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Two studies were conducted n which subjects’ reports of cheir own happiness were
influenced (a) by che salience of comparison standards and (b) by the social norm thar was
activated 1n the context of communicating those judgements. It was found chat the
presence of anocher person who was relatively worse off led to more positive judgements
of the subjects’ own happiness. This contrast effecc was increased when subjects’
atcention was direcred rowards the comparnison person by a natural salience manipulation
1n che form of a seating arrangement at the time the questionnaire had to be filled out.
The results of the second study, in which the mode of communicazion (private vs. public)
and the apparent state of health of the comparison person were varied (physically
disabled or not), show that such contrastive judgements may notr be uttered when
the judgement has to be reporced publicly to the disabled confederate. Taken
together, these scudies demonscrate how both cognitive and communicative mechanisms
must be taken into account to understand the determinants of judgements of subjective
well-being

Comparisons play a central role in judgements of subjective well-being and have often
been recognized as a source of happiness and as an origin of discomfort and even unrest
(Runciman, 1966; Walster, Walster & Berscheid, 1978). To understand how people
evaluate the quality of their own life, it therefore seems crucial to investigate the
mechanisms of such comparisons. This becomes even more evident in the face of the
surprisingly weak relationships between objective life-circumstances and subjective
well-being that have typically been obtained in survey research (cf. Kamman, 1982).

The role of comparisons for individuals' subjective well-being was conceprualized by
Schwarz & Strack (1990) in a comprehensive judgement model. This model deviaces
radically from many survey researchers’ conception of well-being as a function of the
hedonic value and the frequency (or durarion) of objective events and circumstances (e.g.
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Campbell, 1981). Reports of happiness and satisfaction are seen as judgements thar are
based un relevant informauon which is accessible at the time of judgement and, as a
consequence, objective events have an impact on subjective well-being to the extent thac
people think about them (or about their consequences) when they generate the
judgement.

In a previous study, the influence of thinking about evenrs in one's own lile was
investigared (Strack, Schwarz & Gschneidinger, 1985). I was found thar positive and
negative events that had happened in the past affected happiness ratings in the hedonically
opposite direction: chat is, respondents who thought about past positive events reported
lower general well-being than respondents who thoughe abour negative events. This
result suggeses that hedonically relevant past experiences may serve as standards of
comparison in judgements of happiness, and thac increasing cheir cognitive avcessibilicy
will increase thewr impact on such judgements. The present studtes extend this research on
intra-individual comparnisons by investiganing che use of anocher person’s situation as a
pussible standurd. Based on the above speculations, informacvion abour anuther person
should serve as an inter-individual comparison standard for judgements of well-being.

The assumprion chac inter-individual comparisons decermine judgements of subjeceive
well-being has frequently been made 1n che sociological hteracure on relacive deprivation
(e.g. Runuman, 1966), bur lictle experimental evidence on the phenomenon s available.
Thearetically, individuals should evaluace cheir own life less favourably when information
about che situacion of others suggests thac the laceer are beteer off. A group perspective
would regard such contrast effeces as being a consequence of intergroup differentiation
processes: 1n-group comparisons, however, might not lead to such contrase effeces because
of fraternal relative deprivation (Runciman, 1966). While the sociological licerarure
provides evidence in line with this hypothess {cf. Crosby, 19706), a number of questions
regarding che underlying judgemental process remain unanswered. Most imporeantly, 1c
is unclear from the existing literature (Suls & Miller, 1977) ar what stage of the judgement
process the comparison srandard comes into play.

There are at least two possibilities. On the one hand, the standird may be used when the
person s asked o or wanes to generate a judgement. According to perspective theory
(Oscrom & Upshaw, 1968), the salience of the companison information during the aceual
judgement task should produce a contrase efiect by providing a more extreme anchor for
the response scale. On the other hand, exposure to the information may by wsell iniciate a
companison process before the person is asked to make a judgement. Kahneman & Miller
(1986), for instance, discuss the possibility that cerrain stimuli elicie comparacive
judgements as well as che standards char are involved. I, for example, person A is exposed
to person B — who deviates on a certain dimension from person A — the latter may
spontaneously compare her- or himsell with the tormer. Thus, i Jane meets Juan, who is a
very talented musician, June may deplore her own lack of ralent withour being asked or
having itended co evaluate herself, To che extene chae such spontaneous compirnison
processes occur, they should be more likely 1l che potential demension of companison (s
saliens at the rime of exposure to the information. I Jane's actention is directed roward
Joan's musical talent, a companson on this dimension should be more likely than if her
atcention were directed to some other dimensivn, like her income. It should cherelore be
possible to manipulace spontancous comparisons by experunentally varying the salience of
porencial dumensions of comparison.
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To pur these ideas o the tese, we conducted a study in which the accessibiliey of
comparnison informarion, the salience of comparison inlormation, and the salience ot the
companson dimension were manipulated. The acersibility of companson information was
varied such that informartion abour another person with a severe healch problem was excher
presenced or not. [t was ancicipated thar information about another person would serveas a
standard of comparison o the extent thar it was cognitively accessible for the judgement.
Thus, subjects were expected o evaluate their own well-being more favourably when they
were exposed to information about another person’s unfortunate situation, e.g. his or her
health problems, than when they were not. In addition, for half of the subjects who
received comparison information, its sa/ience was increased at the time of the judgement
task by seating che ocher person opposite the subject. It was expected chat the impacr of
comparison information wuuld be increased as a function of this salience manipulation,
The comparison dimension was made salient [or half of all subjects prior fo the judgement
task 1n order to explore the conditions under which spontaneous comparisons mighe be
expeceed. This was done by directing subjects’ accention towards the dimension of health
in sume ol the conditions. [t was expecred chat spontancous comparisons and, conse-
quencly, concrase effeces would be more likely under such circumstances.

lo sum, the prumnary aim of the presenc experiment was to investigate important
judgemental aspects of the companison processes that seem to be part of people's reports
about their quality ol life. More specifically, we wanted co study che influences of boch che
subience of che comparison information and che salience of the comparison dimension on
judgements of subjective well-being. Thus, a 2 X 2 factorial design was appropriate in
which the salience of cthe judgemental dimension and the salience of the comparnison
information were orthogonally combined. In addition, a non-factorial control condition
was used 1n which only che salience of che specific companison dimension was varied but no
comparison information was provided.

Experiment 1

Meitbod

Overvrew: The expeniment was conducred in two rooms, 2 TV recording studio and an adjacent coom with o TV
monitor that was ustensibly connected to the cumera n the studio In reabicy, 1t was tonnected to 2
video-recorder hidden in che studio. One subject and a confederate paracapated 1n vach experimencal sessiva
which cansisted of two pares. First, subjeces vbserved vonfederates desceribing cheir unfortunace hie-situanon.
Subsequencly, both participants filled vut u quescionnaire thar usked, among other things, lor ratings ol global
and specilic subjective well-being

Subyass. Fiftysseven umiversicy scudencs of buth sexes were pad volunteers (or a study on impression
formation’ They were randomly assigned o the experimental and control conditions Frve subjects had o be
ehimunared (rom the analysis becsuse cheir own hie-sicuation resembled that ol the confederate (chey reporeed
having a severe chronie diness) For them, the expenimental requirements were not met because the
confederare's sell-description did not provide 4 negacively discrepant standurd of comparison

Pracdure To manipulate the accessibility ol comparison injurmation, about two-thirds of (e subjects went
through the firse parr of the experiment as descaibed below Ccompartson inlormation presented’ condinions),
wheteas the eemarnimg subjeces (‘comparsun information not presented’ conditions) only compleced che
sceond pare of che expeiment, which vonsisted ol tlling out the inal gquescionnaire.

Subyeets in the expertmental condicons (comparison 1nformation presented) weee met by che experimenter
and shortly afzerward were juined by @ sceond “subject’ who was actually a (male) conledersty and blind co the
expenmencal condition “The eaperimenter then asked che subject and the confederate whether they had
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known cach ocher before. After this was ruled out, the exper rexplained the ble purpose of the
study, namely, to find out how two sirangers form impressions of each other. For chus purpose, 1t was nevessary
10 have two parcicipants in one exprrimental session, an aceor and an observer The actor would have to provide
some information abour himself by talking about someching important to him while the observer would have
to listen. To prevent che influence of pussible non-verbal reactions (rom the observer, the observer would be in
a separate room and would warch the aczor on 2 video screen. To avord problems of selfselection, the subjeces
would be andomly assigned tu the reles. The lottery tickers, however, were rigged such that the true subjecr
was always in the role of the observer

Alter the roles were assigned, the experimenter ushered both subpecr and conlederate nto the TV studio
where the confederate was seared in an armchair and the camera was focused on him. The conlederate was
instructed to talk about some aspects of his life that were important to him The experimenrer then lelt with
the subject and went into the adjacent room where he curned on ehe TV moareor. The confederate meanwhile
had switched an the video-recorder and had searted the pre-recorded tape.

To reduce suspicion, the videotape chicited two pseudu-inceractions with the experumenter. At che
beginning, the taped accor asked i he should start now with hus description. The expesimenter vpened the
connecang door and the taped sctor turned his head in ehe direction of the experimenter who then answered
alfirmarively At the end, the actor asked of he had said enough The experimenter assented and the rape
showed the actor standing up. Immediately aleerwards, the confederare entered the room and the expen-
menter turned the TV monitor ofl when the ¢mpty armehar was on the streen

Oa the rape, the confederace descrnibed himselfas a student whose lite was domnated by kidoey dialyses thar
he had to undergo several tmes a week. Apart from the physical and psychologacal problems mvolved, he
mentioned thae bus studies were greatly impaiced by this frequent and irregular treatmene and that he coutd
not have a sauislying social hife

Alter the confederare had joined the subject and the experimenter in the obseevaton room, 4 questionnaire
was handed to boch the subpect and che contederare with the ostensible purpuse uf collecang some “general
inforination’ about the partcapants. The quesnionnasre contaned several ller items as well us dhe dependent
vatiables Wich the complecion ol the questronnaire, the experiment was teemimated  The subjeces were
warciully interviewed abuour possible suspicons and whether simular conditions prevasied on thewr vwn lile At
the end, they were thoroughly debricted about the rrue purpuse ot the study and were sworn o secreny
Although subjects had been shuwn 4 pre-recorded videatape when ¢hey had been led co behieve thar they were
actually warchang a live recording, no parcicipant was suspagous abuut the cover story or the proceduce ol the
expersment. This was even the case when such a conrrived situation was suggested as a possibaliry tu the
subjeces Subjects seemed understanding about the deception thar was used, and ao participane expressed any
indignation or concern.

Independent warrables. The above procedure descnibes ehe wourse ol the experiment when the comparisun
infurmacion was presented. To increase the saliwnce of this inloemation at che ame of the judgeniene, che
cunfederate sac direcely oppusiee the subjeue ar a table when the questiwnnaire had to be filled wac Coompansen
pesson saliene’). In che ‘comparison person not saltent’ condition, the confederace sat oueside the subject's held
of vision at that cume 1o was assumed tha the visual salience ol the cumparison person would increase the
accessibulity of the comparison intormanion ar the nme of the pudgement As mennoned carhier, subjeces i the
‘comparison information not presented’ conditiun simply hlled vut the yuestwnnaiee, expecang o complece
the ubservutivn task alterwards.

To increase the sahience of the comparison dimemron, the expernimenter asked haly of the subjecrs ac the
beginning of the experimental session «f they would be walling to partcrpace in an unrelated medical seudy ag
the end ol che experiment This would ivolve having their blood pressure checked and answening o lew
medical questions. In addition, the blood pressure merer was vasible to the subpects in this condinon 1o was
assumed char this procedure would aceivace s relevant judgemental dimension on which the comparnison persun
was sulficiently diflerear [rom che subject and thus e)rar o spontancous comparison

Dependent variables Subjects reporred cheir personal sansfacion un buth o global dod o specile dimension.
Because previous research (¢ g Schwarz, Strack, Kommer & Wagner, 1987) has shuwn char dilterenc resules
may be obrained depeading on the speaticty ol the dimensiun, subjecrs were asked to evaluate ther
sacisfaction wich both their Lty 1n general and wich their healeh. To record subjecrs’ global sanislaction they
were asked. "Thinking abour your life in general, how satisficd are you with your life as a whole?” Answers were
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gven on 2 | l-point scale whose end-puints were labelled “very sanisned’ (1) and “very dissanislied” (11). The
sevond dependent vanable of interest way subjeees” sanislacoion with chew own lealeh  Like gencral
Iite-sanistaction, tlus specihe varable was also assessed on an 1 L-point scale with che end-points labelled “very
satishied’ (1) ap! ‘very dissatished’ (L1)

Results

General ltfe sarisfaction. From the mean rauings in Table 1t can be seen chae che presence of
comparison informacion exerced a strong influence on judgements of sanstaction, Regard-
less ol the specific condicions, subjects who witnessed the confederate descnibe hus
unlortunate sicuation rated (hemselves as more satisfied (M = 3.20) than subjecrs who
were nut expused to tlus mlormation (M = 4.91). 1n addicivn, this concrase effece was
more prunounced when the comparisun person was visually salient during the judgement
phase of the experiment. Thus, the highest racings of satisfaction wich life as a whole were
obtmned when the subjeces faced the person, who had previously described lus pre-
dicament, while they were fornung cheir judgemenc, The statistical reliability of these
dulferences is reflecred by signtheant mun effects® of presence vs. absence of comparison
informacion (F(1,51) = 14.8%, ¢ >.001)und salience of the comparison person when the
intormacion was presented (£(1,51) = 5.48, p >.03). However, manipulation of the
sahience of the comparison dimension did not aflece racings of general life satslaction, Tlhis
is evident by inspection ol the means and turcher supporeed by che lack of s main eifece of
this varable ur a two-way interacoion (Fs < 1), {There were no significant man or
interaction elfeces involving sex ol subjece ]

Table 1. Judgemenes of general lite sacisfacaon (Bxpr 1)

Companson inlermation

Presented
Comparison Comparison
Comparison person person
diumension Salient Not sahent Nut presented
Salient 2.7% 3.74 4.80
Not salwenc L33 3.89 5.00

Nute Judgements were measured an g 1-11 taong sale where 1= “very happy umd 11 = “very unhappy’

Sauisfaction with oun bealth. Inspecnion of Table 2 shows char subjects who reported their
satislaction wichour any prior experimental treatment described themselves as less
satishied (M = 4.50) than subjects who were either expused to comparison information
(M = 2.51) or for whom the porential comparison dimension was made sahient
(M = 2.60). The appropriate statistical nteraction was significant (F(2,51) = 3.38,
p < .09). Individual contrasts revealed that che mean of this group differed significancly
from the mean ratings of al) orher groups (all ps < .04) which did noc duffer significancly

¢ As the within-cell varimnces were humogencaus, the ereor term fur all compansons included the control group
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Table 2. Judgements of specific health satisfaccion (Expe 1)

Comparison information

Presented
Comparison Comparison
Comparison person person
dimension Salient Not salient Nor presened
Saliene 2.63 289 260 o
Not salient 2.11 2.44 4.50

Nare. Judgements were measutcd on # [-11 rating scale where | = 'very huppy’ and 11 = ‘very unhappy

from one another. In contrast to che ratings of general life sacisfaction, these specific
judgements were more sensitive to the present experimental manipulation of salience of
ic health dimension. Here, unlike in the case of general ratings, the salience of che
judgemenc dimension affected che ratings even in the absence of comparison information.
T_hese resules suggest chat if comparison information is presented or che judgement
dimension is made salient, chen a contrast effece occurs,

Discussion

These results demonstrate thar comparison informarion affeces judgements of generai life
siltisfacrion and that rthis influence depends on the accessibility of the information at che
time of making the judgement. The information presented led to contrast ellects in che
sense thar reporrs of satisfaction were influenced in the opposite direction of the hedonic
value of the context information. Most interestingly, the strongest elfects were obraned
when che “sick” confederare sat opposice the subjects as they filled vut the questionnsire
increasing che salience of the comparison information at che time of judgement. '
Judgements of general life sucisfaction were not affected, huwever, by the maniputared
salience of the healch dimension which was ineroduced prior to subjects’ expusure to the
confederace. The activation of the health dimension did, however, influcnce reports of
specific health satisfaction, Here, the experimental manipulation influenced the judge-
ments even in the absence of comparison information introduced by the confederare.
Morcover, the presence of compartson information and its increased accessibilicy at the
time of judgemenc did not add o the effect of previously activating the health dimension,
This suggests that the efiece of acrivating the health dimension depended on the
particulur judgement subjects were asked to make. It is possible char directing subjects’
artention towards the medical dimension induced them to think about their own health in
comparison wirh the rest of the population. Thus, a cumparative judgement might have
been indirectly elicited through this salience manipulation. Being induced to think about
one’s healch may very well elicit thoughes about other prople’s health and about one's own
relative posicion, The question arises why no paratlel effect was found for the ratings of
general life sacisfaction. The reason may be char people have licele information abour
where they would be located in the distribution of this variable. Thoughts abour one's own
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health relacive o others' healch may not spontaneously evoke thoughes about che bruader
implications for one's life satisfaction, These broader implications may, however, have
been called to mind by the confederate describing bus healch problems and reporting how
they aifected his general Living cundinons.

It 1s ubvious thar this interpretation is specularive and needs addicional empirical
suppore. The dica clearly suggest, however, chat directing subjects’ actenrion towards a
potenrial dimension of comparative judgements does have an affect on those specific
judgements, even though che precise mechanism of such an influence is not yer

underscood.

Safltence and compariion standards

The swial miplivaiions of comparative judgements of well-beng

The present findings dernonstrare thac inter-individual companisons influence judgements
uf well-betng in the opposite direction of the hedonic value of the comparison informa-
ton. In the case of "downward comparisons” {Taylor, Wood & Lichtman, 1983; Wills,
1981), one person’s predicament may coneribuce to another person’s happiness. While
this mechanism may be a valid description of the cognitive processes involved and their
emunional consequence, o stands in condlice wath imporranr soctal norms.

Fuese, it 15 socially undesirable to experience Sthadenfrende (malicious enjoyment ol
others' misfortunes) il another person 15 1n a deplorable situation. Commumicating one's
own relatively more positive situation ro anuther person who is worse ofl, huwever, may
violare precisely this social norm. Cunversely, ic is socially desirable to empathize with u
person who is worse off than oneself. Such empathy should lead one to experience
vicarously the uther person's feelings (Wispé, 1986) but not to feel betrer.

These norms serve 1mpurtant luncrions for social conduct, Primanly, they protect
disadvantaged persons [rom negative emortions. 1f other people telt good as a consequence
of being exposed to their misery, disadvantaged persons mught even leel worse. Thus
Schadenfrende 15 sooully 1nuppropriate tn such sicusrons.  Moreover, disudvantaged
persons’ leclings mught be improved if they could communicate wich other people whuare i
2 sundlar situation (¢f. Lehman, Ellard & Wortman, 1986).

These sucial impheations of judgements of well-being should obvivusly tome inco play
1t the judgements are publicly expressed. [f che disadvantaged other s a potencial recpient
of the communicated Judgement, s expressiun should be modified according to these
socral pressures. Thus, the accessibility of infurmation ubout o person who s relatively
worse off should oaly lead to contmse effeces 1t che judgement is not gong to be
communicated to that other person. 1f, on the other hand, the judgement 1s gong to be
publicly communicated to che dissdvantaged person, the resulting ratings of well-being
should be less pusicive as a result of the prevalent social pressures.

However, social influences on public expressions of happiness should be different il the
recipient of the judgement is nor worse off than the communicator Under such “normal’
circumstances, public reports are often inflated and negacive self-reporcs are considered
socially undesirable. This tendency 15 not only reflected o the answers to nitualized
inguiies about someune’s well-being (how are you?'; "Jusc fine.”) but also in findings from
survey research, Typically, repores of happiness und satistaction are skewed towards the
positive side of the response scale. More imporcant, this cendency towards pusicivity 18
more pronounced in a person-to-person inteeview than ina sell-report questionnaire, na
sample of Cacholic Americans, Sudman (ciced by Smith, 1979) found that 23 per cent of
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respondents described chemselves as “very happy' in a questionnaire as opposed o 36 per

cent when they were personally interviewed. Similarly, LeVois, Nguyen & Ackisson
{1981) found that clients’ reports of their sarslaction with community health services
were significantly more positive when the questions were administered orally racher than
in writing.

There may be several reasons for chis phenomenon. First, self-presentational goals exist
that require a sell-descriprion that is posirive or ac least not negacive (cf. Tedeschi, 1981),
Second, if a person’s arcention s directed toward his or her feelings, cheir negativiry and
intimacy are often relaced and cheir disclosure remains incomplete {(Archer, Hormurh &
Berg, 1982; Hormuch, 1986). Third, reporcs of negacive experiences typically require
empathic reactions, which may be seen as an inappropriate imposition on the other person
(Reisman & Yamakowski, 1974).

In each case, che social norms thar guide public expressions of well-being lead o more
positive reports except in the presence of'a relatively disadvantaged person. If, on the other
hand, the judgement is not publicly expressed bur privately recorded, the judgemental
mechanisms claborated above should aperate; thar is, the ocher person should provide a
standard of comparison which influences the judgement in the apposite direction. 1f char
person is relatively worse off, the private self-rarings should become more posicive, as was
found 1n Expr 1,

Thus, the influence of how a judgement of well-being is communicated {private vs.
public) should have different consequences, depending on the relative posinon of the
comparison person. The interacrion berween chese cwo variables consrituted the hypoch-
eses of the second study. It was assumed that a person who is physically disabled would
provide a negative standard of comparison thac would lead to more posirive sell-reports.
This would essencially replicate the results of Expr 1. When che judgements are to be
expressed in  che presence of che disabled person, however, they should
become less positive: for the reasons discussed above. If the ocher person does not show any
signs of physical impairmenc or of relative deviance on judgemental dimension, however,
the public reports should be more positive than the private ones.

Experiment 2
Method

Subpects. Thirty-three students from che University of Manaheim participated in the experiment, which was
described as parc of 2 study char dealt wich the construction of 2 questionnaire about subjective well-being.

Procedurr ¥When the subjects arnived 1n the experimental room, they met anacher “subjece” who was, n face, a
confederatr of che experimenter In une condition, the conlederate had 4 severe physical imparrment und sat in
aneleceric wheelchaie. When the subjecr sat duwn next o thas contederate, @ pen would fal] 1 the Hoor and the
canfederace would ask the subjects if they could pick it up This was done te direer che subjects’ atiention
towards the impairment of the disabled persen [n the other wondition, the confederate was not disabled in
any Wﬂy

In the *private’ condinion, subjects found the confederace already Alling out che questionnaice thar they were
suppased o answer In the "public’ condinon, the expenmenter expluned that - o avond systematic
vaperimenter bias — the interviews would not be conduiced by che expetimenter bur by the subjeves
themselves The order in which the ineerviews would be conduceed was decermined by luttery trekets, which
were rigged such that the subject was ‘fiest” interviewsd by the confederate. [1n face, the subject never
interviewed the confederace. ] Both facturs were archogonally combined 1nco a 2 {confederate: handicapped vs
not handicapped) X 2 (mode of communication quescionnaire vs. interview) [accoral design

Salienve und comparison Hatidards in

To assess thear global well-being, subjeits hud tu indicate both chewr happuocss and their satisfacuon wich

lfein genetal ona 1-7 seale A low value reflec ted more and a lugh value less happiness and satssiaction. In the
private conditions, the appropuate values had to be circled on the questionnaire by the subjece, whereas in the
public interview condirions the subject had to read the apprapriate number and the confederate would accasan

i 0 Its for the ewo mieasures <id nos daller
terviewer and record the responase by writing 1t down. Bevause tl"ne resu |
;':‘om elal:h other inany significant way, the happiness and sausfaction rmtngs will be repotred s one combined
index of subjective well-being. 3

Resules
The appropriate 2 X 2 ANOVA yielded two marginally sigmﬂf:anr effc_-cts: a main eflece
for mode of communication (F(1,29) = 3.89, ¢ < .06)and an inreraction ef!r:cr for both
factors (F(1,29) = 3.27, p < .09 The nature of chis interaction was diagnosed by
individual comparisons berween the cell means. _ ) -
Rarings were compared for subjects who gave cheir reports under private cnndlrmn.s. As
can be seen from Table 3, subjects in che private {guestionnaire) condition rcporwg hlgclu:r
well-being when che confederace was disabled than wheo he was not {r(29) = 1.97 i
p < .06). Thus, the private conditions provide a cupctfptual replication of che n:s_u.]rs o
Expt | where the salience of che negative comparison information led to concrast effects ::
racings of sacisfaction. No contrast effect rmergcd, how-rw:rl, when the ratings hadrm
given in public. Under thuse (interview) conditions, subjects reported well-being w.lsrpm
influenced by the physical condition of the confederate (1 < 1). thar s, a contrast ¢ tect
was only obtained for private judgemencs bat not for cheir public expression vir-d-ves a
disabled confederate. ‘
To test lor effects of self-presentation, the mean raungs under the two modes of
communication were compared. [nspection of Table 3 reveals chae there was a self-
presentation effect when the confederate was not physically (!Isablf.‘d. As expected,
subjects described themselves more positively in the presence ol a non-das.ablcd pfrsu_n
when they were interviewed than when they ru‘spunded o che questionnaire ({2 (2)? ;
2.67, p > .02). This replicates previous tindings [rom survey research (e.g. S:lnl:]"i
1979). Reports that were given in the presence of a dl_sabled person, on the orher h:ml s di
not difler as a {unceion of the mode of cummuni.canon (r < 1). Und.er these conditions,
the public reporrs did not reflect a posicive self-presentation, nor did chey cunﬁrn} the
prediction chat subjects in the interview condition would present themselves as less happy
and sanished. .
Taken togecher, the results of Expt 2 suggest that conerast eflects are obrained for
yjudgements of well-being when they are privately reported. They further suggese thae s

Table 3. Judgements ol subjective well-being (Expe 2)

Confederate

) Disabled

Not disabled

Mode ol communication

Interview (public)

2.3 2.0
Questionnaire (private) 2.4 34

Notr The judgements were measuted on a rating seale where 1= vy huppy/satished and 7 = “very unhappy/distatistied
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positive self-presentation 1s hkely to occur when judgements of well-being are publicly In conclusion, the present findings indicate that reports of subjective well-being, used
expressed towards another individual who is noc visibly disabled. However, ic shouldds subjecaive indicators in saciological research, may be a function of temporary influences
be noted chat the number of subjects was relatively small and, asa consequence, the resuley 2 described in che judgement model of well-being (Schwarz & Strack, 1990). They vary as
only hover around the conventional levels of stacistical significance. Therelore, the? lunction of the salience and nature of inter- and intra-individual comparison standards

robustness of these findings stll needs o be proven.

General discussion

The two experiments reported here demonscrare the impacr of social comparison standards
on evaluacions of subjective well-being. In both studies, respondents reported greate
well-being and sarisfaction when they were exposed to another person who was in a less
forrunace situation. However, the findings of Expt 1 indicate thac the umpact of a
comparison standard is a function of its salience at the time of judgement. Specifically,
respandents reporeed higher well-being when the comparison person sac opposite chem at
the same rable while filling out the questionnaire. This suggests rhat subjects may not
have engaged spontaneously in a compartson of their own situation with char of the
comparison person. Had they formed their judgement while he reporced on his illness,
they mighe later have recrieved this judgement from memory. If so, cheir reporr should
have shown lirtle variation as a function of the confederace’s salience ar che rime of che
ceport. [t seems more likely that subjects made their comparisons after they were asked ro
form a judgement, at which time chey were more likely to consider the comparison
information when the confederate was the focus of their atrention than when he was nor.

Social comparison processes have long been a central ropic in social psychology
{ef. Fesunger, 1934) and have more recently been studied as a funceion of the person’s
membership of a social group (¢.g. Communs & Lockwood, 1979; Oakes & Turner, 1980).
The present findings, however, suggest thar compamtve sell-judgements oeeur in
situations where pre-existing group membership is not very likely, OFf course, compara-
tive judgements of the kind reported here may also result in discriminative social
behaviour (cf. Tajfel, 1982) and other negative consequences (cl. Klee, 1980).

le should be noted, however, that social comparison processes are not the only way in
which the social contexc ar the time of judgement affects reported well-being. As the
second experiment demonscrates, reports of well-being are also subject o self-
presentation concerns. Spectfically, respondents reporced higher well-being in face-to-face
interviews rhan in self~administered questionnaires, when cthe interviewer was noc
disabled. Bur when the interviewer was disabled, no difference emerged berween private
and public repores. This finding indicates that public reports ace not always infared.
Different processes may have contributed o the observed reactions. On the one hand,
telling a person in an unforcunate situation how good vne's own lile 1s might be considered
socially inappropriate. If so, public reports tn the presence of a disabled person should be
lower than private judgements. This was not found. Alternatively, disabled persons
may not elicic the need o present themselves as happy and successiul to the same degree as
non-disabled persons. Finally, ic 1s conceivable that subjeces” privace judgement in the
presence of a disabled other were already so positive, due ro the comparison processes
discussed above, that upward adjustmencs in the public condition were not necessary.

and ol mood at the tme of judgement. Moreaver, they are subject to the social context in
which the report is given. lt 1s therefore nor surprising thar the relationship becween
objective conditions of life and subjective well-being is weak il these judgemencal
processes are not taken into account.
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