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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Social comparison, proposed nearly 60 years ago by Festinger 

(1954) is defined as an evaluative process in which an individual 
compares himself or herself on some dimension to a target of com-
parison (Kruglanski and Mayseless 1990). This theory has dem-
onstrated relevance for consumer research including explaining 
consumers’ reactions to advertising messages (e.g., Richins 1991). 
However, little work examines how advertising practitioners, as cre-
ators of such images, perceive the social comparison process and its 
outcomes among consumers. Through a mixed method qualitative 
approach, this research examines how advertising practitioners con-
ceptualize the social comparison process among consumers. 

Past studies show that individuals actively compare themselves 
and may be motivated not only by self-evaluation, but also by a sense 
of self-improvement or self-enhancement when making comparisons 
(Wood 1989). Research also addresses the consequences of social 
comparison. Much scholarly discussion in psychology centers on 
assimilation and contrast effects (e.g., Thornton and Moore 1993; 
Brewer and Weber 1994; Lockwood and Kunda 1997; Mussweiler 
2001) and details a number of moderating variables. Other scholars 
(e.g., Richins 1991) explain that individuals may shift their standards 
and/or lower their self-perceptions of performance. Research in this 
stream mostly examines comparisons to attractive or thin models by 
women and is mixed with regard to its negative effects, although 
some scholars argue these comparisons may lead to feelings of dis-
satisfaction (e.g., Hogg, Bruce and Hough 1999; Martin & Kennedy 
1993, 1994; Harper & Tiggemann 2008; Hargreaves & Tiggemann 
2002; Lavine, Sweeney and Wagner 1999).

Gulas and McKeage (2000) and Zayer and Otnes (2012) have 
taken a first step in extending the research on comparison to adver-
tising images to examinations of men and into domains other than 
physical attractiveness. Gulas and McKeage (2000) find idealized 
images of financial success have a negative effect on men’s self-eval-
uations, while Zayer and Otnes (2012) demonstrate that men exhibit 
a variety of responses to comparisons of masculinity in ads, includ-
ing feelings of vulnerability and anxiety as well as more motivational 
and aspirational outcomes.

To investigate how advertising practitioners perceive consum-
ers’ comparisons to advertising representations, the researchers used 
a qualitative approach across two waves of data collection. In the first 
round, field observations, a focus group and unstructured and semi-
structured interviews with advertising practitioners were conducted 
in a large U.S. advertising agency. Twenty participants were asked 
“grand tour” questions (McCracken 1988), and questions focused 
on their perceptions of how advertising impacts consumers, probing 
into social comparison processes. In the second round of data collec-
tion, the researchers conducted ten semi-structured depth interviews 
with advertising professionals working at various agencies across the 
U.S. in cities such as Chicago, New York, Los Angeles and Dallas. 
After transcription, the researchers engaged in data analysis (Strauss 
and Corbin 1998) to identify salient themes in a similar manner as 
Drumwright and Murphy’s (2004) analysis of interview data from 
advertising practitioners. 

The findings indicate informants’ concerns about consumers’ 
feelings is largely client-driven and focused on whether or not the 
target audience in particular will have a good reaction as defined by 

how it benefits the client—whether the target audience will “like it 
and want to buy it” (Erin, female). Many informants did not express 
a concern about how advertising images may impact consumers’ 
self-perceptions. Next, findings demonstrate practitioners view the 
social comparison process and its outcomes differently based on 
whether the intended audience is male or female. With few excep-
tions, informants demonstrate a belief that women are more prone 
to engage in social comparison. Several informants associate the 
tendency to compare with perceived gendered traits, such as how 
observant women are. Further, women are seen as more susceptible 
to possible negative effects of social comparison, particularly with 
regard to comparisons of beauty. 

In contrast, men are seen as largely immune from the negative 
impact of social comparison to advertising images. One informant 
suggests that men engage in social comparison internally and do not 
verbalize it, but clearly indicates women are more prone to engage 
in the process (Casey, male). Moreover, unlike women’s perceived 
vulnerability to negative effects of social comparison, the effects of 
men’s comparisons—among informants who expressed a belief that 
men do engage in the process—predominantly are seen as positive 
and aspirational. A few practitioners did express that both men and 
women engage in social comparison and that these comparisons may 
hold negative consequences for consumers; however, they were in 
the minority. 

Despite research demonstrating that both men and women ac-
tively engage in social comparison to advertising representations, 
most informants focused on women. When asked separately about 
whether they believed men and women compare themselves to mod-
els in ads, not only were their responses about women’s social com-
parison longer in duration, they were more detailed in content. How-
ever, despite research demonstrating that men also engage in social 
comparison, few respondents actively addressed these possibilities. 
Importantly, practitioners revealed that their gendered perceptions do 
influence the types of advertising messages they develop and market. 
Future research should examine the specific ways these perceptions 
impact the creative and strategic development of ads, and thus is a 
limitation of the current research.

In sum, this research is important for several reasons. By high-
lighting the contrast between what practitioners believe are differ-
ent social comparison processes between men and women and what 
research has demonstrated as a salient process for both men and 
women (and sometimes with negative outcomes), scholars may be 
able to bring a greater understanding of the process to the advertising 
community. Advertisers could incorporate this understanding into 
their decision processes. Further, advertisers should recognize the 
potential that some messages may detrimentally affect men and that 
women are not always vulnerable and detrimentally affected. Finally, 
understanding how practitioners view the social comparison process 
holds important consumer welfare implications.
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