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This research explores the role of a diagnostic comparison standard in women’s assessments of their own attractiveness when exposed

to ads featuring idealized models versus everyday people. We find that women rate themselves as being less attractive after seeing

advertisements featuring idealized models but rate themselves as being more attractive after exposure to advertisements featuring

more realistic images of everyday women. We then reverse this effect and suggest that it is moderated through assessments of

diagnosticity for social comparison.
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The Two-Sided Mirror: How Correcting For Diagnosticity Impacts 
Social Comparisons With Advertisement Models

Abigail Schneider, University of Colorado, USA
Susan Jung Grant, University of Colorado, USA

The impact of featuring idealized models versus realistic depictions of people in advertisements has been a topic of much debate in both 
the consumer literature (Richins 1991; Smeesters, Mussweiler, and Mandel 2010) and society (www.campaignforrealbeauty.com). Much of 
this research has focused on the detrimental effects of idealized images on satisfaction with the self (Richins 1991), on resulting distortions of 
body image (Rothblum 1990), or on the diminished judgment of the attractiveness of others (Kenrick and Gutierres 1980).  

As a stand against the adverse effects of idealized models, Dove launched its Campaign for Real Beauty in 2004, casting women of all 
shapes and sizes in its advertising. Yet, the actual effect of these “real” women models on women’s self-esteem is debatable. For instance, 
Smeesters et al. (2010) find that “real beauty” advertising may not enhance consumers’ self-esteem, suggesting that the potential persuasive 
impact of Dove’s ads may be limited.  

Our research seeks to extend this work and address when “real beauty” ads are effective in evoking social comparison that leads to 
enhanced perceptions of attractiveness (contrast) or average perceptions of attractiveness (assimilation). We then explore the role of a more 
diagnostic standard of comparison in women’s assessments of their own attractiveness when exposed to ads featuring idealized models versus 
everyday people.

We report findings from a study in which women rate themselves as being less attractive after seeing advertisements featuring idealized 
models but rate themselves as being more attractive after exposure to advertisements featuring more realistic images of everyday women. We 
then reverse this effect and suggest that it is moderated through assessments of diagnosticity for social comparison.  

The literature suggests that an assimilation-contrast framework is relevant to self-assessments of attractiveness. Richins (1991) suggests 
that consumers viewing an advertisement spontaneously engage in social comparison (Festinger 1954; Gilbert, Giesler, and Morris 1995) 
and relate to the model by assimilating to the model’s level of attractiveness or contrasting away. With assimilation, the model’s attractive-
ness becomes incorporated into the consumer’s self-perception. With contrast, the model’s attractiveness becomes a standard against which a 
comparison is made.  People may also correct for such judgments (DeCoster and Claypool 2004) and, thereby, “mentally undo” assimilation 
or contrast. However, because the diagnosticity of the comparison, or the appropriateness of the target as an object of comparison, is only 
considered after the comparison is made (Gilbert et al. 1995), it is possible for people to make nondiagnostic comparisons that they then cor-
rect (Gilbert et al. 1995, p. 227). One way of “mentally undoing” the comparison is to consider the diagnosticity of the comparison standard 
and to re-evaluate based on a more diagnostic source.

We conducted a 2 (advertising: model vs. real people) x 2 (referent group: non-salient peers vs. salient peers) factorial design. Partici-
pants were 102 female undergraduate students from a large Western US university who participated in exchange for partial course credit. 

Upon entering the lab, participants were told that they would be completing separate studies related to college female undergraduates’ 
opinions about health and beauty advertisements and about a potential dating service that would be piloted on campus. Participants received 
a booklet containing six ads, three of which were ads featuring either models or real people and three of which were filler ads showing only 
products. Participants first wrote a few sentences about their initial reactions to the ads and then rated the ads on various dimensions (e.g. 
“How much do you like this advertisement?” “How attractive do you think the featured model is?”). 

Students then read about a dating service that would ostensibly target the college market and hence sought feedback from college stu-
dents. Afterwards, they rated their own attractiveness, as well as the attractiveness of the typical female on their campus. The order of rating 
constituted the manipulation of referent group salience. In the non-salient referent condition participants rated their own attractiveness first. In 
the salient-referent condition, participants rated the attractiveness of the typical female undergraduate before rating their own attractiveness.

A two-way ANOVA revealed a significant interaction between advertising type and referent-group salience on ratings of self-attractive-
ness (F(1,98)=16.12, p<.0001). When assessing themselves without a referent group, participants felt less attractive when they viewed model 
ads (M=4.96) than when they viewed real people ads (M=5.44). This effect was reversed when participants assessed their own attractiveness 
with a referent group (after being asked about the typical female undergraduate student). Participants judged themselves as less attractive 
when they viewed real people ads (M =4.63) than when they viewed model ads (M=5.52). Planned contrasts showed that all four pairwise 
comparisons are significant (all Fs>4.00; all ps<.05). 

In summary, when people rate their own attractiveness first, they demonstrate a contrast effect when viewing real and ideal models; 
however, when they rate their peers’ attractiveness first, they demonstrate an assimilation effect with the real and ideal models. We theorize 
that the introduction of a diagnostic referent group, such as other female undergraduates, influences correction. Thus, when participants saw 
model ads and were then reminded of the typical undergraduate, the contrast effect was deemed to be extreme, not diagnostic. When cor-
recting for the influence of a non-diagnostic comparison, participants could still justify elevated self-attractiveness ratings. Alternatively, 
when participants saw real people ads and were then reminded of the typical undergraduate, the comparison was deemed to be appropriate 
and diagnostic. When taking into account a diagnostic comparison, participants had no justification for inflating judgments of their own at-
tractiveness and thus, ratings were lower.  

We propose a second study to explore this explanation. Because correcting for diagnosticity requires cognitive resources (Gilbert et 
al. 1995), we expect that those who rate others’ attractiveness first but are under cognitive load will demonstrate a contrast effect similar to 
the one observed for those who rate themselves first; however, those who rate others first but are not under cognitive load will continue to 
demonstrate assimilation. Thus, we propose a 2 (advertising: model vs. real people) x 2 (referent group: non-salient peers vs. salient peers) x 
2 (cognitive resources: load vs. no load) factorial design.
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Is Older Wiser? 
Effects of Expertise and Aging on Experiential Learning

Ashley Goerke, Temple University, USA
Eric Eisenstein, Temple University, USA
Ayalla Ruvio, Temple University, USA

Consumers often need to learn the relationship between an unobservable outcome of interest and observable attributes.  For example, 
antique shoppers appraise items; used car buyers must learn how car attributes affect price; gift-givers must learn the preferences of those to 
whom they give gifts; and in general, consumers constantly make decisions that are based on their predictions of quality, price, value, and lik-
ing.  In this research, we investigate the costs and benefits of having developed expertise, both recently (based on training) and over a lifetime 
of consumer learning and decision making (for products that are highly familiar), and we compare the costs and benefits of expertise against 
the greater processing speed of more youthful subjects.

Prior research has presented a mixed view of expertise, with some researchers demonstrating costs of expertise (Camerer & Johnson, 
1991; Wood & Lynch, 2002) and others showing benefits (Alba & Hutchinson, 1987; Hutchinson & Eisenstein, 2008; Meyer, 1987).  As a 
general rule, people develop expertise from their repeated experiences in markets.  Based on this, we posit that a lifetime of encountering 
products, developing fair market price and quality judgments about these products, and filing away this information for use at a later date, 
could be categorized as a form of experiential learning (EL) expertise, which increases with age. 

Consumers often use previously paid or encountered prices as a reference for the evaluation of price expectations when dealing with 
frequently purchased goods (Kalyanaram & Winer, 1995).  However, developing price referents is increasingly more complicated in situa-
tions where consumers have little or no previous experience with the product or product category.  Price predictions for novel products that 
are associated with multi-attribute learning tasks have shown to produce generally conservative, implicit, rules associated with each attribute 
in just a few trials (Shirai & Meyer, 1997).  However, as previously alluded to, the overall level of respondent accuracy in these trials is poor.  
While most consumer learning research focuses on conditions under which learning is inhibited (Howard & Howard, 2001; Wood & Lynch, 
2002), and circumstances under which learning can be improved (Huffman & Houston, 1993; West, 1996), it has generally failed to address 
the inhibitory or enhancing conditions in an experiential context.  In response, this study aims to bring these learning strategies, more recently 
identified in the consumer learning literature, into the EL paradigm in order to improve respondent performance on price and preference 
prediction tasks.

Consumer Learning and Age 
This study takes a unique interest into the differences in learning performance between senior citizens and their Generation Y counter-

parts.  The U.S. Administration on Aging estimates that by the year 2030 the number of Americans over the age of 65 will more than double, 
to nearly 72 million people.  Acknowledging the senior market’s power due to high proportions of discretionary income and increased leisure 
time, and compounding this with the impending exponential growth the market is about to endure, it is critical to gain insight into the differ-
ences in how this consumer group learns about products. 

Studies have suggested that experience feeds into knowledge, and that older adults may use non-traditional cognitive skills when 
performing difficult tasks (Baltes et al. 1995; Hedden, Lautenschlager, & Park, 2005).  In contrast, much of the geriatric literature has 
demonstrated a cognitive decline associated with age (Hedden & Gabrieli, 2004) including reductions in processing speed and the ability to 
encode information into short term memory (Craik, 1994).  These deficits lend themselves to the prediction that performance on EL tasks 
will decrease with age due to seniors’ decreased ability to quickly process the information, identify and remember patterns and relationships, 
and ultimately encode the recognized associations into short term memory to serve as a reference point throughout the task. Considering the 
substantial support for either prediction, proposition 1 serves as an exploratory inquisition:

Proposition 1:  Evidence for the increase in EL expertise will be supported by senior respondents outperforming undergraduate 
respondents on price prediction tasks, holding the environment constant.


