 

other words, whereas subjects indeed wanted more payment for shopping than they 

wanted to pay for it, they believed that they liked shopping even better than a comparable 

other. 

At this point, the original prediction could be reversed to state that precisely 

because people believe that they like shopping better than others, they may also believe 

that they do it more carefully (e.g. by meticulously choosing the freshest fruits and 

vegetables) and that they therefore believe to deserve a better payment than others. To test 

this alternative prediction, a correlational analysis was performed. So-called 'endowment 

scores' were calculated as the difference between a fair wage to get and a fair wage to pay. 

Similarly, self-other difference scores were calculated for the agreeableness ratings 

(agreeableness ratings for oneself minus agreeableness ratings for a comparable peer). The 

correlation between the endowment scores and the latter difference scores was not 

significant (r = .13; df = 118; n.s.), showing that the obtained endowment effect was not 

associated with perceived self-other differences in the subjective agreeableness of the 

chore under study.

To test the alternative explanation that the obtained endowment effect derived 

from a self-favoring bias in the perceived effectiveness of how people use their shopping 

time, a similar repeated measures ANOVA was performed on subjects' estimates of the 

time that the target persons weekly needed to do their shopping. This ANOVA yielded a 

main effect of target person (F (1,116) = 42.88; p < .001) that was qualified by a target by 

target order interaction (F (1,116) = 26.94; p < .001). Overall, subjects thought that they 

needed less time for shopping (M = 2.61 hours; SD = 1.66) than a comparable peer (M = 

3.98 hours; SD = 2.91). This effect was stronger, however, if subjects first considered the 

time needed by themselves (t-test comparing the time needed by oneself versus by a 

comparable peer: t(59) = 6.53; p < .001) than if they first considered the time needed by a 

comparable peer (t(59) = 1.59; n.s.). In other words, subjects not only showed an 

endowment effect in the hourly wage that they considered a fair payment for shopping, but 

they also reported that they did their shopping faster than a comparable peer. They even 

particularly did so in the condition in which the endowment effect was the most 

outspoken. 

Thus far, then, the data support the hypothesis that the endowment effect in buying 

and selling time for a household chore may be reduced to perceived self-other differences 
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in the time needed for it. To further test this view, the 'endowment scores' were correlated 

with self-other difference scores for the weekly time needed. Surprisingly, the correlation 

between both types of scores was near to zero (r = .06; df = 118; n.s.). These results show 

that whereas people do believe that they need less time for doing their shopping chores 

than others, and whereas they do want more money for shopping for others than they 

would pay others to do their shopping for them, the latter phenomenon cannot be reduced 

to the former one. 

For moving, the ANOVA on the fair hourly wages yielded no main or interaction 

effects. On the average, subjects wanted to get 21.13 guilders per hour (SD = 27.36) for 

doing moving chores whereas they were willing to pay 17.65 guilders per hour for it (SD = 

9.65). Whereas these results are in the direction predicted by the endowment effect, the 

difference between both wages was not significant (F (1,116) = 2.07; n.s.). 

A repeated measures ANOVA on the agreeableness ratings with the target person 

(self versus other) as a within subjects variable and with target order (other-self versus 

self-other) and subjects' sex (male versus female) as between subjects variables yielded a 

significant target person by target order interaction (F (1,115) = 8.49; p < .005). The mean 

agreeableness ratings were on the negative side of the scale. In the other-self order, 

subjects reported that they liked moving less (M = 2.5; SD = 1.08) than a comparable peer 

(M = 2.8; SD = .88; t(59) = 2.42; p < .05)) whereas in the self-other order no self-other 

difference was obtained (self: M = 2.85; SD = .94; other: M = 2.64; SD = 66; t(59) = 1.73; 

n.s.).

The ANOVA on subjects' estimates of the time needed for moving yielded an 

interaction of target by subjects' sex (F (1,114) = 6.19; p < .05). Whereas women thought 

that they would need more time for moving than a comparable peer (self: M = 144.14; SD

= 140.39; other: M = 126.26; SD = 129.82; t(56) = -2.19; p < .05), men did not show a 

self-other difference (self: M = 126.39; SD = 152.38; other: M = 129.98; SD = 149.86; 

t(60) = 1; n.s.). This interaction was further qualified by a target by subjects' sex by target 

order interaction (F (1,114) = 4.15; p < .05). As this higher-order interaction was not 

central to the main topic of the present study, it was not further analyzed. 

Discussion

An endowment effect was observed in the value of time. When asked to indicate a fair 

hourly wage for daily shopping chores subjects named a higher hourly wage for 

themselves doing the shopping for someone else than for someone else doing the shopping 

chores for them. The conclusion may thus be drawn that the endowment effect does occur 

in the value of such a non-tangible and continuous asset as (working) time. As such, the 
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present findings corroborate the conclusion from Ortona and Scacciati (1992) that the 

endowment effect occurs for continuous goods as well as for objects. However, the merit 

of the present study is that it eliminates some operational ambiguities that left Ortona and 

Scacciati's (1992) empirical findings inconclusive as far as their interpretation in terms of 

the endowment effect was concerned.

The fundamental nature of the endowment effect in the value of time was 

demonstrated by the finding that the endowment effect could not be explained by 

perceived self-other differences in the effectiveness of, or in one's (dis-)like for, the time 

usage under study. Contradicting the explanation that people believe that they dislike 

doing specific chores more than others and that they therefore believe that they deserve a 

higher payment, subjects indicated that they liked shopping even better than a comparable 

other. An alternative explanation was that people might derive a superior quality of their 

own work from their greater liking for specific chores, and that they therefore believe that 

they deserve a better payment. This explanation did not receive empirical support. Indeed, 

perceived self-other differences in (dis-) liking shopping were unrelated to the magnitude 

of the endowment effect. Finally, the explanation was tested that people want a better 

payment for themselves than for others because they believe that they spend their time 

more effectively. This explanation did not receive empirical support either. Although 

subjects did believe that they needed less time for their daily shopping than a comparable 

other, again perceived self-other differences were not related to the endowment effect. The 

conclusion may be drawn, then, that a fundamental endowment effect exists in the value of 

time. It seems that one's own time is valued higher than other people's time merely 

because it is 'one's own'. As such, the endowment effect may be yet another manifestation 

of people's basic tendency to value their own personality, behaviors, abilities, futures and 

even such loosely self-related 'objects' such as the individual letters of their own name 

(Nuttin, 1985; for recent research on the so-called name-letter effect see Hoorens & 

Nuttin, 1993) higher than other people's assets.

The endowment effect did not occur for both chores under study, however. 

Whereas it did occur for daily shopping, for moving it did not. An obvious question is why 

this inconsistent pattern may have occurred. One possibility is that the endowment effect 

lacks robustness and that its presence or absence in any specific instance is largely 

coincidental. Whereas the manifold demonstrations of the endowment effect seem to 

contradict this possibility, it will be remembered that the phenomenon has not been 

extensively studied in the context of time. Therefore, it may be worthwhile to test this 

explanation by replicating and extending the present study and to examine whether the 

effect does emerge for specific time usages but not for others. Such a replication may also 

shed light the more intriguing alternative possibility that in the context of time, the 
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endowment effect depends on how the time slot under study is supposed to be used. 

Indeed, a large variety of differences between daily shopping and moving chores readily 

come to mind. For the subjects in the present sample, daily shopping may be a highly 

mundane, frequently occurring and relatively little time-consuming activity that does not 

involve great emotions. Moving, on the contrary, may be an rare activity that implies a 

considerable investment of time, effort, and emotions. In addition, whereas subjects 

seemed to consider shopping a neutral or slightly agreeable activity, they tended to dislike 

moving chores. If the endowment effect depends on the nature of time usage, any of these 

differences may be responsible for the obtained pattern of results. 

One other complication in the present findings also deserves further attention. As 

will be remembered, the transaction order (buying-selling versus selling-buying) and the 

target order (self-other versus other-self) was manipulated. The endowment effect only 

occurred in the selling-buying transaction order but not in the buying-selling transaction 

order. Similarly, a self-favoring bias in the perceived effectiveness of time usage was only 

obtained in the self-other target order but not in the other-self target order. From a social 

comparison point of view, this pattern of results is quite surprising. If any, studies on 

superiority biases typically yield target order effects in the opposite direction (see Hoorens, 

1995, for an explanation of this phenomenon). Whereas the present study does not yield 

any clues as to the explanation of this nor of the aforementioned aspect of our results, it is 

needless to say that a systematic examination of them is subject to ongoing research in our 

laboratory.

One consideration that was excluded by the present finding, however, is that the 

endowment effect might be an artefact caused by demand characteristics. One could argue 

that subjects in endowment experiments may suspect that the researchers expect them to 

ask more money than they are willing to give for the same object, commodity, or time 

period. Being eager to do the researcher a favor, they might then behave in line with this 

perceived expectation. Within-subjects manipulations may be especially vulnerable to 

such demand characteristics, especially if the subsequent treatments occur in relatively 

immediate succession (as in the present study) and not with a time interval of several days 

or hours (as in Ortona & Scacciati, 1992). 

However, two aspects of the present findings contradict this explanation. First, an 

endowment effect was obtained in the context of daily shopping chores but not in the 

context of moving chores. There is no reason why demand characteristics would be at 

work in the context of daily shopping chores but not in the context of moving chores. 

Second, the research assistants' observation of subjects' comments after filling out the 

questionnaires showed that if demand characteristics played any role in the present 

research, it acted against the emergence of an endowment effect rather than enhancing it. 
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All subjects who indicated that they had some idea about the aim of the study reported that 

it probably focused on 'fairness' and that they had tried to be as fair as possible. They 

explained that within this context, 'fairness' implied paying as much for a chore as one 

would find reasonable to receive. In other words, the endowment effect occurred despite 

rather than due to social desirability considerations. It seems, therefore, that the most 

amazing message to take home from the present study may be that even while explicitly 

trying to want to give to others as much as one wants to be given, we may not be capable 

of completely doing so...    
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Table 1:Questions for the subject groups: local government employees and university 

students (Ortona and Scacciati, 1992).

Local government employees group 1:

"Imagine that the local government agrees with the Unions to ask each individual 

employee if he is willing to increase his monthly labour time to 162 hours (average 

monthly labour time is about 160 hours), consequently increasing his wage. How much is 

the lowest monthly wage increase you would ask for, knowing the employer may refuse 

the request?"

Local government employees group 2:

"Imagine that the local government agrees with the Unions to ask each individual 

employee if he is willing to reduce his monthly labour time to 160 hours (average monthly 

labour time is about 162 hours), consequently increasing his wage. How much is the 

greatest monthly wage reduction you would accept, knowing the employer may refuse the 

request?" (page 285)

University students:

"Imagine you received a free return ticket to participate in a national competition. After the 

test of which is still unknown to you, you are ready to go back home to enjoy a well-

deserved rest. In the railway station you are asked to exchange your express train for a 

ticket for a slower train. This means your return trip will take two hours longer. What is 

the lowest amount of money you will accept to change your ticket?"

(Three hours later the students were asked the opposite question i.e.:)

"How much would you be willing to pay exchange your normal ticket for an express train 

ticket?" (page 286)
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Figure 1: Fair hourly wages for 'buying' and 'selling' daily shopping time


