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Consumers are frequently evaluated relatively to others. In these settings, we find consumers more (less) satisfied with inferior

(superior) evaluation. We propose that social comparison orientation changes the importance consumers give to absolute information

about others’ vs. own evaluation. This process moderates the evaluation-satisfaction relationship, while self-perceived competence

mediates it.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumption settings in which consumers are evaluated in 

comparison to others are ubiquitous. A prime example of such set-
tings is the postsecondary education industry with, in the USA alone, 
its 21 million annual consumers. Yet, consumer research has largely 
ignored such settings. Consequently, the antecedents of satisfaction 
when customers are evaluated relatively are not well understood. 
This research addresses this gap by examining satisfaction in con-
sumption settings in which consumers are evaluated relatively. We 
primarily (but not only) use the postsecondary industry as the testing-
ground for our theory.

In relative evaluation settings, consumers may have access to 
three pieces of information: their individual scores (individual abso-
lute evaluation), the scores’ distribution mean (average evaluation), 
and the actual relative evaluation outcome (ranking).We hypothesize 
that in these settings, superior (inferior) evaluations can lead to in-
ferior (superior) satisfaction. We theorize that different weights are 
given to the aforementioned pieces of information as a function of 
social comparison orientation.  We refer to social comparison orien-
tation as SCO.

Specifically, we argue that consumers high in SCO pay rela-
tively more attention to the average evaluation, which is a relevant 
proxy of others’ absolute evaluation. A lower (higher) average evalu-
ation signals that others are doing poorly (well), setting thus a lower 
(higher) comparison standard. In turn, a lower (higher) comparison 
standard makes high SCO consumers feel that they are more (less) 
competent in comparison to others. 

Conversely, consumers who are low in SCO would focus their 
attention relatively more closely on their own absolute evaluation. 
Since a high (low) absolute evaluation is better (worse) than a low 
(high) one, these individuals feel more (less) competent when their 
own absolute evaluation is high (low).

Jointly, we propose that a simple intervention like moving all 
the absolute scores up or down without changing rankings (actual 
outcomes), can significantly affect consumer satisfaction. Since in 
such interventions the individual and average evaluations would co-
vary, consumers high in SCO would then feel more (less) competent 
and, therefore, satisfied when their own absolute evaluation is low 
(high), while the opposite pattern should be observed for consumers 
low in SCO.

Study 1
A pilot study (not reported) revealed that employees have a ten-

dency to believe that consumers will be more (less) satisfied with 
higher (lower) evaluations. Study 1 demonstrates that such belief is 
erroneous and that consumers high in SCO are more satisfied with 
lower absolute evaluations, although they do not expect to be. Fif-
ty-four graduate students (familiar with relative evaluations) were 
randomly assigned to one of two conditions: high vs. low absolute 
evaluation. Importantly, relative ranking was kept constant across 
conditions. In each condition, participants evaluated the satisfaction 
of a fictitious colleague of theirs with an exam grade. Two weeks 
later, 70 graduate students drawn from the same population were 

asked to make a direct choice between the high vs. the low evalu-
ation condition. 

Consistent with our hypotheses, participants provided higher 
satisfaction ratings in the low (vs. high) absolute evaluation condi-
tion (t=6.36; p=.05). In contrast, when two weeks later participants 
made a direct choice, 77% of them preferred receiving high absolute 
evaluations (X2=20.63; p< .001). Hence, in the second part of the 
study, participants indicated that a situation in which everyone would 
obtain a higher absolute evaluation, and thus (as the first part shows) 
be less satisfied, was preferable.

Study 2
This study (n=111), tested the moderating role of SCO. Par-

ticipants were randomly assigned to a 2 (absolute evaluation: high 
vs. low) x 2 (relative evaluation: above vs. below the mean evalua-
tion) x 3 (context: classroom, sports competition, loyalty program) 
between-subjects design. We measured satisfaction on 7-point scales 
and SCO (Gibbons and Buunk 1999).

We found only one significant interaction; between absolute 
evaluation and SCO (B=-.60; p=.02). A spotlight analysis (Irwin and 
McClelland 2001) revealed that participants with a high SCO were 
less satisfied when absolute evaluation was high (vs. low) (B=-1.19; 
p=.037). Conversely, participants with a low SCO were more satis-
fied when absolute evaluation was high (vs. low) (B=1.23; p=.034).  

Study 3
This study (n=256), replicated our results through procedural 

priming of SCO (Mussweiler and Epstude 2009) and uncovers a 
moderated mediation between evaluation and satisfaction. Partici-
pants were randomly assigned to a 2 (absolute evaluation: high vs. 
low) x 2 (social comparison: primed vs. control group) between-sub-
jects design. We measured satisfaction and perceived competence 
with 7-point scales.

Results showed that SCO significantly moderated the relation-
ship between absolute evaluation and perceived competence while 
perceived competence significantly mediated the relationship be-
tween absolute evaluation and satisfaction (Preacher et al. 2007). 
Indirect effects show that participants who were primed to be more 
socially comparative felt significantly more dissatisfied with a high 
(vs. low) absolute evaluation (95% CI [-.007, -.001])  while partici-
pants in the control condition felt significantly more satisfied with a 
high (vs. low) absolute evaluation (95% CI [.055, .33]).

Discussion
To summarize, we found that SCO moderates the relationship 

between consumer evaluation and perceived competence, while 
perceived competence mediates the relationship between consumer 
evaluation and satisfaction. We suggest that this process is the result 
of different information processing approaches triggered by individ-
ual differences in SCO.

Theoretically, our work is the first to examine satisfaction in 
consumption contexts in which consumers are evaluated relatively. It 
also contributes to the scant literature showing how higher satisfac-
tion may result from lower performances (Medvec et al. 1995; Iyen-
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gar et al. 2006). Thirdly, we add to the understanding of the selec-
tion of comparison information (Mussweiler 2003) by showing that 
information about others’ (vs. own) absolute evaluation is selected 
based on SCO.

Managerially, our results have important implications for all of 
the firms that — in one way or another — evaluate their consumers 
or their employees relatively. We demonstrated that “being as nice 
as they come” when evaluating consumers may be detrimental for 
consumer satisfaction and we expose the previously unknown, and 
potentially detrimental, impact of relative evaluation methods on 
consumer satisfaction. Interestingly, according to our results, when 
appraising individuals with a greater (lower) tendency to engage 
in social comparison, appraisers should shift absolute evaluations 
downward (upward), while keeping relative evaluations constant, in 
order to increase satisfaction.

REFERENCES
Gibbons, F. X. and Buunk, B. P. (1999). Individual differences 

in social comparison: The development of a scale of social 
comparison orientation. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 76(1), 129–142.

Irwin, J. R. and McClelland, G. (2001). Misleading heuristics for 
moderated multiple regression models. Journal of Marketing 
Research, 38(1), 100–109.

Iyengar, S. S., Wells, R. E. and Schwartz, B. (2006). Doing better 
but feeling worse. Psychological Science, 17(2), 143–150.

Medvec, V. H., Madey, S. F. and Gilovich, T. (1995). When less 
is more: Counterfactual thinking and satisfaction among 
Olympic medalists. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 69(4), 603–610.

Mussweiler, T. (2003). Comparison processes in social judgment: 
Mechanism and consequences. Psychological Review, 110(3), 
472–489.

Mussweiler, T. and Epstude, K. (2009). Relatively fast! Efficiency 
advantages of comparative thinking. Journal of Experimental 
Psychology, 138(1), 1–21.

Preacher, K. J., Rucker, D. D. and Hayes, A. F. (2007). Addressing 
moderated mediation hypotheses: Theory, methods, and 
prescriptions. Multivariate Behavioral Research, 42(1), 
185–227.


