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Summary
Objectives:  In  this  investigation,  biased  questionnaire  response  anchors  were
designed  to  indirectly  manipulate  respondents’  estimates  of  their  peers’  stereo-
typic  beliefs  or  the  estimates  of  scientific  research  findings  about  individuals  with
obesity.  The  current  study  tested  the  hypothesis  that  biased  response  anchors  could
influence  personal  beliefs  about  obesity.
Methods:  Two-hundred  adults  participated  in  the  study.  A  simple  manipulation  of
questionnaire  items  (i.e.,  asking  respondents  to  estimate  peers’  beliefs  or  scientific
research  findings)  using  biased  response  scale  anchors  was  designed  to  subtly  relay
information  about  certain  personality  traits  of  individuals  with  obesity.
Results:  The  anchor  manipulation  significantly  influenced  participants’  immediate
and  follow-up  weight  biased  beliefs  as  well  as  participants’  evaluation  of  an  obese
job  applicant’s  potential  for  employment.
Conclusion:  Social  judgments  about  obese  individuals  may  be  susceptible  to  subtle
manipulation  of  response  anchors  and  may  be  impacted  by  the  source  of  comparison
information  (e.g.,  peers;  scientific  research).
©  2015  Asian  Oceanian  Association  for  the  Study  of  Obesity.  Published  by  Elsevier
Ltd.  All  rights  reserved.

∗ Corresponding author at: East Carolina University, Department of Psychology, Greenville, NC 27858-4353, United States.
Tel.: +1 2527375070.

E-mail address: carelsr14@ecu.edu (R.A. Carels).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.orcp.2015.02.002
1871-403X/© 2015 Asian Oceanian Association for the Study of Obesity. Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.orcp.2015.02.002
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.orcp.2015.02.002&domain=pdf
mailto:carelsr14@ecu.edu
dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.orcp.2015.02.002


Anchor  effects  and  weight  bias  449

Introduction

Weight  stigma  and  discrimination  are  ubiquitous
and produce  a  number  of  detrimental  individual  and
societal costs  [1].  Individuals  with  obesity  are  often
characterized  unfavorably  (e.g.,  ‘‘lazy,’’  ‘‘weak-
willed’’)  and  negative  weight-based  stereotypes
are widespread  [1].  Research  examining  weight
stigma and  attitude  change  suggests  that  attitudes
toward  people  with  obesity  may  be  influenced  by
direct manipulation  of  social  consensus  information
(i.e., information  on  attitudes  that  are  purportedly
from peers  and  the  credibility  of  the  source  [2]).
Specifically,  Puhl  and  colleagues  [2]  showed  that
students  from  Yale  changed  their  explicit  beliefs
and attitudes  regarding  individuals  with  obesity
to more  closely  align  with  purported  social  con-
sensus  and  scientific  research  information  when  it
is discrepant  with  their  personal  beliefs  and  atti-
tudes [2]. Moreover,  their  findings  imply  that  source
credibility,  such  as  whether  information  reportedly
originates from  scientific  research  or  an  in-group
source (i.e.,  Ivy  league  versus  community  college
students),  may  be  a  key  factor  in  determining
whether  presented  information  influences  judg-
ment.

Shifts in  attitudes  are  susceptible  to  both  direct
manipulation  of  social  consensus  information  and
the credibility  of  the  source  through  techniques,
such as  providing  direct  feedback  to  participants
that one’s  views  differ  from  one’s  peers  or  experts
[2]  as  well  as  indirect  manipulations  of  social
consensus information  and  the  credibility  of  the
source through  techniques,  such  as  asking  respon-
dents to  judge  the  frequency  of  particular  attitudes
of peers  or  experts  utilizing  biased  questionnaire
response anchor  sets  [3—5].  Research  on  the  cog-
nitive aspects  of  survey  methodology  suggests  that
response  option  sets,  skewed  in  either  a  positive  or
negative direction  influence  reported  response  fre-
quencies and  ratings,  and  may  also  influence  social
judgments.  Biased  response  anchors  influence  judg-
ments through  factors  such  as  cognitive  heuristics
(i.e., mental  shortcuts  used  to  make  rapid,  auto-
matic judgments  [3,6]).  Cognitive  heuristics  can
lead to  systematic  and  potentially  detrimental
biases and  fallacies  when  information  is  pre-
sented in  a  way  that  skews  a  person’s  attitudes
or beliefs  in  a  harmful  direction  [3].  Beyond  cog-
nitive heuristics,  Schwartz’s  [4]  research  reveals
that response  options  also  create  a frame  of
reference for  responding.  In  other  words,  respon-
dents consider  the  available  range  of  response
options to  frame  their  estimation  of  behavioral
frequencies, especially  when  perceived  personal
knowledge regarding  these  events  or  behaviors  is

sparse.  In  the  specific  domain  of  weight  bias,  peo-
ple may  use  biased  response  anchors  to  frame  their
estimates of  social  consensus  or  scientific  research
community  supported  information  regarding  char-
acteristics  of  overweight  individuals.  This  framing
may lead  respondents  to  adjust  their  attitudes  and
beliefs about  overweight  individuals  to  more  closely
align with  biased  anchor  sets,  leading  to  increased
stigmatization of  individuals  with  obesity.

Similar  research  examining  attitudes  and  social
judgments  toward  another  stigmatized  group,
African Americans,  also  provides  valuable  evidence
adding  support  to  the  current  study’s  premise.
Wittenbrink and  Henly  [5]  found  that  participants
exposed to  a measure  suggestive  of  negative  beliefs
towards  African  Americans  (the  measure  featured
numerical response  anchor  sets  skewed  to  imply
more negative  information  about  African  Ameri-
cans),  subsequently  espoused  more  negative  beliefs
about African  Americans  (i.e.,  rated  them  as  hav-
ing more  negative  traits  and  fewer  positive  traits).
Importantly,  this  anchor  manipulation  not  only
influenced  trait  beliefs  in  a  negative  way,  but  also
produced  outcomes  suggestive  of  increased  gener-
alizable  prejudice.  In  addition,  people  exposed  to
the negatively  biased  anchor  (suggestive  of  nega-
tive beliefs  towards  African  Americans  came  from
an unidentified  source)  were  significantly  more  con-
fident that  an  African  American  defendant  in  a
mock jury  case  was  guilty,  when  compared  to  peo-
ple exposed  to  a positively  biased  anchor  set.  This
important  study  suggests  that  exposure  to  biased
information  via  response  anchor  sets  may  lead  to
the development,  solidification,  or  strengthening  of
prejudicial beliefs.

No  previous  weight  bias  research  has  exam-
ined the  impact  of  manipulating  questionnaire
response anchor  sets  on  attitudes  toward  peo-
ple with  obesity.  Additionally,  the  current  study
builds upon  previous  studies  which  have  exam-
ined the  relationship  between  extreme  response
anchors, source  information,  attitude  formation
and change,  and  social  judgment.  The  investi-
gation’s first  purpose  was  to  examine  whether
exposing individuals  to  biased  numerical  response
sets during  an  independent  manipulation  would
influence  subsequent  prevalence  ratings  of  vari-
ous desirable  and  undesirable  traits  of  individuals
with obesity  immediately  following  active  expo-
sure to  the  biased  response  anchors  and  one-week
following. It  was  hypothesized  that  prior  expo-
sure to  biased  anchor  response  sets  would  predict
subsequent  attitudes  about  individuals  with  obe-
sity immediately  and  one  week  following  response
anchor  set  exposure.  Specifically,  it  was  conjec-
tured that  people  who  received  a response  anchor
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