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		Abstract

		The endowment effect is the seemingly irrationally tendency to immediately value a possessed item more than the opportunity to acquire the identical item when one does not already possess it.  The phenomenon has broad legal implications, as it suggests a drag on trade, occasioned by inconsistent valuation of identical goods and rights.  This in turn suggests that a deeper understanding of the origins and seemingly baffling variations in the magnitude of the effect, across different goods, could aid lawâ€™s more effective engagement with the phenomenon.    

In prior work we tested the theory that some cognitive biases, including the endowment effect, reflect evolved adaptations.  Specifically, we demonstrated that, as predicted by this perspective: 1) chimpanzees (as close relatives) also exhibit an endowment effect; 2) the magnitude of the effect varies by the kind of goods at issue; and 3) the effect is larger for goods that are evolutionarily salient than it is for those that are less so.    

Here, we go further.  The evolutionary perspective also predicts that the endowment effect could be turned on and off for single goods by manipulating their contextual value.  We tested whether objects lacking inherent value (i.e., tools that could only extract food items when those items were both present and reachable) elicited a stronger endowment effect when they could be used as tools for obtaining evolutionarily salient goods (i.e., foods) than when they could not be used as tools.  Chimpanzee subjects had opportunities to trade tools when food was not present, when food was visible but unobtainable, and when food was both visible and obtainable using the tools. We found the endowment effect for these tools existed only when they were immediately useful, showing that the effect varies as a function of context-specific utility. Such context-specific variation suggests that the variation seen in some human biases may trace predictably to behaviors that evolved to maximize gains in specific circumstances. 
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