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Abstract

We propose a new framework that distinguishes among individual and situational factors in the
social comparison process that produces competitive behavior. The familiar individual factors
naturally vary among similarly situated people, including the relevance of the performance
dimension, the commensurability of rivals, and their relationship closeness to the individual.
Researchers have long established that as relevance, commensurability, and closeness increase,
so do social comparison concerns and competitive behavior. The more recently identified
situational factors, on the other hand, are features of the social environment that affect similarly
situated individuals, including proximity to a standard, social category lines, and the number of
competitors. When rivals are proximate to a standard, members of different versus the same
social category group, or among a few versus many competitors, social comparison concerns and
competitive behavior intensify. The situational account not only uncovers an important set of
hitherto unnoticed variables that shape social comparison, but also offers new insights regarding
the role of social comparison in organizations and other policy-relevant settings and charts

fruitful directions for future social comparison research.
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The Psychology of Competition: A Social Comparison Perspective

People commonly seek to achieve a superior position vis-a-vis others in contexts ranging
from daily social situations to organizational settings and market transactions (De Botton, 2004;
Festinger, 1954; Frank, 1985; Podolny, 2005; Porter, 1979). The struggle for competitive
advantage is pervasive, permeating not only explicitly competitive settings but also common
social interactions, such as among friends at a social gathering, students in the classroom, or
employees at work. Yet while past psychological research valued the study of competition
(Deutsch, 1949; Gardner, 1939; Hastorf & Cantril, 1954; Triplett, 1898; Vaughn & Diserens,
1938; Whittemore, 1924, 1925), psychological scholarship paid relatively little attention to this
important social dynamic in recent decades. Instead, the study of competition has been
relinquished to other disciplines — most notably economics and business, but also sociology and
political science (e.g., Arrow & Hahn, 1971; Axelrod, 1984, 1997; Podolny, 2005; Porter, 1979;
Spence, 1973). This state of affairs is perplexing, if not wholly surprising, since Festinger’s
(1954) original linking of the social comparison process to competitive behavior admittedly was
followed by an extensive literature that primarily studied, not competition per se, but rather the
self-evaluation process — that is, how people evaluate their present state relative to others (e.g.,
Tesser, 1988; Beach & Tesser, 2000). This paper therefore aims to synthesize both early and
more recent developments in social comparison theory into a coherent analytical account of the
psychology of competition.

In doing so, we draw not only on research that directly examined competition, but also on
numerous studies in social comparison and related fields that have significant implications for

the analysis of competitive behavior. Moreover, although our framework emphasizes the role of
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social comparison in facilitating competitive behavior, we believe that competition — like other
complex behavioral phenomena — is multiply determined. This review thus introduces an
account that highlights the role of individual-based versus situational variables in the social
comparison process, offers a framework for better understanding important drivers of
competitive behavior, discusses fruitful avenues for future research, and applies social
comparison-based competition to organizational and policy settings.
Social Comparison and Competitive Behavior

According to social comparison theory, competitive behavior is one manifestation of the
social comparison process (Festinger, 1954). Individuals ("Actors") who observe or even
anticipate being outperformed by another person ("Target") increase their competitive behavior
in an attempt to minimize or preempt such discrepancy in performance (Festinger, 1954,p. 126).
Social comparison researchers thus have studied extensively how actual upward social
comparison leads to competitive behavior (Hoffman, Festinger, & Lawrence, 1954; Seta, 1982;
Tesser, 1988). Moreover, both Festinger's early work and more recent findings reveal that not
only an actual upward comparison, but even the mere threat of such a comparison may suffice to
generate competitive behavior (Festinger, 1954; Garcia & Tor, 2007). Studies also show that
where one's ultimate standing is uncertain and the threat of an upward comparison therefore
inherent — such as in an ongoing competition — Actors tend to behave competitively not only
towards a rival who is outperforming them but even towards one just underperforming them.
While the former creates an actual upward comparison, the latter Target threatens a potential
upward comparison even while presently offering an actual downward comparison (Garcia, Tor,
& Gonzalez, 2006). Our framework therefore examines interactions that raise social comparison

concerns either because of an actual or due to the threat of upward social comparison.
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An Individual-Based versus a Situational Account

Historically, the literature focused on three variables that facilitate social comparison
concerns (Goethals & Darley, 1977; Festinger, 1954; Suls & Wheeler, 2000; Tesser, 1988). The
first refers to the observation that social comparison concerns intensify as relevance of a
performance dimension— such as tennis, income, or academic performance — to an Actor
increases (Hoffman, Festinger, & Lawrence, 1954; Tesser, 1988). Second is the degree of the
Actor's commensurability with the Target (Goethals & Darley, 1977; Kilduff, Elfelbein, & Staw,
2010), meaning that rivals similar in ability will exhibit greater social comparison concerns than
those less similar. Last is the degree of relationship closeness of the Actor to the Target (Tesser,
1988; Tesser & Smith, 1980; Pleban & Tesser, 1981), where social comparison concerns are
stronger when the Target is interpersonally close (e.g., a friend or sibling).

Importantly, one common feature of the three factors of relevance, commensurability,
and closeness is their highly individualized nature. The applicability of these variables tends to
vary significantly even among similarly situated Actors, since they all reflect personal or
idiosyncratic aspects of the self. For instance, the relevance of a potential social comparison —
say, regarding performance on a math test or a tennis match — can differ greatly among similarly
situated Actors. Such Actors are also likely to hold divergent perceptions of both the
commensurability of a potential Target or its relationship closeness.

However, notwithstanding the clear importance of those individual factors, which
traditionally dominated social comparison research, more recent findings have begun revealing
the contribution to social comparison processes of a new set of situational factors. Unlike their
individual counterparts, situational variables reflect common features of the social environment,

consequently tending to exert a more universal effect on similarly situated Actors.
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Three situational variables that have already been identified by the literature are
proximity to a standard (Garcia & Tor, 2007; Garcia, Tor, & Gonzalez, 2006; Poortvliet,
Janssen, Van Yperen, & Van de Vliert, 2007), social category lines (Garcia, Tor, Bazerman, &
Miller, 2005; Hogg, 2000; Turner, Brown, & Tajfel, Brown, & Tajfel, 1979), and the number of
competitors (Garcia & Tor, 2009; Tor & Garcia, 2010). Social comparison concerns and
competitive behavior increase, first, in the proximity of a standard — such as the #1 ranking or
another qualitative performance threshold — and, second, when Actors compare themselves to
Targets across social categories (e.g., Americans vs. the French) as opposed to intra-category
Targets (e.g., Americans vs. other Americans). Third, as the number of competitors increases,
social comparison concerns and competitive behavior decrease.

Importantly, researchers further found that situational factors can influence the social
comparison process and facilitate competitive behavior even when controlling for the individual
factors of relevance, commensurability, and closeness. In other words, contrary to the
conventional wisdom of social comparison research — which focused almost solely on those
individual variables (e.g., Festinger, 1954; Tesser, 1988; Goethals & Darley, 1977) — the effects
of factors such as relevance, commensurability, and closeness may diminish in the presence of
situational variables.

Figure 1 illustrates how individual and situational factors both amplify social comparison
concerns and, in turn, competitive behavior (e.g., Festinger, 1954; Garcia & Tor, 2009; Hoffman,
Festinger, & Lawrence, 1954; Seta, 1982; Tesser, 1988). Importantly, the model also illustrates
how situational factors can supersede individual factors; Actors can experience a situation-driven
increase or decrease in social comparison concerns, their idiosyncratic individual factors

notwithstanding. The following sections review the evidence on both individual and situational
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factors in greater depth to clarify their respective roles in facilitating competitive behavior
through the social comparison process, before discussing the theoretical implications of our
account for social comparison research and its practical lessons for organizations and public
policy more generally.
Individual Factors of Competitive Behavior

Three familiar individual variables that impact the drive for competitive advantage are the
relevance of the performance dimension, the commensurability of the Target, and the Actor's
relationship closeness to the Target.
Dimension Relevance

Whether chief executive officers are seeking to maximize profits, socialites the number
of party invitations, or junior faculty the number of publications, people compete on dimensions
that are relevant or important to the self. In an early demonstration of the link between
dimension relevance and competitive behavior, Hoffman, Festinger, and Lawrence (1954)
manipulated dimension relevance by giving participants the impression that an initial verbal test
they were taking either was or was not highly relevant to their intelligence. Participants were
then asked to engage in several rounds of a bargaining task in which they tried to maximize their
points, which were supposedly another index of intelligence that would be added to their
intelligence score. After the first round, a confederate always surpassed the two bargaining
participants by a large margin. Results showed participants who believed the initial verbal task
was relevant to their intelligence — a self-relevant dimension for comparison — behaved
significantly more competitively toward the confederate in the bargaining task than those

participants who believed the initial task irrelevant to their intelligence.
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Tesser and Smith (1988) also found people behave more competitively on dimensions
that are self-relevant. Participants were paired with a friend to play a game similar to
“Password,” in which clues are given to help people guess the correct word. Half of the
participants were led to believe this activity was either a proxy for verbal skill and leadership
(self-relevant dimensions) or completely unrelated to these dimensions. In line with the earlier
findings, the former participants were less likely to provide helpful clues to their friends than
were the latter. A similar pattern emerges, moreover, from research on hostile evaluations of
others; Salovey and Rodin (1984) showed participants provided more hostile evaluations of
rivals when these rivals outperformed them on self-relevant dimensions.

Notably, these various studies described here also demonstrate that the relevance of
specific tasks depends on their perceived relationship to an a priori relevant dimension. One's
relative performance on a test, for example, will only be relevant for social comparison purposes
insofar as that test implicates a self-relevant dimension, as intelligence is for most college
students (DeSteno & Salovey, 1996; Salovey & Rodin, 1988; Bers & Rodin, 1984). Hence, as
the contingencies of self-worth model suggests (Crocker & Knight, 2005), dimension relevance
will often vary among similarly-situated persons.

Commensurability

Another individual variable that contributes to competitive behavior is the degree to
which rivals are similar to or commensurate with one another; as commensurability increases, so
do social comparison concerns and thus competitive behavior. Commensurability can be defined
in at least two distinct ways: Festinger (1954, p. 120) described commensurability in terms of
ability or performance on the compared dimension. Yet commensurability can also be defined as

similarity of personal characteristics or attributes. For example, Goethals and Darley (1977)
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showed people tend to compare themselves to others who are most similar to them along a
number of different attributes, even when these attributes are not necessarily relevant to the
specific comparison context (e.g., Miller, Turnbull, & McFarland, 1988; Wheeler, Koestner, &
Driver, 1982; Zanna, Goethals, & Hill, 1975). In one study (Miller et al., 1988) participants
completed a “social perceptiveness test” and then an unrelated perceptual-style task on “dot-
estimation” and “object-sizing.” After receiving meaningless feedback about being an
“overestimator” or a “reducer,” participants were led to believe one of their perceptual style was
either distinctive (occurring rarely in the population) or non-distinctive (occurring frequently).
Results showed participants preferred to compare their social perceptiveness test score with that
of another participant with a similar, distinctive perceptual style, even though they were told that
perceptual style had no bearing on performance on the social perceptiveness test.

More importantly, the inclination to compare to similar others — whether in terms of
performance or characteristics — also begets competitive behavior toward them. To illustrate,
Dakin and Arrowood (1981) found competitive tendencies increased with the degree of
performance similarity in competitive situations. Research on “horizontal hostility” (White &
Langer, 1999; White, Schmitt, & Langer, 2006) has also showed how the concern for
comparative advantage increases among similar minority groups, who strive to see their own
group as superior to another, similar group. The general pattern is that, among similar minority
groups, the one that is further removed from the mainstream harbors greater hostility to its less
extreme minority counterparts. Examples include vegans’ greater hostility attitudes toward
vegetarians (White, Schmitt, & Langer, 2006) or punks’ more hostile attitudes toward gothics
(White, Schmitt, & Langer, 2006). However, similarity of attributes increases not only hostility

but actual competitive behavior as well. Kilduff, Elfelbein, and Staw (2010), for example, found
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in a dataset on NCAA basketball teams that a greater commensurability of teams — measured by
their degree of geographic proximity and the similarity of their performance histories and
academic quality — led to more intense experiences of rivalry and competitive behavior among
their players.
Relationship Closeness

Intuition suggests people would be more likely to promote friends over strangers, yet
research shows this is not necessarily true, because relationship closeness amplifies social
comparison concerns and thus competitive behavior on self-relevant dimensions (Tesser &
Campbell, 1982; Tesser, 1988). Zuckerman and Jost (2001) similarly found people feel more
threatened by the success of their friends than by that of strangers. Interestingly, this propensity
to be competitive with our friends partly shapes friendship patterns: While we choose friends
who are similar to us in overall performance, these friends also tend to be somewhat inferior to
us in those domains we find particularly self-relevant (Tesser, Campbell, & Smith, 1984).

Because relationship closeness can amplify social comparison concerns, we are more
likely to behave competitively on relevant dimensions towards acquaintances than towards
strangers. Tesser and Smith (1980) found, for instance, that participants provided fewer helpful
clues to friends than to strangers on competitive tasks that were self-relevant (Tesser & Smith,
1980; Tesser, 1988). In the naturally occurring setting, during a triathlon race, moreover, Locke
(2007) found contestants who maintained a personalized comparison — in part defined as “a close
or emotional relationship with the target” (p. 213, Lock, 2007) — had faster finishing times than

those who made more abstract, generalized comparisons.
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Taken together, therefore, the literature shows relevance, commensurability, and
closeness — individual factors that vary from person to person — can all facilitate social
comparison concerns and, consequently, competitive behavior.

Situational Factors of Competitive Behavior

The mostly recent identification of situational factors of social comparison, including
proximity to a standard, social category lines, and number of competitors (e.g., Garcia, Tor,
Bazerman, & Miller, 2005; Garcia, Song, & Tesser, 2010; Garcia, Tor, & Gonzalez, 2006;
Garcia & Tor, 2009; Hogg, 2000; Poortvliet, Janssen, Van Yperen, & Van de Vliert, 2007) sheds
new light on social comparison research. Beyond uncovering additional facilitators of social
comparison, the focus on situational factors — which comprise more stable features of the
competitive landscape and thus tend to exert a more uniform impact on similarly situated Actors
— helps address the long standing criticism that social comparison “theory lacks the predictive
power necessary for it to play the central role it perhaps deserves” (p. 500, Taylor, Moghaddam,
& Bellerose; see also Arrowood, 1978). To wit, the identified effects of situational factors make
it easier to predict circumstances that facilitate social comparison concerns and thus competitive
behavior, beyond the idiosyncratic effects of those long-familiar, individual factors.

Proximity to a Standard

Recent research found social comparison concerns and competitive behavior intensify
near a standard, such as the #1 ranking or another meaningful, qualitative threshold, such as
being in the last place or proximate to some cutoff point on a scale (e.g., Garcia, Tor, &
Gonzalez, 2006; Poortvliet et al., 2007). Using ranking information to vary rivals’ distance from
a standard, studies have shown rivals’ proximity to a standard can facilitate social comparison

concerns and competitive behavior. For instance, in an analysis of player trades in Major League
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Baseball, Garcia and Tor (2007) found that highly ranked teams were less willing to trade with
each other “high threat players” (whose baseball statistics were outstanding) than were
intermediately ranked teams, suggesting competitive behavior was stronger between highly
ranked teams than intermediately ranked teams. Moreover, even in a setting where the future
rewards of high rankings do not exist (e.g., a hypothetical one-day poker tournament),
participants still indicated that they would behave more competitive when they and their rivals
were highly ranked versus intermediately ranked (Garcia, Tor, and Gonzalez; 2006; Garcia &
Tor, 2007). Follow-up studies additionally found that competitive behavior also increases in the
proximity other qualitative standards (e.g., when one is ranked #500 and the rival ranked #501 —
just off the F500 list) and that this proximity effect is driven by an increase in social comparison
concerns.(Garcia et al., 2006).

The nature of competition near qualitative standards and thresholds, however, may partly
depend on whether one is concerned with mastery or performance goals (Poortvliet, Janssen,
Van Yperen, & Van de Vliert, 2009). For example, participants were asked to complete twelve
items of the winter survival exercise (Johnson & Johnson, 2000), told there was an ideal
ordering, and informed that their ordering of the items will be compared with that of other
participants. They were then given false feedback about their ranking — 4th, 51st, or 96th position
of the top 100 (high, intermediate, or low own rank). Thereafter they were told they would have
an opportunity to exchange task-related information with another participant who scored the 5th,
52nd, or 97th position on the top-100, respectively. Results showed participants with
performance goals (e.g., instructions to perform better than the other participant) had fewer
intentions to cooperate in the information exchange when they and their counterpart were highly

ranked or ranked near the bottom than when they were intermediately ranked. However,
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participants with mastery goals (e.g., instructions to perform better in the second round than in
the first) indicated a greater willingness to cooperate the further they were from the #1 position
(most willing to cooperate in the bottom ranking condition). Interesting too, not even mastery
goals were sufficient to ameliorate competitive behavior near the #1 position.
Social-Category Lines

While earlier we discussed how individual-level commensurability increases social
comparison concerns and competitive behavior, group-level comparisons within and across
social-category lines generate the opposite pattern. Namely, social comparison concerns are
greater between groups from different social categories than between those belonging to the
same social category. Social category lines, therefore, is a pervasive situational factor that
focuses attention on one’s and others’ collective identity, increasing social comparison concerns
vis-a-vis the out-group while diminishing them with respect to the in-group. Situational cues
make salient a particular social category through the process of self-categorization (Turner,
Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987). For example, a psychologist from New York City
arriving in Hong Kong might self-categorize as an “American” (vs. non-American) but when
arriving in Los Angeles as a “New Yorker” (vs. non-New Yorker). Moreover, although many of
social category memberships are concealable (Frable, Blackstone, & Scherbaum, 1990) or
individual — insofar as individuals can choose the groups to which they belong —the social
comparison factor of social-category lines is clearly situational in the present sense insofar as the
salience of specific categories often is both driven by environmental cues and impacts those
various self-categorizing members of a given group.

Self-categorization is fundamentally linked to the social comparison process (Hogg,

2000; Tajfel, 1972; Turner, 1975), as the self-categorization process necessarily requires social
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comparison (Hogg, 2000). Foundational research in this area (Tajfel, Billig, Brundy, & Flament,
1971; Turner et al., 1979) thus focused on payoffs across social-category lines and implicated
social comparison concerns as predictors of competitive behavior. Examining mixed motives in
intergroup settings (Tajfel, et al., 1971; Turner et al., 1979), for instance, researchers found the
maximization of the difference in group payoffs — rather than of either the joint profits of groups
overall or one’s in-group profit — characterized these intergroup settings, even when the
maximization of such differences entailed both personal and group sacrifice (Tajfel, et al., 1971;
Turner et al., 1979). More generally, although intergroup transactions do not always lead to
competitive behavior (e.g., Brewer, 1999; Halevy, Bornstein, & Sagiv, 2008), social comparison
concerns, which are strongly manifested across social-category lines, do tend to facilitate
competitive behavior in these settings.

The earlier research in this area is somewhat limited, however, by its exclusive focus on
allocations across social-category lines, without controlling for the baseline competitiveness of
allocations within a social category. To this end, in an across-social-category-lines condition
(Americans versus French), a sample of American students were asked to imagine they worked
for American Airlines and then questioned whether they would enter a lucrative joint venture
with Air France (Garcia, Tor, Bazerman, & Miller, 2005). The joint venture would benefit both
airlines, but its financial benefits would be greater for Air France than for American Airlines. A
rejection of the venture, on the other hand, would mean no benefits for either airline. Control
condition participants faced an identical choice, except the partner carrier was another American
carrier — Delta Airlines. Results found a significantly greater proportion of participants in
across-social-category-lines condition rejected the profit maximizing joint venture compared to

their control condition counterparts. Moreover, participants who rejected the joint venture in the
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across-social-category-lines condition also expressed greater concern regarding the social
comparison involved in obtaining lower profits than the partner airline. Similar results were also
obtained in another study that employed a quality-maximization, rather than a profit-
maximization measure (Garcia, Tor, Bazerman, & Miller, 2005). Here, participants across social-
category lines were more likely than the control to choose an inferior hotel accommodation for
both groups over a better accommodation for the in-group combined with a superior one for the
out-group.
Number of Competitors

Much like the factors of proximity to a standard and social-category lines, research has
shown the number of competitors (N) an important situational factor of social comparison.
Specifically, studies found the intensity of competitive behavior increases as N decreases, where
the latter decrease was accompanied by an increase in expected payoffs. For example, Ku,
Mabholtra, & Murnighan (2005) found auction bidders have a greater tendency to exceed their
bidding limits when vying against a few, versus many, bidders for one object. In another study
of the game show “Weakest link,” Pillutla and Ronson (2005) similarly found contestants
behaved more competitively toward other contestants as the number of players decreased in
subsequent rounds. And finally, research on tournaments (Ehrenberg & Bognanno, 1990) found
the same pattern in tournaments where the decrease in N was consistently confounded with
expected payoffs.

More recently, however, research on the N-Effect (Garcia & Tor, 2009; Tor & Garcia,
2010) found that social comparison concerns intensify and the motivation to compete increases
as the number of competitors decreases, even when controlling for overall expected payofts. To

illustrate the N-Effect, Garcia and Tor (2009) examined SAT data at the state level for all 50 US
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states and tested the prediction that the lower the average number of test-takers per venue in a
state, the higher that state’s average SAT score. Based on a panel dataset they computed a “test-
taking density” variable for each state, estimating the average number of test-takers at any given
test-taking venue by dividing the total number of test-takers per state by the total number of test-
taking opportunities in that state. As predicted, controlling for various demographic factors, a
significant inverse relationship between test-taking density and state-level average SAT scores
emerged. Garcia and Tor (2009) replicated this pattern of results using individual-level scores
from a more homogenous group of elite college students on the Cognitive Reflection Test (CRT,
Frederick, 2005). The results of the CRT, which is highly correlated with both the SAT and IQ,
showed the fewer the number of students taking the test in a particular session, the higher the
average CRT scores for that session.

To examine the N-Effect in a controlled setting, undergraduates were recruited to
complete a short, easy quiz with an added incentive of winning $5 if they finished among the top
20% in terms of speed without compromising accuracy (Garcia & Tor, 2009). Half of the
participants believed they were competing in an aggregated pool of 10 competitors, whereas the
other half believed they were in a pool of 100 competitors. As predicted, participants in the 10-
competitors condition finished the easy quiz significantly faster than participants in the 100-
competitors condition, without a significant difference in accuracy, indicating that competitive
motivation is greater when Actors believe they are facing few rather than many competitors. This
experiment held constant the percentage of winners (20%) across both size conditions, so the key
finding is that performance was better when one is competing for one of 2 winning spots (out of

10) than when competing for one of 20 winning spots (out of 100).
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One reason for the effect of N on the motivation to compete is that social comparison
concerns become less important as the number of competitors increases. Indeed, several follow-
up experiments (Garcia & Tor, 2009; Tor & Garcia, 2010) implicated social comparison as a
mechanism that significantly contributes to the N-Effect. Not only do people report harboring
fewer social comparison concerns as N increases, but this circumstance also decreases their
interest in pursuing social comparison information. Moreover, one follow-up study revealed
individual differences in the N-Effect based on social comparison orientation (SCO, Gibbons &
Buunk, 1999); individuals who are chronically high in social comparison tendencies exhibited
the effect, whereas those who are chronically low in social comparison tendencies did not.
Therefore, notwithstanding the potential contribution of additional mechanisms (See Murkherjee
& Hogarth, 2010; Tor & Garcia, 2010), social comparison concerns significantly drive the N-
Effect.

Other research findings also suggest that social comparison concerns decrease with N.
For example, personalized comparisons — that is, comparisons to a specific individual — lead to
greater increases in the motivation to compete than generalized comparisons — comparisons to
people generally (Buckingham & Alicke, 2002; Klein, 2003; Locke, 2007). In one study, for
instance, Klein (2003) found people behaved more competitively and were less willing to
provide helpful hints on a feedback task when their performance compared with a “single other”
versus the “average other.” Related, Locke (2007) found that athletes who maintained
personalized comparisons during the triathlon exhibited faster completion times than did those
who expressed generalized comparisons. The local dominance effect (Zell & Alicke, 2010)
likewise describes how social comparison information that is local is likely to carry more weight

than social comparison information that is global; this is akin to the greater weight carried by
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personalized, compared to generalized, comparisons. Thus, the local dominance effect provides
another mechanism explaining the stronger social comparison concerns one finds in smaller than
in large-N settings.
Avenues for Future Research

By distinguishing between individual and situational factors in the motivation to
compete, our framework not only reinterprets a significant portion of extant social comparison
and related literatures, but also highlights promising new directions for social comparison
research that we now explore.
Interaction Within Individual and Situational Factors

An important set of questions concerns the interaction within the variables in each of the
respective categories of individual and situational variables. One first indication of the possible
interaction among different individual variables comes from the self-evaluation maintenance
model (SEM, Tesser, 1988), which focused on the “hydraulic” nature of relevance and closeness.
Suppose you enjoy playing chess, so that your performance on chess becomes a relevant
dimension. Suppose further that you and a close friend begin to play chess together, but your
friend consistently outperforms you. At this point, the SEM model predicts two possible
outcomes: (1) playing chess will become less relevant to you or (2) you will become less close
to your friend (Tesser, 1988). If neither outcome occurs, your chess games with your friend will
remain highly competitive. This hydraulic analysis also applies to commensurability, suggesting
that being consistently outperformed by a commensurable counterpart will likely lead you either
to perceive the task at hand as being less relevant or to reassess the commensurability of your
counterpart, either of which potential outcomes results in your becoming less competitive. Of

course, while such interactions within individual factors may operate dynamically to ease
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competitive pressures over time, they are unlikely to impact ongoing competitions. Therefore, in
the latter circumstance on which the present analysis focuses, individual factors typically are
expected to remain relatively fixed.

At the same time, a hydraulic interaction seems less plausible for situational variables,
which comprise observable features of the social comparison landscape. However,
psychological processes like cognitive accessibility or salience (Bargh, 1996; Andersen,
Moskowitz, Blair, & Nosak, 2007) may better describe the likely interaction of situational
factors. Thus, the specifics of a given social comparison situation might determine the relative
salience — and consequently the impact — of the different variables. For example, if an Actor is
tied with 2 rivals at rank #4, vying for the #3 rank, there will likely be fierce competition, as
three rivals are also proximity to a standard. However, if an Actor ranked #14 is tied with 2
other rivals at this rank, the competition for the #13 rank, will probably be less fierce, as the
three rivals are not proximity to a standard. Thus, despite the otherwise competitive small N in
both cases (N=3), proximity of the standard is more salient than N in this context. Similarly,
whereas two groups from different social categories typically exhibit competitive behavior when
the social category line is salient, increasing the number of groups from two to twenty from
different social categories is likely to decrease the salience of any given social category line,
resulting less competitive behavior. More generally, therefore, the salience of environmental
cues (Ross & Nisbett, 1991) will likely shape the interaction between those contextual,
situational variables.

Interaction Between Individual and Situational Factors
Beyond highlighting the potential interactions within the two categories, our framework

naturally leads one to consider whether individual and situational factors also interact with each
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other. Should we expect one set of factors to dominate the other? This question is reminiscent of
the familiar tension between the person and the situation (Ross & Nisbett, 1991). As our review
in fact revealed, there is evidence that situational factors can supersede individual variables when
the former are strongly manifested, such as when rivals compete near a standard, rival groups are
across social category lines, or rivals are among a few competitors. In all of these situations, we
observed that participants who were randomly assigned to experimental conditions — and
therefore without any systematic influence of individual factors — exhibited high levels of
competitive behavior. On the other hand, we speculate individual variables will have their
greatest effect on competitive behavior where the situational factors’ impact is small (e.g., far
away from a standard, within a social category, or among many competitors). In this sense,
those individual factors of relevance, commensurability, and closeness may matter less for
average performance when situational factors form a highly competitive landscape, yet still exert
important influence on competitive behavior in other settings.

A related question is whether factors that enhance competitive behavior combine in an
additive or a diminishing-returns pattern (Hodges, 1973). For example, would the coexistence
of the three situational factors — of competing with a few competitors, near a standard, and across
social-category lines — triple the level of competitive behavior or just increase it with diminishing
returns? We speculate the latter outcome is more likely. As much experimental research
observes, the level of competitive behavior is already quite high for any given situational factor,
suggesting a likely ceiling effect and diminishing returns to coexisting situational variables.

The same pattern is likely to apply to individual factors as well, with the presence of
additional variables increasing competition but at a diminishing rate. Yet in this respect the

individual variables may combine together more effectively than the situational factors do,
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particularly over time, since Actors are more likely to become desensitized to the latter variables.
To wit, social comparison research on the hedonic treadmill (Brickman & Campbell, 1971)
shows that over time people adapt to situational factors that impact the social comparison
processes; perhaps the same is less likely to hold for individual variables. Thus, a situational
factor — say, the small number of competitors — that ordinarily facilitates competitive behavior
may have a diminished impact over time because of adaptation. On the other hand, some
individual variables — such as relevance or closeness — are not only unlikely to generate
desensitization but may even be reinforced when repeatedly faced by Actors.

Finally, the relationship between individual and situational factors also suggests that the
two sets of variables may converge in certain situations. For example, an otherwise individual
factor can appear situational when it is the focus of a competition. To illustrate, in professional
boxing, where contenders are matched along dimensions such as weight and general ability,
commensurably seems like a situational factor but is only the result of selecting on an individual
characteristic. Similarly, a situational factor can resemble an individual one. To illustrate, a
college class size of 500 may appear small for an Actor who transferred from a large public
university but very large for another who transferred from a small liberal arts college. On a
related note, participants in within-subjects experiment did vow to compete more fiercely in a
competition with 2,000 competitors than in one with 20,000 competitors (Tor & Garcia, 2010),
even though both N’s are large. Thus, there may be subjective difference in the construal of the
situation (Ross & Nisbett, 1991), notwithstanding Actors’ generally more competitive behavior
in smaller N-settings.

Research Questions Exposed by the Situational Account
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The proposed account also makes transparent some areas of missing knowledge in the
study of social comparison processes in competitive behavior. For one, notwithstanding
Festinger’s (1954) general description of the forces that generate social comparison, precisely
what are the mechanisms through which situational variables facilitate social comparison? Why
do social comparison concerns increase with a fewer number of competitors or across social-
category lines?

One may speculate that evolutionary reasons partly may explain why specific factors
facilitate social comparison concerns. For example, relevance, commensurability, and closeness
could designate evolutionary pathways to survival: competing for relevant sustenance,
competing most fiercely with comparable competitors (devouring lesser competitors, fleeing
from greater ones), and engaging sibling rivalry to reap the benefits of obtaining the largest share
of parental resources (pushing a weaker sibling out of the nest). A similar biological account
might explain the situational factors: those at the top of the hierarchy compete to control most of
the resources (herein proximity to a standard), we learn to compete with against out-group versus
in-group members, and we may feel more vulnerable amongst a few versus many others. Thus,
while Festinger (1954) proposed social comparison processes as a psychological mechanism
underlying competitive behavior long ago, the present framework calls attention to the
mechanisms that have selected these particular factors to impact social comparison processes.

While our account explains when social comparison concerns increase during a
competitive event, it only considers individuals who are already in a competitive setting.
However, researchers concerned with endogenous factors will be quick to point out that people
often self-select into competitive environments, in social, organizational, and market situations

alike. Thus, it would be interesting to study how individual differences in competitiveness
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influence the competitive environments people choose to enter. For instance, if competitive
personalities are more likely to choose to enter a smaller — and thus more intense — competition
than a larger one, experimental demonstrations of the N-Effect probably understate its
occurrence in real life. The opposite would hold, however, if competitive personalities were
more likely to choose larger competitions. All in all, therefore, our account both organizes our
understanding of social comparison-based competitive behavior and provides a foundation for
exploring new research vistas in social comparison and competitive behavior.
Implications for Policy and Practice

The present overview focuses on the role of social comparison in facilitating competitive
behavior. While our examination of individual and situational factors of social comparison
incorporates both well-established and recent advances in social comparison theory, the more
universal and recognizable nature of situational factors makes for particularly interesting
implications across a variety of domains, of which we now provide a few illustrations.
Proximity to A Standard

In business and educational settings, individuals often are ranked according to their
performance. Some practitioners even advocate the ranking of employees as a means for
boosting worker productivity (Grote, 2005). The inherent problem with such practices, however,
is that social comparison concerns and competitive behavior increase in the proximity to a
standard such as the #1 ranking or other meaningful thresholds. Thus, individuals who are
highly ranked could become less likely to collaborate with each other in mutually beneficial
ways, instead become more likely to engage in cutthroat competitive tactics to obtain or maintain
a competitive advantage. There are, however, circumstances under which rankings might

generate positive effects. For example, a forced-ranking system may increase competitive
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motivation to perform well, without impeding larger organizational goals, when individuals work
autonomously in the organization, such as sales’ agents with non-overlapping jurisdictions.
Social-Category Lines

For the business, law, and policy worlds, the impact of social category lines on social
comparison and competitive behavior reveals that it becomes more difficult to maximize joint
gains between groups from different social categories than between groups from the same social
category membership. “Win-win” deals are therefore harder to achieve across social category
lines, especially where the Pareto efficient outcome requires one group to earn slightly less than
the other. It is difficult to have winners and losers across social-category lines, even when
randomly determined by the flip of a coin (Garcia & Miller, 2007).

On the other hand, social-category lines are not necessarily “bad” from a motivational
perspective. In competitive sports, for example, when you divide a group into two different
social-category sub-groups, such as teams, each side becomes more motivated to compete and
perform well on the task at hand. Students and employees alike can be motivated to best the
other team in activities that truly improve the learning or productivity of the participants in these
ad-hoc groups.

Number of Competitors

The fact that having more competitors decreases social comparison concerns and thus
competitive motivation offers a new argument in the class-size debate (e.g., Mishel, & Rothstein,
2002). As N increases, students' motivation to compete and exert academic effort is likely to
decrease. Thus, in classrooms and test-taking environments with few students, individuals’
motivation and academic and test-taking performance should increase. Similarly, workers who

are focused on individual-based performance tasks such as commission-based sales agents would
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exhibit better sales performance if their offices were located in smaller branches across the
country — which are likely better to motivate them to perform well — than in one big warehouse.

Related, with respect to the debate about pegging teacher performance pay to the
performance of their students on various state and local exams, the N-Effect suggests that
teachers with larger class sizes are likely to have lower classroom performance scores on average
than teachers with smaller class sizes, and thus teachers with smaller class sizes might receive
higher salary raises because of an artifact of class size.

The N-Effect also offers other policy implications. One issue pertains to fair testing
practices on important exams such as the SAT. While testing service providers do their best to
ensure an optimal testing environment, the N-Effect suggests that one important factor that has
been overlooked is the number of test-takers showing up to take a standardized exam. As the
number of test-takers reporting to any given test-taking venue increases, test-takers might feel
less motivated to do well on the exam.

Conclusion

In sum, our new account of social comparison and competitive behavior distinguishes
between individual and situational factors of social comparison that impact competitive
behavior. While the study of competition is a prominent topic in many other social sciences, the
psychological literature generally and social comparison research in particular have paid only
limited attention to this important topic in recent decades. We hope the present review will join
other programs of psychological research in helping remedy this situation and contribute to the

development of a unique psychological perspective in the interdisciplinary study of competition.
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