Social Comparison Theory

Humans have an innate drive to evaluate their opinions and abilities. When objective standards are unavailable,
people compare themselves to others to gain accurate self-knowledge. This fundamental social process shapes
motivation, self-esteem, emotions, and behavior across virtually all domains of life.
FESTINGER'S KEY HYPOTHESES THREE TYPES OF COMPARISON
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THREE MOTIVES FOR COMPARISON
Self-Evaluation Self-Enhancement Self-improvement
- Seeking accurate self-knowledge - Maintaining positive self-view - I[dentifying paths to growth
« "Where do | really stand?" * "I'm better than them" - "How can | get better?"
* Reduces uncertainty * Protects self-esteem * Learning from role models
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FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE COMPARISON CONSEQUENCES OF COMPARISON
Individual Differences: Emotional:
- Social comparison orientation (SCO) - tendency to compare Upward — admiration, inspiration, envy, dejection
. Personality (neuroticism, Self-esteem) Downward — gratitude, relief, Contempt, fear
« Culture (individualist vs. collectivist) Motivational & Behavioral:
Situational Factors: « Changed effort and goal pursuit
. : * Increased/decreased performance
+ Uncertainty increases Cpmparlson | + Group conformity pressure
* Threat to self-esteem triggers comparison Well-Being:
* Domain importance (compare more in valued areas) - Self-esteem rises/falls with favorable/unfavorable comparison
: AVa”a_b'“ty of targets - Life satisfaction linked to comparison patterns
L Perceived closeness to target J | - Depression, anxiety, body image issues )

] APPLICATIONS ACROSS DOMAINS

Education: Organizations:

Grade disclosure effects, class rankings, peer comparison and motivation Pay transparency, performance feedback systems, workplace satisfaction
Health: _ _ | | Marketing:

Support groups, health behavior change, body image interventions Social proof, influencer marketing, aspirational advertising

Social Media:
Constant exposure to curated lives, FOMO, comparison amplification effects

@ AMPLIFIED IN THE DIGITAL AGE

Social media dramatically increases comparison frequency and intensity. Users encounter constant streams of others' curated
highlights—creating upward comparison bias. Research links heavy social media use to increased comparison, lower well-being,

and FOMO. Strategies: limit exposure, reality-check curated content, focus on personal growth over peer comparison.
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