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People often evaluate their capabilities and the correctness of their opinions by comparing themselves with others.  Despite an abundance of research, however, the selection and effects of social comparisons still are not well-understood.  In recent years, considerable research has been devoted to the contribution of comparison to coping with threats and self-enhancing cognitions.  The original aim of comparison theory, however, was to understand how people use social comparisons to obtain accurate assessments of their abilities and the world.  My collaborators and I have returned to these original aims in the Proxy model of ability self-evaluation (Wheeler, Martin & Suls, 1997; Martin, 2000) and the Triadic model of opinion comparison (Suls, Martin & Wheeler, 2000; Suls, 2000).  These new models add two new elements(the evaluative question and explanatory models (to the attributional reformulation of comparison advanced by Goethals and Darley (1977).  Whether particular comparison sources are influential depends on the specific question evoked in the situation and people’s implicit theories about factors that give rise to opinions or performances.  This paper will describe the Proxy and Triadic models and present recent empirical evidence from our lab.

The Proxy model describes how people answer the question, “Can I do X?”  The experience of others who attempted “X” previously (i.e., a proxy) can be a useful index if they have performed similarly to you on prior related tasks, or alternatively are similar on related attributes.  Laboratory studies demonstrate how related attributes and knowledge about a proxy’s maximum effort (depending on implicit models linking task difficulty, ability, motivation and other related attributes) provide the basis for personal performance predictions.  Such assessments figure prominently in possible selves, coping with stress and level of aspiration.

The Triadic model posits that opinion comparison can be parsed into three categories: preference assessment, “Do I like X”?, preference prediction, “Will I like X?” and belief assessment, “Is X true or correct?”  Each opinion question evokes a different kind of comparison process because people’s implicit theories assume different connections between personal attributes and preferences/beliefs.  Preference assessment is best addressed via comparison with others similar on related attributes (i.e.,  “corroborator”).  Preference prediction is addressed via comparison with a person who has already experienced the stimulus (proxy) and who shows a pattern of consistent past preferences.  Belief assessment is served best by comparison with someone who is more advantaged on related attributes (i.e., has more expertise), but also shares similar values(“the similar expert.” Lab and field studies supporting the model will be reviewed. 

In addition to offering coherent, empirically-supported accounts of social comparison, the Proxy and Triadic approaches also provide explanations for seemingly disparate phenomena.  For example, I will discuss how the models explain the effectiveness of opinion leaders in political and consumer issues, collaborative filtering in the marketing literature and peer tutors in educational settings.

