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Doing worse, but feeling happy:

Social comparison and identification
in response to upward and downward targets

Hinke A K. Groothof*

Frans W, Siero**

Abrabam P Buunk**

Abstract

We investigated people’s responses
to exposure to downward and
upward targets. In Study 1, among
197 participants, it was predicted
and found that such exposure led
to a contrast effect on self-evalua-
tion, and to an assimilation effect on
affect. In Study 2, among 148 partic-
ipants, it was predicted and found
that the contrast effect on self-eval-
uation occurred in particular when

participants were induced to
compare themselves with the target,
and that the assimilation effect on
affect occurred, in particular, when
participants were induced to iden-
tify themselves with the target. This
study provides preliminary evidence
that social comparison and identifi-
cation are separate processes that
influence different variables, in
opposite ways.

magine that you are reading an interview in a magazine

with a student who recently moved to a different city to start
ber studies at the university there, just like you recently did. She
says that she is rvatber unhappy because she bas hardly any
friends to visit and feels lonely. How would reading this inter-
view make you feel and bow would it influence your
evaluation of your own social life? Likewise, if she told that she
was very bappy because she had made many new friends and
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bad a very good social life, how would reading the interview
make you feel then and how would it influence your evaluation
of your own social life?

Reading interviews about others who are either better off
(upward targets) or worse off (downward targets) may evoke
different responses. For example, Tesser (1988) has argued that
exposure to upward targets may offer the opportunity to bask in
the glory of these targets, but may also make oneself aware of
one’s inferior status. Likewise, exposure to downward targets
may show that one is relatively well-off, but may also make one
aware of how one’s own situation may deteriorate (e.g.,
Lockwood, 2002). Buunk, Collins, Taylor, Van Yperen and Dakof
(1990) were among the first to show that individuals may indeed
exhibit negative as well as positive responses to upward and
downward comparison. Such different effects are usually referred
to as assimilation and contrast effects. In a broad sense, assimila-
tion refers to perceiving oneself as similar to others, whereas
contrast refers to perceiving oneself as different from others (cf.
Biernat, Manis & Kobrynowicz, 1997). Thus, in the case of assim-
ilation, an upward target will evoke a more positive response
than a downward target, whereas in the case of contrast, an
upward target will evoke a more negative response than a down-
ward target.

Researchers have identified important factors that may influence
whether assimilative or contrastive responses occur, for example,
the perceived vulnerability to the fate of the comparison target
(e.g. Lockwood, 2002), the personal relevance of the comparison
target (Tesser, 1988), the distinctness of the other and the muta-
bility of selves (Stapel & Koomen, 2000), psychological closeness
(e.g. Pelham & Wachsmuth, 1995) and the well-being of the
comparer (e.g. Buunk, Ybema, Gibbons, & Ipenburg, 2001b; Van
der Zee, Buunk & Sanderman, 1998). In addition, Smith (2000)
provides a taxonomy for the affective responses after exposure to
upward and downward targets (see also, Buunk, Kuyper & Van
der Zee, 2005).

In spite of these important insights, there is still little under-
standing of the underlying processes that foster the assimilative
and contrastive responses. Using knowledge from social cogni-
tion research, Mussweiler and Strack (2000) proposed a theory
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that may help to learn more about the specific judgmental
processes that underlie the effects of social comparison. Their
theory predicts what knowledge will become accessible during
social comparison, and how the applicability and representative-
ness of that knowledge may influence affective, self-evaluative
and behavioral consequences of social comparison.

Using a different approach, in the present research, we tried to
further the understanding of the processes that underlie assimi-
lation and contrast responses to upward and downward
exposure, by differentiating between two important processes: A
social comparison process and an identification process. We will
explain that both processes are related to two different outcome
variables, and will lead to opposite responses on these outcome
variables. We will argue that, when individuals are confronted
with a target, a comparison process will foster a contrast
response on self-evaluation, and an identification process will
foster an assimilation response on affect.

Exposure to a target may result in a change in self-evaluation due
to a cognitive process that involves assessing how one is doing in
comparison with the target. Logically speaking, just evaluating
oneself against another individual as a standard, will lead to a
contrast response (see Stapel & Suls, 2004). To put it simply, one
will consider oneself as small in comparison with a big target, and
as big in comparison with a small target. Indeed, an increasing
number of studies is showing that self-evaluations tend to be
more positive after exposure to a downward than after exposure
to an upward target (e.g., Morse & Gergen, 1971; Mussweiler,
2001; Stapel & Koomen, 2000). Although it has been argued that
social comparison involves primarily similarity testing
(Mussweiler & Strack, 2000; Mussweiler, 2001), we assume that
social comparison involves primarily evaluating oneself against a
standard. That is, when people compare themselves with
someone else, they use the other as a reference-point to evaluate
themselves against (see Stapel & Koomen, 2000; Tesser, 1988).
Therefore, we predicted that people will evaluate themselves
more positively after exposure to a downward target than after
exposure to an upward target, especially when they engage in a
social comparison process.
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Exposure to a target may not only result in a change in self-eval-
uation, but also — and often simultaneously - in a change in affect,
due to a more intuitive, direct, and primary process (cf. Clore,
Schwarz, & Conway, 1994; Epstein & Pacini, 1999; Zajonc, 1998).
This process will result in a response that is in tune with the affec-
tive nature of the situation of the target, and will reflect sympathy
and empathy with the target. Thus, logically speaking, such
sympathy and empathy will lead to an assimilation response. One
will feel good when the other feels good, and feel bad when the
other feels bad. Indeed, in studies in which participants are
presented with vivid descriptions of comparison targets, the
general pattern tends to be that upward comparisons induce
more positive and less negative affect than downward compar-
isons (e.g., Aspinwall & Taylor, 1993; Buunk, Van der Zee & Van
Yperen, 2001a; Ybema, Buunk & Heesink, 1996). We assume that
such assimilation effects on affect reflect primarily an identifica-
tion process (cf. Morling & Epstein, 1997). Identification has been
defined in various ways, for example as closeness to the target
(Tesser, 1988), as forming a bond with the target (e.g., Miller,
Turnbull & McFarland, 1988), or as being similar in personality to
the target (Wills, 1991). In the present model, identification
refers to recognizing oneself in the other, feeling connected with
the other, and viewing the situation of the target as a potential
future for oneself (Buunk & Ybema, 1997; Van der Zee, Buunk,
Sanderman, Botke & Van den Bergh, 1999). Similar as the experi-
ential system described by Epstein (see Epstein & Pacini, 1999),
the identification process is assumed to operate by rules of affect,
and to be associatively and holistically. Identification is not the
opposite of comparison, but a qualitatively distinct process that
will primarily induce assimilative effects on affect rather than on
self-evaluation. Therefore, we predicted that people will respond
with more positive affect after exposure to an upward target than
after exposure to a downward target, especially when they
engage in an identification process.

In sum, exposure to targets may lead to a contrast effect on self-
evaluation, and to an assimilation effect on affect. These effects
are assumed to be due to two distinct processes, i.e. social
comparison and identification, that involve qualitatively different
processes that influence different variables, and do so in opposite

SOCIAL COMPARISON AND IDENTIFICATION



ways. In two studies, the participants — all first-year students -
were exposed to an interview with either an upward or a down-
ward target, i.e. another first-year student who talked about his or
her social life. Going to college in an unknown city is for many
students an important transitional time in which forming new
friendships and building up a new social network have high
priority, making one’s social life an important comparison dimen-
sion. Only a few studies have found simultaneously support for a
contrast effect of exposure to a target on self-evaluation, and an
assimilation effect on affect (Bui & Pelham, 1999; Buunk &
Ybema, 2003). Therefore, we examined if these effects were also
obtained in the present study. To test unambiguously whether
the affective and self-evaluative responses are due to identifica-
tion and social comparison respectively, in Study 2, we
experimentally induced social comparison and identification with
the upward and downward target. We instructed participants to
either compare or identify themselves with the targets, and
examined if social comparison would enhance the contrast
response on self-evaluation, and if identification would enhance
the assimilation response on affect.

Study 1

Method
Participants and procedure

During an obligatory first-year psychology course, 197 students
participated in the paper-and-pencil study. Participants were
randomly assigned to one of two conditions (direction of expo-
sure: upward, downward). The average age of the participants
was 20.0 years (8D = 1.7).

Direction of exposure

The description of the upward and downward target was based
on actual in-depth interviews with first-year students and was
presented as a newspaper-article. The articles described an inter-
view with a first-year student about his or her social life (the sex
of the target was not specified). In the upward version, the
student is very positive about his or her social life. The student
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has become acquainted with many fellow-students, has formed
good friendships with some of them, gets along with roommates,
and can always find someone to have fun with or have a good
conversation with. In the downward version, the student is rather
negative about his or her social life. The student has no real
friends and stands alone during breaks at college, has hardly any
contact with roommates, and is often alone, watching TV, or
studying. Preliminary tests of the interviews had shown that the
participants’ dominant response to both the upward and down-
ward interview was to relate the information about the target to
themselves, either through comparing or identifying themselves.

Affect

As we were particularly interested in the responses to the targets,
we asked participants directly how they felt in response to the
interview, i.e. “To what extent does this fragment arouse positive
feelings in you?” and “To what extent does this fragment arouse
negative feelings in you?”. Answers were given on a 5-point scale
(1 = not, 5 = very strongly). The correlation between both items
was -.79 (p < .001). They, therefore, could be combined into one
scale, with higher values indicating a more positive affective
response.

Self-evaluation

Also with respect to self-evaluation we asked participants explic-
itly to what extent their self-evaluation had changed in response
to the target. Because people may be reluctant to admit being
affected by upward or downward exposure (see Wood, 1996), a
short introduction was given in which it was explained that it is
quite common for most, but not all, people to be affected by
information about others. The measure consisted of 4 items. The
items were “After reading this interview fragment, to what extent
are you more or less satisfied with your own social life, or has
nothing changed?”, “After reading this interview fragment, to
what extent are you more or less secure about your own social
life, or has nothing changed?”, “After reading this interview frag-
ment, to what extent do you feel more or less lonely, or has
nothing changed?”, and “After reading this interview fragment, to
what extent do you worry more or less about your own social life,
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or has nothing changed?”. Answers were given on a 9-point scale
(e.g., 1 = much more worried, 5 = no change, and 9 = much
less worried). Two items were recoded so that higher scores indi-
cated that the participants’ evaluative response was more
positive. Internal consistency was good (a = .81).

Manipulation check

To check whether participants actually perceived the upward
target as better-off and the downward target as worse-off than
themselves, they were asked to indicate on a 9-point scale how
they rated the target’s social life in comparison with their own
social lives (1 = much worse, 5 = about the same, and 9 = much
better).

Results and Discussion
Manipulation check

An Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) revealed that, in comparison
with their own social lives, participants rated the target’s social
life as better in the upward condition than in the downward
condition (M = 5.16,SD = 1.34vs. M = 3.13,SD = 2.48; F(1,191)
= 49.34, p < .001). Four participants failed to answer this ques-
tion. However, only the mean rating in the downward condition
differed significantly from 5, the point at which the target’s social
life is evaluated as equally good as the participants’ own (#(97) =
-7.45, p < .001). Thus, the participants did evaluate the down-
ward target as worse-off, but did not evaluate the upward as
superior, but as equally well-off.

Affect and self-evaluation in response to the targets

Two ANOVA’s showed a main effect of direction upon affect.
Affect was more positive in response to the upward target than in
response to the downward target (M = 3.86,SD = 0.80 vs. M =
1.72, 8D = 0.81; F(1, 194) = 341.69, p < .001). In contrast, self-
evaluation was more positive in response to the downward target
than in response to the upward target, (M = 5.77,SD = 1.07 vs.
M = 4.87, 5D = 0.76; F(1, 194) = 46.06, p < .001). Thus, the
present findings confirmed those obtained by Bui and Pelham
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(1999) and Buunk and Ybema (2003) that direction of exposure
has an opposite effect on affect than on self-evaluation.

In Study 2, it was examined whether a social comparison and an
identification process underlie these effects. Participants were
either induced to compare or to identify themselves with the
upward or downward target, so it could be experimentally tested
if the effect on affect was more pronounced when participants
were induced to identify themselves with the target, and the
effect on self-evaluation was more pronounced when participants
were induced to compare themselves with the target.

Study 2

Method

Participants and design

During an obligatory first-year psychology course, 153
psychology students participated in our paper-and-pencil study.
Five students were excluded from the data because they were 40
years or older. The average age of the resulting 148 participants
was 20.2 years (SD = 1.9). Participants were randomly assigned to
one of four conditions of the 2 (direction of exposure: upward,
downward) X 2 (instruction: identification, social comparison)
design.

Procedure

The participants were presented the same bogus newspaper arti-
cles as in Study 1. The comparison instructions read as follows:
When someone tells something about himself for example,
about how things are going with his studies or about an experi-
ence which he had, a common reaction of listeners is that they
compare themselves with the other. Many people start thinking
about their own experiences when someone tells them some-
thing that might also happen to them.

On the next page, you will find an interview with a first-year
student that appeared in the media last year. The section in
which this person tells about bis or her social life will offer
people who are also first-year students many opportunities for
comparison.

SOCIAL COMPARISON AND IDENTIFICATION



When you read this interview in a minute, compare yourself as
much as possible with this person.

With reference to this student’s story, think about your own
social life and try to assess how your social life is at this
moment, compared to this student.

The identification instructions read as follows:

When someone tells something about himself, for example,
about how things are going with bis studies or about an experi-
ence which be bad, a common reaction of listeners is that they
recognize themselves in the other. Many people realize that
they bave a lot in common with other people and that they
resemble others in many ways.

On the next page, you will find an interview with a first-year
student that appeared in the media last year. The section in
which this person tells about his or her social life will sound very
Jamiliar to people who are also first-year students.

When you read this interview in a minute, pay the most atten-
tion to things you bave in common with this person. Assume
that the other is someone just like you. When you don’t recog-
nize much of yourself in the other, imagine that in the future
things might be the same for you as for this person.

Measures

The same measure for affect was taken as in Study 1. The correla-
tion between both items was -.85 (p < .001), and therefore, they
were again combined into one scale, with higher values indicating
a more positive affective response. Also, the same measure for self-
evaluation was taken as in Study 1, (o = .85). As a manipulation
check of direction of exposure, the following question was asked:
“How positive or negative is the image that the person in the inter-
view portrays of his or her social life?” (1= very positive, 9 = very
negative). As a manipulation check of social comparison, the follow-
ing items were used: “To what extent did you start thinking about
yourself and your own social life?”, “To what extent did you compare
your own situation with that of this person?”, “To what extent did
you look for differences and similarities between yourself and this
person?”, and “To what extent were you inclined to assess how
good or bad your social life is?”. The manipulation check of iden-
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tification included the following items (see also Ybema & Buunk,
1995): “Could you recognize yourself in this person?”, “Did you
think you resemble this person?”, and “To what extent did you
think that in the future things might become (or stay) the same
for you as for this person?”. Answers were given on 5-point scales
(1 = not, 5 = very strong). The internal consistency of both scales
was good; a = .91 for the social comparison scale and a = .79 for
the identification scale.

Results and Discussion

Manipulation checks

Direction of exposure. An ANOVA revealed that the participants
felt that the upward target described his or her social life more
positively (M = 2.31, SD = 1.39) than the downward target (M =
7.82, SD = 1.02; F(1,142) = 760.95, p < .001). No effect of
instruction was found.

Degree of comparison. A second ANOVA showed that the instruc-
tion of comparison was successful in the downward condition,
but not in the upward condition. The ANOVO revealed a signifi-
cant interaction between direction and instruction (F(1, 140) =
3.96, p < .05), indicating that in the downward condition,
comparison was higher in the comparison condition than in the
identification condition (M = 3.76, SD = 0.68 vs. M = 3.33, 5D =
0.97), but not in the upward condition (M = 3.06, SD = 1.01
versus M = 3.22 ,SD = 0.80 ). We suppose that this latter effect
may indicate a self-defensive reaction implying a resistance to
comparing oneself with someone clearly well-off.

Degree of identification. A third ANOVA showed the predicted
main effect of instruction upon identification, indicating that iden-
tification was higher in the identification condition than in the
comparison condition (F(1,143) = 6.95,p < .01; M = 1.94, 5D =
88 versus M = 1.61, SD = .59). Thus, the manipulation of identi-
fication appeared successful. There was also, not surprisingly (cf.
Ybema & Buunk, 1995), a significant effect of direction, with more
identification occurring with the upward than with the downward
target (F(1,143) = 4.42, p <.05;M = 1.90,8D = 0.73 vs. M = 1.64,
SD = .77). The interaction was not significant (F < 1).
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Main analysis

Affect. A 2 (direction of exposure: upward and downward) X 2
(instruction: social comparison and identification) ANOVA with
the affective response as dependent variable revealed the
predicted interaction between direction and instruction
(F(1,141) = 4.92, p < .05). This interaction indicates that the
response to upward versus downward exposure was different in
the identification condition versus the comparison condition.
Inspection of the means and the simple main effects revealed
that affect was more positive in response to the upward target
than in response to the downward target, and, in accordance
with our hypothesis, that this effect was stronger in the identifi-
cation condition (M = 4.07; SD = 0.55 vs. M = 1.65; SD = 0.74;
F(1,141) = 151.24, p < .001), than in the comparison condition
M = 3.62; SD = 90 vs. M = 1.80; SD = 0.91; F(1,141) = 98.48,
p < .001; see Figure 1).

5 —
4.07
4 —
3.02
positive |
affective
response
27 1.80
1.65
1
up down up down
identification comparison
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Affect in response to
upward and
downward exposure
in the identification
condition and in the
comparison condition.



FIGURE 2:
Self-evaluation in
response to upward
and downward
exposure in the
identification
condition and in the
comparison condition.

Self-evaluation. A similar 2 X 2 ANOVA with self-evaluation as the
dependent variable also revealed the predicted interaction
between direction and instruction (F(1,144) = 3.36, p < .05),
indicating that the response to upward versus downward expo-
sure was different in the identification condition versus the
comparison condition. Inspection of the means and the simple
main effects revealed that, self-evaluation was more positive in
response to the downward target than in response to the upward
target, and, in accordance with our hypothesis, that this effect
was stronger in the comparison condition (M = 5.91; SD = 1.03
vs. M = 5.08; SD = 0.79; F(1,144) = 1591, p < .001), than in the
identification condition (M = 5.47; SD = 1.08 vs. M = 5.19; SD =
0.66; F(1,144) = 1.58, ns; see Figure 2).

6.0 591
self-
evaluative 5.47
response
5.19
5.08
5.0
up down up down
identification comparison

In sum, in Study 2, the effects of Study 1 were replicated, and, as
predicted, the contrast effect on self-evaluation was most
pronounced in the comparison condition, whereas the assimila-
tion effect on affect was most pronounced in the identification
condition. The findings provide preliminary evidence that social
comparison underlies the self-evaluative responses, and identifi-
cation the affective responses to exposure to an upward or
downward target, and that the two are qualitatively different
kinds of processes, leading to qualitatively different kinds of
responses.
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General discussion

In the present two studies we assumed that changes in self-eval-
uation and affect in response to better-off and worse-off targets
may occur, but concern separate processes, respectively a social
comparison process and an identification process. These
processes would influence different variables, and would do so in
opposite ways. In line with Bui and Pelham (1999) and Buunk
and Ybema (2003), we predicted, and found in both studies, that
exposure to upward and downward targets led to a contrast
effect on self-evaluation, and to an assimilation effect on affect.
Moreover, we predicted, and found, that induced social compar-
ison enhanced the contrast effect on self-evaluation, and induced
identification enhanced the assimilation effect on affect. Thus,
comparing oneself with the lonely and unhappy student
increased satisfaction with one’s own social life, while, simulta-
neously, identification with this student evoked a negative
affective response. Comparing oneself with the happy and
socially active student decreased satisfaction with one’s own
social life, whereas identifying oneself with this student evoked a
positive affective response. Noteworthy, although the partici-
pants in Study 2 were literally instructed to compare themselves,
not to contrast themselves, it appeared that this instruction led to
contrastive responses on self-evaluation.

Our findings may contribute to the social comparison literature
in various ways. First, the present research is the first to show that
experimentally induced identification leads to an assimilation
effect on affect. While identification has been found to be corre-
lated with affective responses to social comparison (Buunk, ez al.,
2001a; Buunk, et al., 2001b; Ybema & Buunk, 1995; Ybema, et al.,
1996), thus far no research had manipulated identification exper-
imentally. Our research thus underlines the importance of
identification for the affective responses to targets of social
comparison. A second contribution of the present research is
that the findings add to the small number of studies that have
examined the effects of experimentally induced social compar-
ison. Martin and Gentry (1997) and Cattarin, Thompson,
Thomas, and Williams (2000) found that, when females were
instructed to compare themselves with attractive models in ads
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or commercials, the self-perceptions of their own appearance
were lowered. Our research expands these findings to social
comparison of one’s social life, and underlines that social
comparison leads primarily to a contrast effect on self-evaluation.
It must be emphasized, though, that social comparison does not
necessarily involve a conscious, deliberate process. Gilbert,
Giesler and Morris (1995) demonstrated that social comparisons
may often occur automatically, and Mussweiler, Riiter and
Epstude (2004) and Stapel and Blanton (2004) demonstrated that
social comparison effects may occur in response to subliminally
presented stimuli. Future research might examine if identifica-
tion processes also may occur outside cognitive awareness.

One may argue that the dependent variables could be susceptible
to demand characteristics. That is, because the questions
assessing the responses to upward and downward exposure
directly referred to the targets, participants may have tried to
guess the researcher’s interest and adjust their answers accord-
ingly. It may be that, because participants were made aware of a
possible influence of the interviews, they consciously or uncon-
sciously exaggerated their responses. It must be noted, however,
that it seems very unlikely that participants may have guessed
that opposite responses were expected on self-evaluation and
affect, and that, in Study 2, the self-evaluative and affective
responses were expected to be differentially influenced by the
comparison or identification instruction. As noted in the Method
section, we were primarily interested in these differences
between the responses on affect and self-evaluation.

We suppose that people may have responded in a self-defensive
way (for similar results see Stapel & Koomen, 2001; Ybema et al.,
1996). For example, in Study 1, people did evaluate the upward
target as better than the downward target, but not as better-off
than themselves. We suppose that people may be reluctant to see
the upward target as better-off, because they were trying to avoid
the pain associated with it. Similar, in Study 2, people compared
more downward and identified more upward. This may also indi-
cate a self-defensive reaction, because we would expect that
when they had identified themselves more with the downward
target, and when they had compared themselves more with the
upward target, they would have responded with less positive
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affect and a less positive self-evaluation in those cases. It should
be noted that these self-defensive responses did not undermine
the testing of our hypotheses, but in fact offered a more stringent
test of the hypothesis. When people did evaluate the upward
target as better-off and when they had compared more upward
and identified more downward, we would have expected even
stronger differential responses on affect and self-evaluation. Since
the self-defensive hypothesis is an ad hoc interpretation of our
result, it should be investigated more directly in future research.
While we were particularly interested in the differential
responses to upward and downward targets, and the differential
response to identification and social comparison with upward
and downward targets, our research did not include control
conditions in which participants were not exposed to a target
(Study 1), or did not receive instructions (Study 2). Of course,
including such control conditions would provide interesting
additional knowledge, and might have strengthened the inter-
pretation of the present results, the present research questions
did not require a control condition.

In sum, affective and self-evaluative responses to social compar-
ison targets seem to be caused by different processes. Depending
on what kinds of responses are considered, people may respond
either positively or negatively to exposure to others. A practical
implication may be that people can be learned to focus on the
positive responses of exposure to others who are better or
worse-off, by learning them to compare downward and to iden-
tify upward. Future research may be aimed at studying more
directly the evaluative nature of the social comparison and the
affective nature of the identification process, and at studying
possible interactions between both processes. In addition, it
would be interesting to study how social comparison and identi-
fication relate to the judgmental processes proposed by
Mussweiler and Strack (2000).
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