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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
We propose that incidental direction of comparison is an im-

portant predictor of prosocial behavior. Direction of comparison can 
be downward or upward (being better or worse off than a compari-
son target, respectively). We argue that even when the comparison 
is incidental to the charitable appeal, downward (vs. upward) com-
parisons will cause individuals to be persuaded more by appeals that 
highlight benefits to others (vs. the self) by influencing their accep-
tance of personal responsibility. Specifically, by being in a relatively 
better position, those making downward comparisons may feel that 
they do not need to devote their resources entirely to themselves. In 
contrast, if those making upward (vs. downward) comparisons are 
more motivated to improve their relative position, then they should 
be less receptive to acting altruistically. Thus, we predict that indi-
viduals making downward (vs. upward) comparisons will be more 
willing to help others (H1). Furthermore, we argue that H1 will be 
supported regardless of whether (1) the comparison target is others 
or oneself at a different point in time, or (2) the compared resource 
(money) differs from the requested resource (time). 

Although most charitable appeals highlight benefits to others 
(White and Peloza 2009), we predict that H1 will be moderated by 
whether the charitable appeal emphasizes benefits to others or the 
self (H2). If downward (vs. upward) comparisons cause individu-
als to be more willing to accept responsibility for others, then they 
should be more receptive to other- than self-benefit appeals. 

Finally, we propose that because downward comparisons should 
reduce self-improvement motives, individuals making downward 
comparisons should be more willing to accept personal responsibility 
for others, as requested in an other-benefit appeal. In contrast, when 
comparing upward, individuals should be more motivated to improve 
themselves, thereby causing them to be less likely to accept personal 
responsibility for others. As a result, they will help only when a ben-
efit to the self is highlighted in the appeal. Thus, we predict that per-
sonal responsibility for others will mediate the effects of direction of 
comparison on receptiveness to other-benefit appeals (H3). 

In study 1, we analyzed secondary data gathered from the Uni-
versity of Michigan’s Consumer Sentiment and Giving USA (2012)’s 
Annual Report on Philanthropy for the Year of 2011. As predicted in 
H1, regressing comparison on change in donations yielded a signifi-
cant model (R2 = .35, F(1, 31) = 16.45, p < .001), and adding other 
variables (e.g., disposable income, expected interest rate changes 
did not significantly improve the model ( R2 = .07, F(4, 25) < 
1). Thus, we found the change in amount donated increased as more 
people made downward (vs. upward) comparisons. Because the re-
sults are correlational, we further tested our hypotheses in two lab 
experiments.

In study 2, 81 participants from a large university in the United 
Kingdom were randomly assigned to a condition in a 2 (compari-
son: downward vs. upward) x 2 (appeal: self- vs. other-benefit) ex-
perimental design. For the comparison manipulation, similar to prior 
research (Becker 2012), those in the upward (downward) condition 
read an article stating that those in the top (bottom) 10% income 
bracket are getting richer (poorer). Alongside the article was a ban-
ner ad that highlighted benefits to others or the self of volunteering 
(White and Peloza 2009).  Participants then reported how much they 
would donate from their payment for participation and possible win-

nings from a raffle. They were also asked if they wanted to opt into 
an email distribution list to learn about local volunteering opportuni-
ties. Supporting H2, a comparison x appeal interaction was signifi-
cant (F(1, 73) = 6.36, p < .05). When the other-help appeal was used, 
those in the downward (vs. upward) condition donated more money 
(Ms = £14.68 vs. £9.37, F(1, 73) = 4.20, p < .05), whereas when the 
self-benefit appeal was used, there was no significant difference in 
the amount donated (Ms = £13.85 vs. £14.45, F(1, 73) < 1). Results 
for opt-in to an e-mail list were significant as well.

In Study 3, 233 participants recruited from Amazon Mechani-
cal Turk were randomly assigned to a condition in a 2 (comparison: 
downward vs. upward) x 2 (target: intrapersonal vs. interpersonal) x 
2 (appeal: self-benefit vs. other-benefit) experimental design. Partici-
pants described a person who is (interpersonal) or time when they 
were (intrapersonal) better or worse off than they currently are. They 
then read a cancer research ad that highlighted benefits to the self 
or others (Nelson and Brunel 2000). Supporting H2, comparison x 
appeal significantly affected the total amount donated (F(1, 221) = 
10.87, p = .001) and the number of times participants planned to 
volunteer in the next six months (F(1, 224) = 5.61, p < .05). When the 
other-help appeal was used, those in the downward (vs. upward) con-
dition donated more money ($7.31 vs. $5.02, F(1, 221) = 3.71, p = 
.05). When the self-benefit appeal was used, those in the upward (vs. 
downward) condition donated more money ($7.78 vs. $5.02, F(1, 
221) = 8.02, p = .005). When the other-help appeal was used, those 
in the downward (vs. upward) condition intended to spend more time 
volunteering (3.16 vs. 2.52, F(1, 224) = 4.98, p < .05). Finally, con-
sistent with H3, when participants viewed the other-benefit appeal, 
felt responsibility to care for others mediated the effect of compari-
son on monetary donations (effect = .42, 95% confidence interval, or 
CI: .03 to 1.15), and volunteering intentions (effect = .27, 95% CI: 
.08 to .54). However, with the self-benefit appeal, felt responsibility 
did not explain monetary donations (effect = .06, 95% CI: -.23 to .53) 
or volunteering intentions (effect = .02, 95% CI: -.18 to .22). None 
of the effects were significantly moderated by target or whether the 
comparison involved money.

To our knowledge, this is the first empirical evidence directly 
demonstrating that downward comparisons can positively influence 
people’s willingness to help, and this is due to concerns with the 
welfare of a collective rather than the self. We also contribute to the 
literature on the effectiveness of other- versus self-benefit appeals 
by introducing direction of comparison as an important moderator.
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