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Word-of-mouth. Line queues. Performance feedback. These are a few common situations that provide comparative information of

being better or worse off than others. We propose and find in four studies that by affecting individuals’ general sense of personal

accomplishment, such social comparison situations can affect individuals' propensity to be charitable.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT 
We propose that an important yet overlooked variable affecting 

individuals’ willingness to be charitable is how the social context 
provides comparative information regarding being better (vs. worse) 
off than others. As a result, seemingly irrelevant social comparison 
situations--such as one’s relative position in line at a store—can af-
fect individuals’ propensity to be charitable. Specifically, social com-
parisons can vary in terms of direction (Aspinwall and Taylor 1993; 
Taylor, Wayment and Carrillo 1996). For instance, comparisons can 
be with those in a relatively better position (i.e., upward compari-
sons) or worse position (i.e., downward comparisons). Direction of 
comparison is important because it can have different motivational 
effects. For instance, upward comparisons can motivate individuals 
to improve their relative position (i.e., a self-improvement motive), 
whereas downward comparisons can cause individuals to relax such 
motives (Taylor et al 1996). We build upon this literature by propos-
ing that downward (vs. upward) comparisons cause individuals to 
feel a general sense of accomplishment, which in turn frees them 
to benefit from sharing their resources with others (e.g., to view 
themselves as kind and generous). Conversely, upward comparisons 
should cause individuals to feel less accomplished, thereby motivat-
ing them to devote their resources to improving themselves rather 
than helping others. In summary, downward (vs. upward) compari-
sons should cause individuals to be more receptive to subsequent 
charitable appeals (H1). We test this and the basis of H1 through 
moderation and mediation in four studies. 

In study 1, we test H1 by giving participants a purchasing sce-
nario in which they have spent less or more than a co-worker for 
the same product (a downward vs. upward comparison respective-
ly), after which they are asked whether they would buy a candy bar 
with a charity incentive (i.e., part of the proceeds goes to charity). 
Because social comparison (SC) effects should be strongest among 
those less confident in their abilities in the domain being compared 
(Festinger 1954), we measured confidence in the compared domain 
(i.e., consumer self-confidence; Bearden, Hardesty and Rose 2001) 
and expected SC effects to be strongest when confidence is low (H2). 
Consistent with H1, downward (vs. upward) comparisons led to 
higher purchase intentions (b = .95, p =.001) and willingness-to-pay, 
or WTP (b = .82, p = .01). Furthermore, the SC x confidence interac-
tion was significant for purchase intentions (b = -1.52, p < .001) and 
WTP (b = -.92, p <.05; see Figure 1). Consistent with H2, SC had 
a significant effect on intentions and WTP for those with less (vs. 
more) confidence in their purchasing decisions.

In study 2, we examine whether these SC effects are specific 
to the presence of a charitable incentive. If downward (vs. upward) 
comparisons free individuals to use their resources to view them-
selves positively by helping others, then downward (vs. upward) 
comparisons should cause individuals to be more receptive to prod-
ucts when they are bundled (vs. unbundled) with a charity incentive 
(H3). We tested H3 with a different manipulation of SC and product 
(a barbeque lunch) that either had a charitable incentive or not. Con-
sistent with H3, a significant interaction emerged for purchase inten-
tions (F(1, 149) = 4.61, p < .05) and WTP (F(1, 149) = 6.40, p =.01).  
When the product was bundled with a charity incentive, purchase 
intentions were higher among those in the downward than upward 
condition (Ms = 1.17 vs. .59, F(1, 149) = 4.35 p < .05), whereas when 
the product did not have a charity incentive, there was no significant 

Figure 1 
Interactive Effect of Confidence and Direction of  

Comparison on Willingness to be Charitable 
Figure 1A. Purchase Intentions (Mean Centered)

-1.5

-1

-0.5

0

0.5

1

1.5

Downward Upward

Low (-1 SD)
High (+1 SD)

Figure 1B. Willingness to Pay (Mean Centered)
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difference between conditions (Ms = .18 vs. .53, F(1, 149) = 1.32, 
NS).  The results for WTP similarly supported our predictions.

If those making downward (vs. upward) comparisons are more 
receptive to charitable requests because such acts allow them to 
view themselves as kind and generous, then our predicted SC effects 
should be greatest among those who highly value such characteris-
tics-- when individuals have a high (vs. low) moral identity (H4). 
Thus, in study 3, we measured moral identity (Aquino and Reed 
2002) as well as used a SC manipulation using line queues (Zhou 
and Soman 2003), thereby making the compared resource time rather 
than money.  Supporting H4, the interaction was significant for both 
purchase intentions (b = .26, p < .05) and WTP (b = .95, p < .005; see 
Figure 2). Downward comparisons led to higher purchase intentions 
and WTP than upward comparisons only when individuals had a high 
moral identity (b = 1.07, p <.05 and b = 2.73, p < .05 respectively). 
For those with a low moral identity, SC had no significant effect on 
purchase intentions (b = -.67, NS) or WTP (b = -1.93, NS).

The final study was designed to test personal accomplishment 
as a mediator (H5) in addition to measuring donation behaviors and 
donations of time. SC was manipulated by providing participants 
with false feedback on a performance test. As part of an ostensibly 
unrelated study on consumer decision making, participants had the 
opportunity to win $25. Similar to past measures of helping behavior 
(Cialdini and Kendrick 1976), participants were told that they had



Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 40) / 621

Figure 2 
Interactive Effect of Moral Identity and direction of 

Comparison on Willingness to be Charitable  
Figure 2A. Purchase Intentions (Mean Centered)
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Figure 2B. Willingness to Pay (Mean Centered)
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five raffle tickets that they could use all, some, or none of to enter 
themselves (vs. a charity) in the raffle. As predicted, those in the 
downward condition donated more tickets to charity than those in 
the upward condition did (Ms = 4.38 vs. 3.37; F(1, 52) = 6.60, p = 
.01). In addition, a higher proportion of those in the downward than 

upward condition opted-in to a volunteering email list (35% vs. 7%; 
χ2 = 6.58, p = .01). Furthermore, those in the downward (vs. upward) 
condition had a higher willingness to volunteer their time (Ms = 4.78 
vs. 3.73; F(1, 52) = 5.05, p < .05). Moreover, the mediation results 
using bootstrapping methods showed that the indirect effect from SC 
to prosocial behaviors and intentions through perceived accomplish-
ment was significantly different from zero at p < .05. In conclusion, 
the results of these four studies provide support for our theory of the 
incidental effects of social comparison on prosocial behavior.
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