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Social comparison involves positioning the self relative to others on a vertical or status dimension
(ranging from upward to downward comparisons) and a horizontal or solidarity dimension (ranging from
contrastive to connective comparisons). Across 3 studies in which 389 undergraduates recorded everyday
social comparisons (n � 4,417), downward and connective comparisons were rated as more helpful and
mood enhancing than upward and contrastive comparisons. The effects of horizontal comparisons were
greater for people for whom solidarity was an important value; however, the effects of vertical
comparisons were not greater for people who valued status. The roles of the comparison target, topic, and
situation were also explored; for example, noticing undesirable features of the target enhanced status but
undermined solidarity.

A large body of literature suggests that when people think about
the relations between individuals, they think in terms of two broad
dimensions—one of status, power, dominance, or agency, and one
of solidarity, intimacy, friendliness, or communion (for a brief
overview, see Wiggins & Trobst, 1999; for a variety of broader
theoretical statements, see Bakan, 1966; R. Brown, 1965; Carson,
1969; and Foa & Foa, 1974; for a more recent review of relevant
literature, see Kiesler, 1996). Factor analyses confirm that these
two dimensions account for a large proportion of the variance in
ratings of interpersonal behaviors and traits (e.g., Conte &
Plutchik, 1981; Foa, 1961; Wiggins, 1979), and also may explain
much of the variance in ratings of open-ended person descriptions
(Heck & Pincus, 2001). In addition, these two dimensions are
important themes in narrative measures of implicit motives and
autobiographical memories (e.g., McAdams, 1982; Woike, Gersh-
kovich, Piorkowski, & Polo, 1999).

Researchers have successfully used the combination of these
two axes to (a) identify the interpersonal meanings of nonverbal
behaviors (Gifford, 1991); (b) create empirical taxonomies of
various positive interpersonal traits and behaviors, such as social
competence (Gurtman, 1999) and social support (Trobst, 2000);
and (c) specify the interpersonal correlates of psychological prob-
lems such as depression (Bieling & Alden, 2001; Zuroff, Mos-
kowitz, & Cote, 1999), social anxiety (Alden & Phillips, 1990),
perfectionism (Hill, Zrull, & Turlington, 1997), and the Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (American Psychiatric
Association, 1987) personality disorders (Matano & Locke, 1995;
Widiger & Hagemoser, 1997) and related personality styles such
as narcissism (Bradlee & Emmons, 1992; Ruiz, Smith, & Rhode-
walt, 2001), psychopathy (Salekin, Trobst, & Krioukova, 2001),
and dependency (Pincus & Wilson, 2001). These dimensions have

also proven useful in guiding and interpreting experimental re-
search on how people respond to complaints (Horowitz et al.,
1991) and to bids for social support (Horowitz et al., 2001).

Status and Solidarity in Social Comparisons

If people think about the relations between individuals in terms
of status and solidarity, then social comparison—which has been
defined as “the process of thinking about information about one or
more other people in relation to the self” (Wood, 1996)—should
involve thinking about the status and solidarity of others in relation
to the self. Of course social comparisons involve more than status
and solidarity relative to a particular comparison target. One rea-
son social comparison has been such a vital area of research is that
comparisons affect so many important mediators of behavior—
such as self-esteem, judgments of fairness, and outcome and
efficacy expectancies—that are distinct from and transcend the
relationship with any particular comparison target. Nonetheless,
whatever other implications a social comparison carries, it starts
with information about the self in relation to particular persons. To
that extent social comparison is an interpersonal act, and thus is
likely to engage the key interpersonal dimensions of status and
solidarity.

Typically, however, social comparison research has emphasized
the status dimension and neglected the solidarity dimension. Con-
sider the “direction” of a social comparison. If there are two central
interpersonal axes, then there are four cardinal directions: above,
below, together, and apart. However, comparison direction tradi-
tionally has referred only to the vertical or status dimension—that
is, whether the comparison target is perceived as standing above
the self (an upward comparison) or below the self (a downward
comparison). Indeed, distinguishing the emotional and motiva-
tional antecedents and consequences of upward and downward
comparisons has probably received more attention than any other
topic in the social comparison literature (see Collins, 1996; Wills,
1991).

In contrast, the social comparison literature has devoted little
attention to the horizontal or solidarity dimension—that is,
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whether the comparison target is perceived as sharing an aspect in
common (a connective comparison) or not (a contrastive compar-
ison). Moreover, when connective and contrastive comparisons
have been assessed, it typically has been in order to predict the
targets and outcomes of vertical comparisons. A number of early
comparison studies tested Festinger’s (1954) hypothesis that peo-
ple would prefer targets who are similar with respect to the
attribute being compared. Later, studies tested Goethals and Dar-
ley’s (1977) hypothesis that, on the basis of attribution theory,
people would prefer to compare abilities with targets who share
attributes relevant to those abilities. In both models, similarity
matters because it can strengthen or weaken the informational
value of the comparison, not because it has intrinsic significance.
Other studies have tested whether people prefer targets with whom
they share a distinctive characteristic even if that characteristic is
irrelevant to the attribute being compared (Miller, Turnbull, &
McFarland, 1988). Here, again, similarity is a predictor of com-
parison preferences, not a focus of comparison itself.

Finally, a number of recent studies have shown that what pro-
motes assimilation (self-evaluations going up after upward com-
parisons and down after downward comparisons) instead of
contrast effects (self-evaluations going up after downward com-
parisons and down after upward comparisons) is perceiving con-
nections with the target—for example, sharing membership in a
group (Brewer & Weber, 1994; Mussweiler & Bodenhausen,
2002), sharing a close relationship (Pelham & Wachsmuth, 1995),
potentially sharing the same happy or unhappy fate (Lockwood,
2002; Lockwood & Kunda, 1997), sharing a birthday (J. D. Brown,
Novick, Lord, & Richards, 1992), or priming a sense of the self as
socially integrated versus differentiated (Stapel & Koomen, 2001).
Once again, these studies tested the effects of comparing status on
evaluating status, and simply used solidarity to predict whether
assimilation or contrast would predominate. Thus, each of these
research areas framed status as the foreground or focus of social
comparisons and subsequent self-evaluations, and framed connec-
tive and contrastive information as a moderating background or
context. The model underpinning this article conceptualizes both
status and solidarity as potential foci of comparisons and subse-
quent judgments.

Affective Consequences of Comparison Direction

If horizontal and vertical comparisons are both intrinsically
important to people, then each dimension should have an important
and independent effect on how people feel. What is the evidence
that they do? The effects of vertical comparisons appear to depend
on many factors, including qualities of the comparer such as
depression, self-esteem, and perceived threats to self-esteem (e.g.,
Wheeler, 2000; Wood & Lockwood, 1999), qualities of the target
such as perceived similarity on surrounding characteristics and
closeness (e.g., Collins, 1996; Tesser, 1991), and qualities of the
characteristic being compared such as self-relevance and control-
lability (e.g., Tesser, 1991; Testa & Major, 1990). However, stud-
ies of naturalistic social comparison show that in general people
feel better when they perceive themselves to be superior as op-
posed to inferior to others (Giordano, Wood, & Michela, 2000;
Locke & Nekich, 2000; Olson & Evans, 1999; Van der Zee et al.,
1996; Wheeler & Miyake, 1992).

Although the social comparison literature has devoted less at-
tention to the effects of horizontal comparisons, there is still
research relevant to the topic. In particular, just as the social
comparison literature was becoming increasingly concerned with
vertical comparisons beginning in the early 1960s, the interper-
sonal attraction literature was becoming more concerned with
attitudinal similarity. Numerous studies found that shared attitudes
typically evoke positive feelings and facilitate interpersonal attrac-
tion whereas contrasting attitudes produce the opposite effects
(Byrne, 1971). Analogous results have been found for demo-
graphic characteristics (Newcomb, 1961) and personality charac-
teristics (Byrne, Griffitt, & Stefaniak, 1967; Carli, Ganley, &
Pierce-Otay, 1991). In addition, people find it more comforting to
share experiences with others who are experiencing similar appre-
hensions (Schachter, 1959), moods (Locke & Horowitz, 1990), or
problems (Hegelson & Taylor, 1993). Finally, diary studies of
naturalistic social comparison have also found a strong relation-
ship between perceived similarity and positive affect (Wheeler &
Miyake, 1992), especially feelings of closeness and connection
(Locke & Nekich, 2000).

Individual Differences in the Effects
of Comparison Direction

While downward and connective comparisons generally appear
to evoke more positive affect than upward and contrastive com-
parisons, there may be individual differences in the magnitudes of
these effects. People generally have stronger reactions to events
that are relevant to subjectively important goals. For example,
achievement-related strivings predict stronger emotional reactions
to achievement-related events whereas affiliation and intimacy
strivings predict stronger reactions to interpersonal events (Em-
mons, 1991). Similarly, the importance people accord to such
values as achievement versus conformity moderates the influence
of specific life domains (such as grades vs. family life) on global
life satisfaction (Oishi, Diener, Suh, & Lucas, 1999).

The same may be true for social comparison events. Performing
better or worse than another appears to have greater emotional
impact when the domain of performance is important to self-
definition (Tesser, 1991). Moreover, personality traits may predict
which topics people consider important. For example, researchers
commonly distinguish between two vulnerabilities to depression:
insecurity about relationships (i.e., dependency) and insecurity
about achievements (i.e., self-criticism; Beck, 1983; Blatt,
D’Afflitti, & Quinlan, 1976). There is some evidence that the
emotional impact of vertical comparisons is greater for dependent
individuals when comparing interpersonal rather than achievement
topics, whereas the reverse is true for self-critical individuals
(Giordano et al., 2000). The current studies tested if the emotional
impact of comparison direction also varied across individuals.
Specifically, vertical comparisons may have a greater emotional
impact on people who place greater value on experiencing inter-
personal status, and horizontal comparisons may have a greater
emotional impact on people who place greater value on experi-
encing interpersonal solidarity.

Previous research on how traits moderate the impact of com-
parison direction have typically asked if traits related to self-worth
(such as self-esteem and depression) moderate the affective con-
sequences of vertical comparisons (for a review, see Wood &
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Lockwood, 1999). In other words, does how positively people
view themselves overall moderate the emotional impact of how
positively they rank on the dimension of comparison? The current
research asks a different question: Does the overall importance
people accord status and solidarity moderate the emotional impact
of their status and solidarity on the dimension of comparison? Both
questions are sensible. If comparisons are conceptualized as pri-
marily conveying where the self ranks on the dimension being
compared, then global rankings of self-worth are sensible predic-
tors. However, if comparisons are conceptualized as also convey-
ing where the self stands horizontally and vertically in relation to
particular others, then agentic and communal values are sensible
predictors as well.

Overview of the Studies

Three studies were conducted. Each study asked the following
four questions. (1) Do differences between individuals in the value
accorded to status or solidarity predict differences between indi-
viduals in comparison direction and the types of feelings evoked
by comparisons? (2) Do situational variables (such as the closeness
of the target and the type of characteristic being compared) predict
variations within individuals in comparison direction and the types
of feelings evoked by comparisons? Previous research suggested
that comparing with close others or during interactions would be
predictive of connective comparisons and communal feelings,
whereas comparing objective characteristics (like wealth and
beauty) would be predictive of upward comparisons and insecure
feelings (Locke & Nekich, 2000). Comparing with undesirable
characteristics might impact both status and solidarity, but in
different ways. For example, although people often prefer less
fortunate targets when comparing status from a distance, they
prefer more fortunate targets when making in person connections
(Taylor & Lobel, 1989).

The effects of the person and the situation on comparison
experiences are important questions in themselves, and, to the
extent that status and solidarity are influenced in distinct ways,
highlight the utility of assessing both status and solidarity during
comparisons. However, the key concern of this article is the effect
of comparison direction on comparison outcomes, which is the
topic of the last two questions. (3) What are the affective conse-
quences of horizontal and vertical comparisons? On the basis of
the studies reviewed above, I hypothesized that downward com-
parisons would evoke more positive reactions than would upward
comparisons (and the differences would be greatest for status-
related feelings such as confidence) and that connective compar-
isons would evoke more positive reactions than would contrastive
comparisons (and the differences would be greatest for solidarity-
related feelings such as intimacy). (4) Do individual differences in
the value accorded to status or solidarity explain individual differ-
ences in the impact of comparison direction? I hypothesized that
communal values would amplify the affective consequences of
horizontal comparisons and agentic values would amplify the
affective consequences of vertical comparisons.

To assess interpersonal values, participants completed the Cir-
cumplex Scales of Interpersonal Values (CSIV; Locke, 2000),
which quantify the subjective importance of experiencing varying
degrees of status and solidarity in everyday social interactions. To
assess naturalistic social comparisons, the studies used an event-

contingent self-recording procedure that has been used by a num-
ber of social comparison studies in recent years (e.g., Giordano et
al., 2000; Locke & Nekich, 2000; Olson & Evans, 1999; Wheeler
& Miyake, 1992; Wood, Michela, & Giordano, 2000). Specifi-
cally, each time participants noticed themselves making a social
comparison, they recorded the direction of comparison as well as
concomitant circumstances and feelings on a Social Comparison
Record (SCR). The three studies differed mainly in the specifics of
how the SCRs assessed comparison situation, direction, and
outcome.

Study 1

In Study 1, the comparison outcomes assessed by the SCR were
feelings of status and solidarity, the comparison directions were
similar versus dissimilar and better-off versus worse-off, and the
situational variables were closeness of the target (friend/relative
vs. acquaintance/stranger) and subjectivity and desirability of the
target characteristic. “Subjectivity” is short for the perceived sub-
jectivity of the basis for evaluating the characteristic. Subjective
characteristics are those that are generally perceived as lacking any
objective or commonly shared basis for evaluation. Examples of
subjective characteristics would include attitudes, feelings, and
personality because any ranking of those attributes is generally
perceived as subjective. In contrast, objective characteristics are
those that are perceived as having an objective or commonly
shared basis for evaluation. Examples of objective characteristics
would include academic standing, physical appearance, and wealth
because most people prefer (and assume others also prefer) to have
good grades, good looks, and a lot of money. To the extent that
abilities and opinions are prototypical exemplars of the broader
categories of objective and subjective attributes, this distinction
can be traced back to the earliest writings on social comparison in
which Festinger (1954) argued that abilities have “intrinsically
different values” whereas opinions do not.

Method

Participants. Undergraduates (59 females, 47 males) participated for
extra credit in psychology classes at the University of Idaho.

CSIV. The CSIV (Locke, 2000) is a 64-item self-report measure that
assesses interpersonal values associated with each octant of a circular space
defined by the orthogonal axes of status and solidarity (which the CSIV
labels agency and communion). For each item, respondents indicate how
important it is for them, on a scale from 0 (not important) to 4 (extremely
important), that they act or appear or are treated that way in interpersonal
situations. An example of an item assessing high agentic and low commu-
nal values is as follows:

When I am with him/her/them, it is . . . 0 1 2 3 4 . . . that I am the one
in charge.

An example of an item assessing high communal and low agentic values is
as follows:

When I am with him/her/them, it is . . . 0 1 2 3 4 . . . that they approve
of me.

The entire CSIV can be viewed at www.its.uidaho.edu/klocke/csiv_form
.htm.

Locke (2000) showed that the scales have good internal consistency and
test–retest reliability, a circumplex structure, and convergent and discrimi-
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nant validity in relation to interpersonal traits assessed by the Bem Sex
Role Inventory (Bem, 1974), interpersonal goals assessed by the Interper-
sonal Goals Inventory (Dryer & Horowitz, 1997), interpersonal problems
assessed by the Inventory of Interpersonal Problems (Horowitz, Alden,
Wiggins, & Pincus, 2000), personality disorders assessed by the Millon
Clinical Multiaxial Inventory–III (Millon, 1994), and implicit power and
intimacy motives assessed by the Thematic Apperception Test (McAdams,
1992; Winter, 1992). Following Wiggins, Phillips, and Trapnell (1989),
overall agency (A) and communion (C) scores were computed from the
eight octant scales as follows: A � �Sisin�i and C � �Sicos�i, where Si is
the ith octant score, �i is the angle at the center of that octant, and the angles
of the �C and �A octants were 0° and 90°, respectively. As expected,
across the three samples in this article, A and C scores were independent,
r(387) � �.09, ns.

SCR. The first three questions assessed the situation. (1) “With whom
did you compare yourself?” The response options were friend/relative and
acquaintance/stranger. (2) “What was being compared?” The response
options were academic skills/status, wealth and possessions, social/rela-
tionships, attitudes/feelings/opinions, physical appearance, other-personality,
other-ability, and other. The responses were coded into two categories:
objective characteristics (i.e., status, wealth, abilities, and looks) and sub-
jective characteristics (i.e., relationships, attitudes, and personality). (3)
“Was the characteristic of the other person (a) desirable, (b) undesirable,
(c) neutral/neither?”

The remaining 12 questions were answered on scales ranging from 1
(not at all) to 7 (very much). Four questions assessed comparison direction:
Specifically, to what extent during the comparison did the participant feel
the target was “better off than you,” “worse-off than you,” “different from
you,” and “similar to you?” Ratings of better and worse were summed to
create an overall vertical comparison score (with higher scores indicating
higher status for the self); ratings of similar and different were summed to
create an overall horizontal comparison score (with higher scores indicat-
ing greater similarity). Finally, eight questions assessed affect; specifically,
to what extent during the comparison did the participant feel “confident,”
“connected,” “bad about yourself,” “a sense of isolation and separateness
from them,” “good about yourself,” “distant,” “insecure,” and “a sense of
solidarity and kinship with them?. To reduce the number of feeling scales,
I computed the correlation coefficient between each pair of feelings for
each participant. Subjecting the mean within-subjects coefficients to hier-
archical cluster analysis (using Ward’s method) revealed two distinct
clusters of feelings. The items within each cluster were averaged to create
two affect scales. The scale consisting of “confident” and “good about
yourself” versus “insecure” and “bad about yourself” was called agentic
feelings. The scale consisting of “connected” and “solidarity” versus “iso-
lated” and “distant” was called communal feelings.

Procedure. Participants were given a packet containing the CSIV, 10
SCRs, and detailed instructions for completing and returning the SCRs.
The instructions asked participants to complete a SCR “each time you
notice yourself talking about or thinking about similarities and/or differ-
ences between yourself and another person or persons with respect to some
characteristic.” Participants completed the SCRs in 11.6 days on average
(SD � 9.0). Pearson rs computed between the participants’ responses to the
SCR variables and the number of days they took to complete the SCRs
revealed no significant relationships.

Results and Discussion

Data analysis. The data involved multiple lower level obser-
vations (SCRs) nested within upper level units (participants). I was
interested in sources of variation in comparison experiences both
within and between the participants. The within-subjects sources
of variation were the SCR variables. The between-subjects sources
of variation were interpersonal values and gender. The data were
analyzed using multilevel random coefficient modeling (Kenny,

Kashy, & Bolger, 1998; Nezlek, 2001). The program HLM/2L
(Bryk & Raudenbush, 1992; Bryk, Raudenbush, & Congdon,
1996) performed the computations. The categorical variables were
dummy-coded as follows: gender (female � 0, male � 1), target
(distant � 0, close � 1), characteristic (objective � 0, subjec-
tive � 1), and desirability (undesirable � �1, neutral � 0,
desirable � 1). The continuous variables were standardized rela-
tive to their between-subjects means and standard deviations in
order to facilitate interpretation of the regression coefficients.

Do interpersonal values and gender predict comparison expe-
riences? First, I determined what proportion of the variance in
comparison direction and affect was between subjects. To do so, I
fit an unconditional model with no predictor variables for each
outcome. The unconditional within-subjects model defines the
outcome of a particular comparison as a function of participant j’s
mean outcome across all comparisons and a deviation from that
mean, as shown in Equation 1:

Yij � �0j � rij. (1)

For example, if the outcome is agentic affect, Yij is the agentic
affect on participant j’s ith comparison, �0j is j’s mean agentic
affect across all comparisons, and rij is the residual component of
agentic affect for record i. The unconditional between-subjects
model defines j’s mean outcome as a function of the average
outcome across all participants and a deviation from that grand
mean, as shown in Equation 2:

�0j � �00 � u0j. (2)

For example, if the outcome is agentic affect, �0j is j’s mean
agentic affect, �00 is the agentic affect grand mean, and u0j is the
residual component of agentic affect for j.

Therefore, the proportion of the variance in each outcome vari-
able that was between subjects was the variance in u0j divided by
the total variance. The percentage of variance between subjects
was 7.3% for similarity, 12.3% for superiority, 27.1% for agentic
feelings, and 7.2% for communal feelings (all ps � .001).

Because there was significant between-subjects variation in all
outcomes, the next step was to model that between-subjects vari-
ation in terms of the between-subjects predictors (gender and
agentic and communal values). To do so, Equation 2 was expanded
as follows:

�0j � �00 � �01Gj � �02Aj � �03Cj � u0j, (3)

where Gj, Aj and Cj are j’s scores for gender, agentic values, and
communal values, and �01 is the effect of G (controlling for the
effects A and C), �02 is the effect of A (controlling for G and C),
and �03 is the effect of C (controlling for G and A).

The results showed that males reported more agentic feelings
than did females (� � 0.302, SE � 0.115, p � .01). Agentic values
were associated positively with vertical comparisons (� � 0.104,
SE � 0.046, p � .05) and negatively with horizontal comparisons
(� � �0.130, SE � 0.041, p � .01) and communal feelings (� �
�0.102, SE � 0.041, p � .01). Horizontal comparisons appeared
to mediate the relationship between agentic values and communal
feelings. When each participant’s mean horizontal comparison
score was added to Equation 3, the scores strongly predicted
communal feelings (� � 0.488, SE � 0.076, p � .001) and
eliminated the effect of agentic values (� � �0.046, SE � 0.036,
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p � .2). Surprisingly, communal values also predicted vertical
comparisons (� � 0.121, SE � 0.046, p � .01) and agentic
feelings (� � 0.122, SE � 0.058, p � .05). Vertical comparisons
appeared to mediate the relationship between communal values
and agentic feelings. When each participant’s mean vertical com-
parison score was added to Equation 3, the scores strongly pre-
dicted agentic feelings (� � 0.507, SE � 0.115, p � .001) and
eliminated the effect of communal values (� � 0.011, SE � 0.053,
p � .5).

Do situational variables predict comparison experiences? Al-
though there was significant between-subjects variance in compar-
ison experiences, most of the variance was within subjects. In the
preceding section I tested if individual differences (between sub-
jects) could explain the between-subjects variance in comparison
experiences. In this next section I tested if situational differences
(within subjects) could explain the within-subjects variation in
comparison experiences.

First, I tested the effects of the comparison situation (the target
and the subjectivity and desirability of the characteristic). The
percentage of comparisons with close (vs. distant) targets
was 65.9%. The percentage of comparisons involving subjective
(vs. objective) characteristics was 41.7%. The characteristic of the
other person was undesirable in 30.9% of comparisons, desirable
in 44.0%, and neutral in 25.1%. To test the effects of these
predictors, Equation 1 was expanded as follows:

Yij � �0j � �1jX1ij � �2jX2ij � �3jX3ij � rij, (4)

where X1ij, X2ij, and X3ij are the target, characteristic, and desir-
ability, respectively, for participant j’s ith comparison, and �1j, �2j,
�3j are the target-outcome, characteristic-outcome, and context-
outcome slopes, respectively. Because I was testing within-
subjects effects, the predictors were centered around the mean for
each participant. For example, X1ij is j’s ith comparison target
dummy code (0 or 1) minus j’s average target dummy code.

Table 1 shows the results. Comparing with close (as opposed to
distant) targets was associated positively with horizontal compar-
isons, communal feelings, and, to a weaker degree, agentic feel-
ings. Comparing subjective (as opposed to objective) characteris-
tics was associated positively with vertical comparisons. The
desirability of the target’s characteristic was associated positively
with horizontal comparisons and communal feelings and nega-

tively with vertical comparisons and agentic feelings. To explicate
the effects of desirability, Table 2 shows the mean �0j for each
outcome variable at each level of desirability. Vertical compari-
sons and agentic feelings decrease as the target characteristic
varies from undesirable to neutral to desirable (all ps � .01).
Horizontal comparisons and communal feelings increase as the
target characteristic varies from undesirable to neutral ( ps � .01)
but remain unchanged as the target characteristic varies from
neutral to desirable. Thus, desirability influences horizontal com-
parisons and communal feelings not because people feel especially
similar and connected to desirable targets, but because they feel
distinct and distant from undesirable ones.

Does comparison direction predict feelings? The effects of
comparison direction on affect were tested as follows:

Yij � �0j � �1jX1ij � �2jX2ij � rij, (5)

where Yij is the affect on participants j’s ith comparison, X1ij and
X2ij are the horizontal and vertical comparison scores, respec-
tively, and �1j and �2j are the corresponding direction-affect
slopes. Vertical comparisons predicted agentic feelings (� �
0.512, SE � 0.036, p � .001) but not communal feelings. Hori-
zontal comparisons predicted communal feelings (� � 0.591,
SE � 0.031) and to a lesser extent agentic feelings (� � 0.143,
SE � 0.024, both ps � .001). To understand why similarity
predicted agentic feelings, I examined the relationship at each level
of desirability. Horizontal comparisons and agentic feelings had a
strong positive relationship when the characteristic was desirable
(� � 0.338, SE � 0.044, p � .001), a weak positive relationship
when the characteristic was neutral (� � 0.162, SE � 0.072, p �
.05), and a nonsignificant negative relationship when the charac-
teristic was undesirable (� � �0.064, SE � 0.059). Thus, simi-
larity enhanced confidence and esteem when the shared character-
istic was desirable and not when it was undesirable. In contrast,
similarity strongly predicted communal feelings regardless of the
desirability of the characteristic being shared (all �s � .431, ps �
.001).

Do values or gender moderate the effects of comparison direc-
tion? The final question was whether there was significant
between-subjects variance in the direction-affect slopes, and, if so,
whether the between-subjects predictors (gender and values) could
explain some of that variance. To determine if there was signifi-

Table 1
Effects of Target Closeness and Characteristic Subjectivity and Desirability on Comparison
Direction and Feelings

Outcome

Target Subjectivity Desirability

� SE � SE � SE

Direction
Vertical �0.030 0.051 0.124* 0.045 �0.720** 0.040
Horizontal 0.309** 0.069 0.028 0.060 0.363** 0.038

Feelings
Agentic 0.153* 0.056 0.080 0.050 �0.415** 0.039
Communal 0.752** 0.078 0.026 0.063 0.284** 0.037

Note. The betas represent standard deviation change in the outcomes as a function of participant-centered
variations in target (distant � 0, close � 1), subjectivity (objective characteristic � 0, subjective characteristic �
1), and desirability (undesirable � �1, neutral � 0, desirable � 1).
* p � .05. **p � .005.
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cant variance in slopes, the within-subjects level of the model was
the same as Equation 5, and the between-subjects level was as
follows:

�1j � �10 � u1j and (6)

�2j � �20 � u2j, (7)

where �1j and �2j are the horizontal and vertical direction-affect
slopes, respectively, for participant j, �10 and �20 are the average
slopes, and u1j and u2j are the components of the slopes unique to j.

There was significant between-subjects variance in two slopes:
the vertical comparison–agentic feeling slope and the horizontal
comparison–communal feeling slope. To test whether gender or
values explained some of the variance in these slopes, I expanded
Equation 6 and 7 as follows:

�1j � �10 � �11Gj � �12Aj � �13Cj � u1j and (8)

�2j � �20 � �21Gj � �22Aj � �23Cj � u2j, (9)

where Gj, Aj and Cj are j’s scores for gender, agentic values, and
communal values, respectively. Only one effect was significant:
Communal values moderated the relationship between horizontal
comparisons and communal feelings (� � 0.066, SE � 0.032, p �
.05). The effect of horizontal comparisons on communal feelings
was greater for people who placed greater value on communion.

To summarize the key results, Study 1 found a clear relationship
between horizontal comparisons and communal feelings, and this
relationship was stronger for people who placed more value on
solidarity. There was also a clear relationship between vertical
comparisons and agentic feelings, but this relationship was not
stronger for people who placed more value on status. When the
characteristic of the target was desirable, people tended to make
connective comparisons, and noticing these shared virtues en-
hanced not only communal feelings but also agentic feelings. In
contrast, when the characteristic was undesirable, people tended to
emphasize their differences and, concomitantly, their relative
status.

Study 2

Whereas Study 1 concerned the effects of comparison direction
on feelings related to status and solidarity, Study 2 concerned the
effects of comparison direction on whether comparisons are expe-
rienced as helpful and as improving overall well-being. Because
the importance of specific feelings varies across persons and

situations, they are indirect predictors of whether a comparison
will help or comfort a particular person at a particular time.
Therefore, instead of asking about specific feelings, Study 2 asked
participants directly whether each comparison was helpful and
mood-enhancing overall. There were also a few other minor dif-
ferences between Study 2 and Study 1. First, to explore the role of
the interpersonal context, Study 2 participants recorded whether
the comparison was made during an interaction (instead of record-
ing the desirability of the characteristic). Second, Study 2 used
bipolar scales (instead of unipolar scales) to assess comparison
direction. Third, Study 2 participants completed 15 SCRs (instead
of only 10).

Method

Participants. Undergraduates (73 females, 36 males) whose ages
ranged from 18 to 45 years (M � 21.0 years, SD � 3.4) participated for
extra credit in psychology classes at the University of Idaho.

SCR. The first three items assessed the situation. (1) “With whom did
you compare yourself?” The response options were friend/relative and
acquaintance/stranger. (2) “What type of social contact was involved?” The
response options were “interaction” and “no interaction (just saw or
thought about the person).” (3) “What was being compared? The response
options were academic/work performance or status, wealth and posses-
sions, skills and abilities, social relationships, attitudes/feelings/opinions,
personality or personal/interpersonal style, physical appearance, and other.
The responses were coded into two categories: objective characteristics
(i.e., status, wealth, skills, and looks) and subjective characteristics (i.e.,
relationships, attitudes, and personality).

The next two items assessed comparison direction. (4) “Did you feel
similar to or different from him/her/them with respect to this characteris-
tic?” The response options ranged from �3 (very much different) to �3
(very much similar). (5) “Did you feel better off or worse off than
him/her/them with respect to this characteristic?” The response options
ranged from �3 (very much worse off ) to �3 (very much better off ). The
final two items assessed the overall immediate impact. (6) “Did you find
this comparison helpful or harmful to you?” The response options ranged
from �3 (very much harmful) to �3 (very much helpful). (7) “Overall, did
this comparison make you feel better or worse?” The response options
ranged from �3 (very much worse) to �3 (very much better).

Procedure. The procedure was identical to Study 1 except that partic-
ipants were required to complete 15 SCRs. Participants completed the
SCRs in 11.0 days on average (SD � 9.9). As in Study 1, Pearson rs were
computed between the days taken to complete the SCRs and each partic-
ipant’s mean response to each SCR variable. Whereas Study 1 found no
significant correlations, Study 2 (perhaps because it involved completing
50% more SCRs) found that people who made more contrastive and less

Table 2
Comparison Direction and Affect as a Function of the Desirability of the Target Characteristic

Outcome

Undesirable Neutral Desirable

� SE � SE � SE

Direction
Vertical 0.846 0.054 0.094 0.062 �0.675 0.057
Horizontal �0.556 0.050 0.321 0.060 0.234 0.062

Feelings
Agentic 0.442 0.069 0.119 0.072 �0.428 0.079
Communal �0.464 0.062 0.226 0.064 0.205 0.062

Note. The betas represent mean z-scores.
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mood-enhancing comparisons tended to make comparisons less frequently,
r(107) � �.23 and �.26, respectively, ps � .05.

Results and Discussion

The data were analyzed using the same procedures as in Study 1.
The within-subjects sources of variation were the SCR variables.
The between-subjects sources of variation were interpersonal val-
ues and gender. The categorical variables were dummy-coded as
follows: gender (female � 0, male � 1), target (distant � 0,
close � 1), subjectivity (objective � 0, subjective � 1), context
(no interaction � 0, interaction � 1). The continuous variables
were standardized relative to their between-subjects means and
standard deviations.

Do interpersonal values and gender predict comparison expe-
riences? First, I used the procedure detailed in Study 1 (see
Equations 1 and 2) to test if there was significant variation in
participants’ comparison experiences. The between-subjects vari-
ance was 10.5% for horizontal comparisons, 7.2% for vertical
comparisons, 9.6% for perceived helpfulness, and 9.0% for affect
change (all ps � .001). Therefore, I used the procedure detailed in
Study 1 (see Equation 3) to model the between-subjects variation
in comparisons experiences in terms of the between-subjects pre-
dictors (gender and interpersonal values).

There were three significant findings. First, males rated the
helpfulness of the comparisons higher than did females
(� � 0.203, SE � 0.082, p � .05). Second, agentic values
predicted higher vertical comparisons (rating the self as better off;
� � 0.073, SE � 0.035, p � .05). Third, agentic values predicted
feeling better following the comparison (� � 0.103, SE � 0.036,
p � .005). Vertical comparisons appeared to mediate the relation-
ship between agentic values and affect change. When each partic-
ipant’s mean vertical comparison score was added to Equation 3,
the scores strongly predicted feeling better (� � 0.277,
SE � 0.025, p � .001) whereas the effect of agentic values was
only marginally significant (� � 0.048, SE � 0.025, p � .06).
Thus, agentic values may predict feeling better after comparisons
in part because they predispose people to judge themselves supe-
rior to the target.

Do situational variables predict comparison experiences? Al-
though there was between-subjects variance in comparison expe-
riences, on average over 90% of the variance was within subjects.
In this section I seek to explain the variance within participants.

First, I tested the effects of the comparison situation (target,
context, and subjectivity). The percentage of comparisons with
close (vs. distant) targets was 65.6%; the percentage made during
(vs. not during) interactions was 53.8%; and the percentage in-
volving subjective (vs. objective) topics was 45.4%. To test the
effects of these predictors, Equation 1 was expanded as follows:

Yij � �0j � �1jX1ij � �2jX2ij � �3jX3ij � rij, (10)

where X1ij, X2ij, and X3ij are the target, subjectivity, and context,
respectively, for participant j’s ith comparison. As in Study 1, the
predictors were centered within participants. Table 3 shows the
results. Comparisons made with close others or during interactions
were associated with more connective horizontal comparisons.
Comparisons made during interactions or involving subjective
characteristics were associated with more downward comparisons
and were more likely to be described as helpful and as making one
feel better.

Does comparison direction predict comparison outcomes?
Next, I tested the effects of comparison direction on comparison
outcomes (perceived helpfulness and affect change) using the
procedure detailed in Study 1 (see Equation 5). There were posi-
tive relationships between both vertical and horizontal compari-
sons and ratings of helpfulness (� � 0.437, SE � 0.036, and
� � 0.135, SE � 0.023, respectively) and feeling better
(� � 0.595, SE � 0.032, and � � 0.164, SE � 0.023, respectively;
all ps � .001). Thus, comparisons that involved downward as
opposed to upward comparisons or connective as opposed to
contrastive comparisons were more likely to be perceived as
helpful and as improving mood.

Do values or gender moderate the effects of comparison direc-
tion? To test whether the between-subjects predictors (gender
and values) can explain between-subjects variation in the
direction-outcome slopes, I used the procedure detailed in Study 1
(see Equations 6–9). There was significant variance in all four
direction-outcome slopes. Table 4 shows that communal values
predicted all four slopes whereas agentic values predicted none.
Communal values predicted weaker effects of vertical compari-
sons and stronger effects of horizontal comparisons on ratings of
affect and helpfulness. Finally, the effects of vertical comparisons
on ratings of affect and helpfulness were stronger for females than
for males. Of interest, another study of naturalistic social compar-
ison also found the effects of upward and downward comparisons

Table 3
Effects of Comparison Target, Subjectivity of Content, and Context on Comparison Outcomes

Outcome

Target Subjectivity Context

� SE � SE � SE

Direction
Vertical �0.057 0.057 0.390** 0.060 0.148* 0.065
Horizontal 0.223** 0.063 0.082 0.050 0.137* 0.059

Feeling better �0.044 0.056 0.272** 0.056 0.172* 0.055
Helpfulness �0.006 0.059 0.164** 0.058 0.240** 0.060

Note. The betas represent standard deviation change in the outcomes as a function of participant-centered
variations in target (distant � 0, close � 1), subjectivity (objective characteristic � 0, subjective characteristic �
1), and context (no interaction � 0, interaction � 1).
* p � .05. ** p � .005.
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on postcomparison mood to be stronger for females than for males
(Giordano et al., 2000). However, this effect was not even mar-
ginally significant in Study 1, suggesting that it might be sensitive
to how the questions are asked.

To summarize the key results, Study 2 found that both
solidarity-enhancing horizontal comparisons and status-enhancing
vertical comparisons were experienced as mood-enhancing and
helpful. The more people valued solidarity, the more they were
affected by horizontal comparisons and the less they were affected
by vertical comparisons (the latter perhaps because issues related
to solidarity explained a greater proportion of the variance in their
judgments).

Study 3

Study 3 differed from Studies 1 and 2 in three ways. First,
whereas Studies 1 and 2 required participants to record a specific
number of comparisons, Study 3 asked participants to record only
as many comparisons as they spontaneously noticed over the
course of 1 week. Second, in addition to assessing agentic and
communal feelings (as in Study 1), Study 3 also assessed general
feelings of happiness. Third, whereas Studies 1 and 2 used con-
tinuous rating scales to assess comparison direction (highlight-
ing how status and solidarity can vary in an independent and
continuous fashion), Study 3 used a multiple-choice format
in which participants picked which direction best fit their experi-
ence during the comparison (thus highlighting how each of the
four directions can define a comparison experience and have
distinct consequences).

Method

Participants. Undergraduates (107 females, 82 males, 2 unknown)
participated for extra credit in psychology classes at the University of
Idaho.

SCR. The first two items assessed the situation. (1) “With whom did
you compare yourself?” The response options were “friend” or “relative”
and “acquaintance” or “stranger.” (2) “What type of social contact was
involved?” The response options were “interaction” and “no interaction
(just saw or thought about the person).”

The third item assessed comparison direction by asking participants to
complete the sentence “While comparing this characteristic I was thinking
that . . . ” by circling either (a) we did not share this characteristic in
common, (b) we shared this characteristic in common, (c) with respect to
this characteristic, I was better-off, or (d) with respect to this characteristic,
I was worse-off.

Finally, participants rated how they were feeling after the comparison
on 1 to 7 scales whose end-points were labeled: alienated–intimate,
confident–insecure, connected–isolated, disadvantaged–advantaged,
distant–close, gloomy–cheerful, happy–sad, included–excluded, inferior–
superior, peaceful–worried, powerless–powerful, tense–calm, worthy–
worthless. To reduce the number of feeling scales, I computed the corre-
lation coefficient between each pair of feelings for each participant.
Hierarchical cluster analysis (using Ward’s method) on the mean within-
subjects coefficients revealed three coherent clusters of feelings. The items
within each group were averaged to create three affect scales. The scale
consisting of close, connected, intimate, and included was called communal
feelings. The scale consisting of confident, advantaged, superior, and
worthy was called agentic feelings. The scale consisting of happy, calm,
peaceful, and cheerful was called happy feelings.

Procedure. The CSIV was administered in small groups. Then, the
packet of records was distributed with the following instructions: “Over the
next week, each time you notice yourself talking or thinking about simi-
larities or differences between yourself and another person or persons with
respect to some characteristic, fill out one of the attached Social Compar-
ison Record sheets . . . We have given you 20 record sheets. It is fine for
you to finish all 20 within a few days, and it is fine for you to not finish
all 20 by the end of the seven days . . . ” Ninety-one percent of the
participants (96 females, 78 males), whose ages ranged from 18 to 37 years
(M � 19.7 years, SD � 2.9), returned their SCRs. The mean number of
records completed was 9.9 (SD � 5.1). Pearson rs were computed between
the number of SCRs completed and each participant’s mean response to
each SCR variable. The number of comparisons completed was positively
related to connective comparisons, r(172) � .19, and happy feelings,
r(172) � .16, and inversely related to upward comparisons, r(172) � �.16
(all ps � .05). Thus, just as the Study 2 participants who made more
connective and mood-enhancing comparisons took less time to complete a
fixed number of SCRs, the Study 3 participants whose comparisons tended
to enhance solidarity and happiness (without lowering status) reported
more comparisons during a fixed period of time. These results suggest that
people whose comparisons tend to be distancing or deflating comparisons
may tend to avoid—or at least avoid thinking about and reporting—social
comparisons.

Results and Discussion

Data analytic strategy. The data were analyzed using the same
procedures as in Study 1. The within-subjects sources of variation
were the SCR variables. The between-subjects sources of variation
were interpersonal values and gender. The categorical variables
were dummy-coded as follows: gender (female � 0, male � 1),
target (distant � 0, close � 1), context (no interaction � 0,
interaction � 1), and the four directions (occurrence � 1, nonoc-

Table 4
Effects of Gender and Interpersonal Values on Direction-Outcome Slopes

Slope

Agentic values Communal values Gender

� SE � SE � SE

Vertical—feel better 0.051 0.030 �0.105** 0.031 �0.249** 0.066
Vertical—helpful �0.003 0.035 �0.073* 0.036 �0.261** 0.077
Horizontal—feel better �0.010 0.023 0.069** 0.023 0.031 0.049
Horizontal—helpful 0.011 0.023 0.068** 0.023 0.075 0.048

Note. The dummy codes for gender were female � 0 and male � 1.
* p � .05. ** p � .005.
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currence � 0). The continuous variables were standardized relative
to their between-subjects means and standard deviations.

Do interpersonal values and gender predict comparison expe-
riences? The procedure detailed in Study 1 (see Equations 1 and
2) showed that a significant proportion of the variance in all
comparison experiences was between subjects ( ps � .001). The
between-subjects variance was 12.73%, 8.54%, 8.54%, and 12.67%,
respectively, for upward, downward, connective, and contrastive
comparisons; and 8.98%, 7.07%, and 9.46%, respectively, for
agentic, communal, and happy feelings. The between-subjects
variance in comparisons experiences was then modeled as a func-
tion of the between-subjects predictors (gender and interpersonal
values), as detailed in Study 1 (see Equation 3). The only signif-
icant effects were that males reported higher levels of agentic
(� � 0.215, SE � 0.068), communal (� � 0.142, SE � 0.067), and
happy (� � 0.257, SE � 0.068) feelings following social compar-
isons ( ps � .05). There were no main effects of interpersonal
values.

Does comparison target, context, or direction predict compar-
ison experiences? Although there was between-subjects vari-
ance, on average over 90% was within subjects. In this section I
seek to explain the variance within participants. First, I tested the
effects of target and context on comparison direction and affect by
expanding Equation 1 as follows:

Yij � �0j � �1jX1ij � �2jX2ij � rij, (11)

where X1ij and X2ij are the target and context for participant j’s ith
comparison. The predictors were centered within participants. The
percentage of comparisons with close targets was 58.5%, and the
percentage made during interactions was 48.2%. Comparing with
a close target predicted communal feelings (� � 0.162,
SE � 0.059, p � .01). Comparing during interactions predicted
fewer upward comparisons (� � �0.052, SE � 0.024, p � .05),
and more shared comparisons (� � 0.074, SE � 0.021, p � .001),
more agentic feelings (� � 0.182, SE � 0.056, p � .001), more
communal feelings (� � 0.235, SE � 0.054, p � .001), and more
happy feelings (� � 0.145, SE � 0.065, p � .05).

Does comparison direction predict comparison outcomes?
Next, I tested the effects of comparison direction on affect. Every
direction occurred with some frequency: 24.9% of comparisons
were upward, 25.8% were downward, 32.3% were contrastive,
and 17.0% were connective. That upward comparisons were as
common as downward comparisons is surprising because previous

studies of naturalistic social comparisons have found downward
comparisons to be more common (Locke & Nekich, 2000;
Wheeler & Miyake, 1992). However, those studies had partici-
pants make ratings on ordinal scales ranging from better-off to
worse-off, whereas the current study had participants endorse one
of four categories. In any case, because they were mutually exclu-
sive categories, the effect of each direction was tested separately.
As Table 5 shows, all of the slopes were significant. Upward and
contrastive comparisons predicted more negative feelings; down-
ward and connective comparisons predicted more positive
feelings.

Do values or gender moderate the effects of comparison direc-
tion? To test whether the between-subjects predictors (gender
and values) can explain between-subjects variation in direction-
affect slopes, I used the procedure detailed in Study 1 (Equations
6–9). There was significant variance in five direction-affect
slopes: upward-agentic, upward-happy, downward-agentic, con-
nective-communal, and connective-happy. In accord with my pre-
vious findings, communal values predicted stronger positive rela-
tionships between connective comparisons and communal feelings
(� � 0.169, SE � 0.087, p � .05), and between connective
comparisons and happy feelings (� � 0.170, SE � 0.081, p � .05).
Agentic values predicted less negative relationships between up-
ward comparisons and agentic feelings (� � 0.133, SE � 0.060,
p � .05), and between upward comparisons and happy feelings
(� � 0.154, SE � 0.068, p � .05). That is, the more people
endorsed agentic values, the less upward comparisons dampened
their moods.

To summarize the key results, Study 3 found that connective
comparisons raised and contrastive comparisons lowered affect,
especially communal feelings. Downward comparisons raised and
upward comparisons lowered affect, especially agentic feelings.
As expected, the effects of connective comparisons on communal
and happy feelings were stronger for people who placed more
value on solidarity. In contrast, the effects of upward comparisons
on agentic and happy feelings were weaker for people who placed
more value on status.

General Discussion

Across all three studies, downward comparisons and connective
comparisons were experienced as more helpful and more mood
enhancing than were upward comparisons and contrastive com-

Table 5
Effects of Downward, Upward, Connective, and Contrastive Comparisons on Agentic,
Communal, and Happy Feelings

Direction

Communal Agentic Happy

� SE � SE � SE

Downward 0.243** 0.057 1.033** 0.060 0.652** 0.068
Upward �0.621** 0.054 �1.131** 0.059 �0.863** 0.053
Connective 1.078** 0.078 0.388** 0.067 0.737** 0.072
Contrastive �0.355** 0.055 �0.143* 0.057 �0.276** 0.057

Note. The betas represent standard deviation change in the outcomes as a function of participant-centered
variations in the predictors.
* p � .05. ** p � .005.
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parisons. Although every direction of comparison influenced every
type of feeling in at least one study, the strongest and most
consistent effects of vertical comparisons were on feelings of
status and the strongest and most consistent effects of horizontal
comparisons were on feelings of solidarity. Overall, the effects of
comparison direction were in accord with the hypotheses and with
the results of previous research.

The implications of similarity for feelings of status depended on
the desirability of the characteristic. Similarity enhanced solidarity
regardless of the characteristic, but only enhanced status to the
extent that the characteristic was desirable. If misery loves miser-
able company, it is because such company provides solidarity, not
status. What enhances confidence and esteem is perceiving oneself
to be not just among others, but “among the better ones” (Collins,
2000).

Although most studies (including the present ones) have found
downward comparisons enhancing and upward comparisons de-
flating, some studies have shown the opposite. However, typically
in those studies, participants were simply exposed to targets or
target characteristics prior to making judgments about the self and
may have never consciously compared the self and the target (e.g.,
Dijksterhuis et al., 1998; Lockwood & Kunda, 1997; Mussweiler
& Bodenhausen, 2002; Stapel & Koomen, 2000, 2001). When the
comparison is explicit and the target is distinct, contrast rather than
assimilation predominates.

Although I did not predict any main effects of values, one
reliable main effect did appear: Agentic values predicted higher
self-ratings on the vertical comparison dimension. This finding is
in accord with previous findings showing associations between
downward comparisons and traits that are likely to be associated
with agentic values such as self-esteem, dominance, and extraver-
sion (for a review, see Wheeler, 2000).

The key hypotheses concerned the interaction of values and
direction. I hypothesized that communal values would amplify the
influence of horizontal comparisons and that agentic values would
amplify the influence of vertical comparisons. The results sup-
ported the first hypothesis but not the second.

Across all studies, communal values magnified the influence of
horizontal comparisons. Specifically, communal values magnified
the effect of horizontal comparisons on communal feelings in
Study 1 and on ratings of helpfulness and mood improvement in
Study 2, and magnified the effect of connective comparisons on
happy and communal feelings in Study 3. Study 3 revealed an
interesting asymmetry: Communal values magnified the positive
effects of connective comparisons but not the negative effects of
contrastive comparisons. I actually anticipated this because values
generally appear to be more consistent in magnifying positive than
negative reactions (e.g., Cantor et al., 1991). Measures of values
may predict positive reactions better because they typically frame
values in positive, discrepancy-reducing, promotion-focused terms
(Carver, Sutton, & Scheier, 2000)—that is, they ask about wishes
rather than fears. In contrast to measures of values, measures of
dependency and self-criticism assess “depressive vulnerabilities”
or sensitivities to not getting what you want; and these measures
have been shown to predict the impact of upward comparisons on
negative moods, at least when the topic pertains to the domain of
vulnerability and there is some preexisting level of dysphoria
(Giordano et al., 2000).

Communal values also predicted weaker effects of vertical com-
parisons on perceived helpfulness and mood enhancement. This
interesting finding suggests that communal values may be associ-
ated with placing both more importance on horizontal comparisons
and less importance on vertical comparisons. However, the effect
may be limited to specific types of judgments as it was only found
in Study 2 (which explicitly asked whether the comparison was
helpful and made you feel better).

Agentic values did not magnify the effects of vertical compar-
isons. Indeed, in Study 3, agentic values predicted weaker rela-
tionships between upward comparisons and feelings of insecurity
and unhappiness. Perhaps people with agentic values are less
bothered by upward comparisons because they are confident that
either they are already in the same class as the upward comparison
targets—what Collins (1996, 2000) called “upward assimilation”—
or it is within their control to get there. Agentic values may also
predict the use of a variety of other self-esteem regulation strate-
gies (Tesser, 2000)—such as minimizing the relevance of the
comparison dimension or affirming the self on another dimen-
sion—that can soften the impact of upward comparisons.

The current studies also provided some interesting information
about the circumstances under which comparisons occurred.
Across the studies, the percentage of comparisons with close (vs.
distant) targets was 63%, the percentage with subjective (vs.
objective) content was 44%, and the percentage during (vs. not
during) interactions was 51%. Thus, many comparisons occurred
in each type of situation. The different situations were associated
with different social comparison experiences. Comparing with
close targets predicted perceiving greater similarity and feeling
more positive. Comparing subjective topics predicted perceiving
the self as relatively well-off and the comparison as helpful.
Comparing during interactions predicted making more connective
and fewer upward comparisons, feeling more positive, and per-
ceiving the comparison as helpful. Conversely, comparisons of
objective characteristics (such as wealth and physical appearance)
with distant others or in the absence of interaction were more
likely to be associated with feeling low and alienated and with
judging the comparison to be unhelpful. Previous research on these
situational variables yielded similar conclusions (Locke & Nekich,
2000).

The effects of desirability were more complicated. The effects
of desirability on agentic feelings differed from its effects on
communal feelings. People tended to feel the most confident and
the least connected when the target characteristic was undesirable.
Thus, comparisons that increase feelings of agency may sometimes
also have the consequence of increasing feelings of distance and
alienation. When the target characteristic was desirable, people
tended to feel less confident but no more connected than when the
characteristic was neutral. Thus, both neutral and desirable targets
tend to evoke feelings of connection, but neutral targets are less
likely than desirable targets to simultaneously evoke feelings of
insecurity.

Overall, the results do not convey the impression that people are
actively choosing or construing comparisons in order to feel good.
For example, as just noted, the neutral target characteristics were
less likely to evoke insecurity (but no less likely to evoke connec-
tion) than were desirable characteristics. Yet, people were more
likely to compare themselves with desirable target characteristics.
As another example, people generally feel better when they make
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downward or connective comparisons. Yet, they made upward
comparisons as often as downward comparisons, and made con-
trastive comparisons more often than connective comparisons.
People also found comparisons involving subjective characteristics
more helpful than those involving objective characteristics. Yet,
the majority of comparisons involved objective characteristics.
How can we make sense of these choices?

Perhaps one reason why many comparison choices seem to
make no sense is that in fact many comparisons are not choices.
Instead, they happen automatically. The current studies did not
examine intentions directly, but in a similar study participants
judged 32% of their comparisons to be “unintended” (Wood et al.,
2000). Unintended comparisons are probably shaped not top-down
by individuals’ conscious goals and outcome expectancies, but
instead bottom-up by the characteristics encountered and noticed
in the course of everyday life. For example, very desirable and
undesirable characteristics (such as very beautiful or very de-
formed bodies) may attract attention for reasons unrelated to social
comparison, but once the characteristic is noticed, a comparison
with the self may occur automatically.

In addition, even when an individual chooses a comparison, the
choice will make no sense unless we understand that individual’s
motives, and there are many possible motives. In addition to
wanting to enhance happiness, status, and solidarity, individuals
may also want to evaluate themselves (Festinger, 1954), to im-
prove themselves or be inspired (Taylor & Lobel, 1989), to de-
marcate the range of performance (Wheeler et al., 1969), or predict
their own future performance (Wheeler, Martin, & Suls, 1997),
and so on. Of course, an individual may want to meet many
objectives at once, which may not always be possible. For exam-
ple, it appears that target characteristics that maximize feelings of
status (namely, undesirable characteristics) also tend to undermine
feelings of solidarity. The self-esteem maintenance model (Tesser,
1988) highlights some strategies people can use to maintain both
status (e.g., perceived superiority in relevant domains) and soli-
darity (e.g., closeness to important others). For example, members
of a couple may learn to stake their status on different performance
domains so as to avoid competition that might damage their
solidarity (Beach & Tesser, 1993). Nonetheless, because compar-
isons are composed of many interdependent facets, trade-offs
cannot always be avoided. For example, once the characteristic
and target are chosen, there may be little choice over the compar-
ison direction. Choosing a different, more preferable direction may
require choosing a different, less preferable target. The frequency
of forced comparisons, and the difficulty of shaping even compar-
isons that are chosen, make it less surprising that people sometimes
make comparisons that seem at first glance counterproductive.

Limitations and Conclusions

I will not discuss the strengths and limitations of SCRs in detail
here, as that has been done elsewhere (Wheeler & Miyake, 1992;
Wood, 1996). Briefly, however, the key strength of event-
contingent record keeping is the ability to obtain information about
what occurs in naturalistic settings close in time to the actual
occurrences. The key limitation is that information is only obtained
on the sample of events that participants notice and select to report.
The key question, therefore, is whether the recorded events are
representative of the population of naturalistic events. Although

there is no reason to believe the sample of comparisons obtained
from SCRs is biased in any systematic way, it is important to
remain mindful of the possibility.

Future research should also consider the wider situational, rela-
tional, and cultural contexts in which social comparisons occur.
The meaning and importance of status and solidarity is likely to
vary with such factors as whether the situation is competitive
versus cooperative, whether the relationship with the target is
transient versus ongoing, and whether the broader culture is rela-
tively collectivistic versus individualistic. For example, people
from collectivistic cultures may react more negatively to contras-
tive and downward comparisons with in-group members and so be
more reluctant to notice or express information that might contrib-
ute to such comparisons.

In conclusion, the current studies of college students’ everyday
comparisons showed that vertical and horizontal comparisons have
strong and consistent effects on feelings of status and solidarity,
respectively, and that communal values magnify the effects of
connective comparisons. The meaning of social comparisons
therefore came not only from the relationship between personal
characteristics and relevant standards of comparison, but also from
the relationship between the comparison information and relevant
personal standards and values.

The causes and effects of social comparison are as variegated
and tangled as the fabric of social life in which it is embedded.
Projecting social comparison onto the axes of status and solidarity
will of course fail to reveal the many implications of social
comparison for values and experiences unrelated to status and
solidarity. However, these two axes (and their cardinal points—
above, below, together, and apart) can provide a simple but pow-
erful framework for understanding the implications of social com-
parison for how individuals position themselves in relation to other
individuals.
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