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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Be it a more successful colleague or a more well-to-do neigh-

bor, many individuals in their everyday lives compare themselves 
with others who are superior. Such comparisons often provoke feel-
ings of envy, leading to the realization of one’s own inferiority and 
relative deprivation (Heider 1958; Ortony, Clore and Collins, 1988). 
Envy is defined as the emotion that arises when one compares his or 
her own outcome with those of a relatively successful, similar person 
on a self-relevant attribute (Salovey and Rodin 1988; Smith, Kim 
and Parrott 1988).

We propose that individuals who experience feelings of envy 
are more likely to distance away from a direct comparison with the 
envied target, building upon work on the psychological impact of 
envy (Smith and Ki, 2007). This effect is stronger among those who 
are inclined to attend to their own feelings (Salovey et al. 1995). 
Consequently, we find that envy makes people perceive themselves 
to be less similar to the envied target (Experiment 1) and to pursue 
values that are different from those of the envied target (Experiment 
2). Furthermore, envious individuals tend to prefer unique products 
to regular products in order to reinstate their self-concept and to dif-
ferentiate themselves from others (Experiment 3). 

In Experiment 1, 102 M-Turk participants read a story about 
another M-Turk worker who had made a profit from a stock invest-
ment. They were randomly assigned to one of two conditions: the 
envy condition in which the profit was $3,400/month, or the no-envy 
condition in which the profit was $180/month. Controlling for in-
come and education, participants in the envy (vs. no-envy) condition 
who are dispositionally inclined to attend to their feelings perceived 
themselves to be less similar to the envied target (p <.05). 

Experiment 2 conceptually replicated the findings in experi-
ment 1. Eighty-six students were randomly assigned to one of 4 con-
ditions (envy: yes/no × mirror: yes/no). Participants first described 
either a target they envied or a control target (Cohen-Charash, 2009). 
Instead of using the attention-to-feelings scale, we exposed half the 
participants to a mirror to situationally induce greater attention to 
feelings (Schiere 1976; Wicklund and Duval 1971). Next, partici-
pants were given the definition of nine universal values (Schwartz 
1987), predicted the weights that their described target would put on 
the nine values by distributing 100 points, and indicated the weights 
they themselves would put on the values. Consistent with our hy-
pothesis, compared to participants in the no-envy condition, those 
in the envy condition were more likely to indicate that the values 
they pursued were different from those of their target (p = .05). The 
effect was more pronounced among participants who were exposed 
to a mirror and who presumably were more attentive to their own 
feelings (p = .05).

In Experiment 3, 96 participants were randomly assigned 
to one of four conditions (envy: yes/no × mirror: yes/no) as in ex-
periment 2. However, after the essay-writing task, participants were 
asked to choose a gift-wrapped bag of jellybeans among six available 
flavors as a reward for their participation. Three of these were clas-
sic flavors (e.g., Raspberry) and the other three were more unique 
flavors (e.g., French Vanilla). The results show that participants in 
the envy (vs. no-envy) condition were more likely to choose one of 
the unique flavors, especially those in the mirror condition who were 
more attentive to their feelings (p = .03). These results suggest that 

envious individuals, in an attempt to reinstate their self-worth, may 
exhibit a greater momentary need for uniqueness.  

This research contributes to the envy literature in several ways. 
First, to the best of our knowledge, this is the first paper that exam-
ines how envy may lead an individual to cognitively and behavior-
ally distance oneself from the envied target. Prior research on envy 
has largely focused on the conceptualization of envy (Feather and 
Sherman 2002; Smith et al. 1996) and people’s “active” reaction to 
“pull down” the envied target or to improve the self (Van de Ven et 
al. 2009; Heider 1958). We suggest a third, more “passive” way that 
people may respond to feelings of envy: social distancing. Previous 
work on escape behavior in response to external threats mainly fo-
cused on animal behavior (Seligman et al. 1967; Padilla et al. 1970). 
The present work expands this view by arguing that escape behavior 
not only exists in physical environments, but can also occur in the 
face of psychological threat that envy induces. Second, we believe 
that this escape behavior is also different from prior social psychol-
ogy research on social comparison. The social comparison literature 
shows that individuals can change their perception of the specific 
domain(s) in which they compare themselves with the envied target 
(Tesser 1991). In contrast, our findings suggest that envy may lead to 
unexpected downstream consequences on product choice in a seem-
ingly unrelated domain. In experiment 3, in particular, participants 
who were envious of a specific target individual were more likely 
to choose unique jellybean flavors even though the jellybeans were 
irrelevant to the specific domain(s) in which participants felt inferior 
compared to their envied target.  

To further examine these experimental results, we plan to inves-
tigate several factors related to the basic effect in one or more future 
studies. First, we hope to compare the consequences of envy not only 
with a control baseline condition, but also with other emotions such 
as sadness, frustration, and admiration. Second, we question to what 
extent envy can spur the consumption of products that are not only 
unique in design, but also preference for customizable products (e.g., 
Converse shoes, Nike shoes) or limited-edition products. Last but 
not least, we hope to investigate how these results may apply to the 
effectiveness of celebrity endorsements in traditional advertising and 
brand building as well as within contemporary consumption environ-
ments driven by the growing importance in social media.  
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