
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
Less Is More: Positional Concerns Are Stronger in Inevaluable Domains

Tess Bogaerts, Ghent University, Belgium 
Mario Pandelaere, Ghent University, Belgium 

 
Previous research has demonstrated that positional concern (i.e. concern about one’s position relative to a reference group) is stronger

in some domains than in others. Two studies show that the level of evaluability of the domain – the extent to which people are able to

evaluate outcomes without comparison – is a forceful predictor of whether people have strong positional concerns. People are more

likely to be concerned about their position for inevaluable domains than for evaluable domains. Positional concerns for inevaluable

domains are particularly stronger for envious people.
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Positional concern is the extent to which one is concerned about one’s status or position in one’s reference group. To measure positional 
concerns, Solnick and Hemenway (1998) developed the Positional Concern Questionnaire (PCQ), in which respondents have to indicate for 
a number of domains which of two outcomes they would prefer. One of the options is always superior from an absolute point of view but 
inferior from a relative point of view (e.g. working in a company in which one earns USD 50,000 but others earn USD 60,000). The second 
option is superior from a relative point of view but inferior from an absolute point of view (e.g. working in a company in which one earns 
USD 40,000 but others earn USD 30,000). As people become more concerned about their position, they are more likely to choose the second 
option in which one is the better off in relative terms. A number of studies indicate that positional concern may vary across domains (Solnick 
& Hemenway, 1998, 2005). We propose that the domain differences in positional concern are due to differences in the inherent evaluability 
of the domains involved. 

Inherent evaluability refers to whether people have an innate reference system to assess the value of an outcome (Hsee & Zhang, 2010). 
For instance, if people take a sip from a cup of coffee, they know immediately whether or not it is too hot because people have an innate refer-
ence system to evaluate temperature. Temperature is therefore an inherently evaluable quantity (Hsee & Zhang, 2010). In contrast, a woman 
who receives a diamond engagement ring may want to compare her ring to that of her friends in order to assess the love of her future spouse. 
Diamond value is an inherently inevaluable quantity (Hsee & Zhang, 2010) as people cannot judge how valuable a diamond is without an 
external reference system. We suggest that relative position is more important for inherently inevaluable domains.

The PCQ was developed to measure differences between people in positional concern. While some people routinely care about their 
position, others do not. Correspondingly, the former exhibit positional concern in a host of domains, the latter do not. The (in)evaluability 
framework not only allows predicting for which domains people are more likely to display positional concern, but also when people are more 
likely to differ from one another. We expect that most people do not care for relative position for inherently evaluable domains. So, the impact 
of individual differences on positional concerns should be moderated by the evaluability of the domain involved.

To test this idea, we focused on an individual difference variable that may be associated with positional concern, namely envy. Consid-
ering that envy entails a negative feeling that is triggered when others do better than oneself, envy-prone people should not want others to 
outperform them. In the PCQ, envy should thus be associated with the tendency to prefer a positional outcome over an absolute one.

In a first study, 400 US citizens participated in an online study in return for a participation fee. First, we used the PCQ to measure 
concerns regarding relative standing. To measure envy, we administered a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) which 
contained 9 items (α = .61) based on the envy dimension from Belk’s materialism scale (Belk, 1985; Ger & Belk, 1995). Finally, we used 
the AB identification survey developed by Hsee and Yang (in press) to identify whether a given domain is inherently evaluable (type A) or 
inherently inevaluable (type B).

To test whether domain evaluability and envy predict positional concern, we ran a multilevel logistic regression with choice of relative 
option as binary dependent variable. The inverse relationship between positional concerns and domain evaluability was clearly significant (B 
= -1.620, SD = .156, p < .001). The more a domain is inherently inevaluable, the more people prefer to be better off from a relative point of 
view. Moreover, results revealed a significant main effect of envy (B = .156, SD = .064, p = .014) and a significant interaction effect between 
envy and domain evaluability (B = -.612, SD = .205, p = .003) on positional concerns. Consistent with the hypothesis, we found that positional 
concerns are stronger in inherently inevaluable domains, and even more so for envy-prone people.

In a second study, we investigated what happens if people have a third option in the PCQ, in which everyone in society is equal (e.g. 
working in a company in which one earns USD 50,000 and others also earn USD 50,000). Another 400 US citizens participated in this second 
online study in return for a participation fee. Afterwards, we ran a multilevel regression with positional concern as ordinal dependent vari-
able. Consistent with the first study, we found a significant inverse relationship between domain evaluability and the tendency to choose a 
positional outcome (B = -1.750, SD = .153, p < .001). Choosing the positional outcome over an absolute or an equal one is more likely if one 
is envious (B = .489; SD = 0,120; p < .001), envy especially predicts positional choosing in inherently inevaluable domains (B = -.463; SD = 
0,184; p = .012). Taken together, we found that domain evaluability is a strong predictor of people’s tendency to choose a positional outcome, 
and moderates the impact of individual differences in envy on positional concern.

The contribution of this article is threefold. First, it provides an explanation of the difference in positional concern across domains. 
Second, it shows that the (in)evaluability framework could be applied to choices people make. Third, this research contributes to a better 
understanding of positional concern on both an individual level and domain specific level. Consistent with an interactionist point of view, 
this article shows that dispositions interact with situations to shape behavior. To arrive at an even better understanding of positional concerns, 
additional research is being conducted to investigate the effect of domain evaluability and other dispositions on people’s inclination to choose 
a positional outcome. 

REFERENCES
Hsee, C.K., & Yang, A.X. (forthcoming). The AB Identification Survey: Identifying Absolute versus Relative Determinants of Happiness. 

Paper presented at the Association for Consumer Research conference. Jacksonville, 7-10/10/2010.
Hsee, C.K. & Zhang, J. (2010). General Evaluability Theory. Perspectives on Psychological Science, 5(4), 343-355. 
Solnick, S., & Hemenway, D. (1998). Is more always better? A survey on positional concerns Journal of Economic Behavior and 

Organization, 37, 373-383.
 Solnick, S., & Hemenway, D. (2005). Are positional concerns stronger in some domains than in others? American Economic Review, 95, 147-

151.


