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People often evaluate the correctness of their opinions and gauge their capabilities by comparing themselves with others, particularly when a physical reality test on their abilities and opinions is impossible, unavailable or dangerous.  Since Festinger (1954) advanced his theory of social comparison, considerable research has been concerned with this subject.  In recent years, however, the bulk of attention has been devoted to the use of social comparison to cope with threats and bolster self-esteem (Buunk & Gibbons, 1997; Taylor & Lobel, 1989; Tesser, 1986; Wills, 1981; Wood, 1989).  The original aim of comparison theory, however, was to understand how people use social comparisons to know what they are capable of doing and to hold correct opinions about the world (i.e., the self-evaluation motive).  My collaborators and I have returned to the original aim in the Proxy model of ability self-evaluation (Wheeler, Martin & Suls, 1997; Martin, 2000) and Triadic model of opinion comparison (Suls, Martin & Wheeler, 2000; Suls, 2000). Both models build on attributional concepts that Goethals and Darley (1977) introduced to comparison research, but add an emphasis on the specific evaluative question under consideration.  This chapter will describe the Proxy and Triadic models and review some recent empirical evidence from our lab.

Evaluating Ability


Festinger observed (1954a), “The holding of…inaccurate appraisals of one’s abilities can be punishing or even fatal in many situations” (p. 117).  This would suggest that before setting a goal or starting a difficult, even dangerous task, the performer might need to evaluate personal ability.  Ability appraisals allow the potential performer to determine whether some endeavor should be undertaken and, if so, with what goals.  Accurate performance prediction is especially important in situations where failure is likely to be costly.  Social comparisons can provide information to make such predictions.  To understand the Proxy model, I need to provide some background about the social comparison of abilities.

Literature Review


Festinger (1954a & b) proposed that comparing one’s performance against some objective standard is most likely to yield an accurate self-evaluation of ability—yet he acknowledged that objective standards often are unavailable or too risky to be utilized effectively.  In the absence of objective standards, Festinger posited that people might assess their skills through comparisons with others.  Festinger further predicted that comparing with “similar others” would be maximally informative, but he was ambiguous about which dimensions of similarity might be important in evaluating personal ability.  In one passage, Festinger (1954a, Hypothesis III) emphasized similarity on performance outcomes (e.g., a comparison other who received the same score on an examination).  However, at another point (1954a, Hypothesis VIII), he instead highlighted similarity on dimensions related to performance (e.g., practice or resources).

Initial social comparison research (Hakmiller, 1966; Thornton & Arrowood, 1966; Wheeler, 1966) pursued the idea that similarity should be operationalized in terms of performance outcomes (i.e., Festinger’s Hypothesis III).  However, inconsistent results sometimes emerged.  Subjects often sought information about individuals with extreme scores, rather than information from similar others (Thornton & Arrowood, 1966; Wheeler et al., 1969).  In addition, defining the similar comparison other on the basis of performance outcomes presented researchers with a logical conundrum.  It is impossible to know whether a potential comparison other might in fact share some similar performance outcome without first engaging in some sort of (perhaps implicit) comparison process (Jones & Regan, 1974).

Goethals and Darley (1977) attempted to resolve the ambiguities associated with performance-based similarity by integrating Festinger’s eighth hypothesis (1954a) with ideas drawn from attribution theory (Kelley, 1967).  They proposed that people prefer to compare with others who are similar on the basis of characteristics or attributes related to the performance outcome, rather than the performance itself.  Goethals and Darley’s rationale for related attribute similarity reflected the attributional principle of discounting—that is, attribution to any single cause, in this case ability, is problematic whenever two or more plausible causes are present (Kelley, 1967).  For example, if one of the authors swims fewer laps than a college athlete, she should not infer that her own athletic ability is poor.  Further, she should not conclude that her athletic ability is superior if she swims more laps than a 10-year-old child.  Comparison with others who are dissimilar on related attributes (whether they be advantaged or disadvantaged) yields ambiguous information.  In other words, different standing on related attributes provides just as plausible an explanation for the relative performances of the child, athlete, and author as any fundamental differences in physical ability.  In contrast, comparison with a person who is similar on related attributes leads to a straightforward conclusion, because any performance disparity can be reliably attributed to differences in ability.  Empirical research has provided some support for Goethals and Darley’s related attributes hypothesis (Gastorf & Suls, 1978; Suls, Gastorf, & Lawhon, 1978; Wheeler, Koestner, & Driver, 1982; Zanna, Goethals, & Hill, 1975).

Goethals and Darley’s (1977) reformulation of social comparison theory was most concerned with addressing the question, “How well have I done relative to others?” (or “Am I as good as I ought to be?”).  The individual who learns that he swam faster (or slower) than someone similar on related attributes should feel good (or bad), because this information provides an indication of whether he has fulfilled his potential (Wheeler et al., 1982).  The outcome of such comparisons, however, is not informative about the likelihood of success or failure for any specific performance situation.  For example, if that same individual is considering swimming a wide bay, it is doubtful that he would be comfortable starting the swim with just the knowledge that he is more fit that someone possessing similar related attributes.  In other words, the attributional reformulation of social comparison addresses certain types of general self-assessment questions (Kruglanski & Mayseless, 1990; Smith, 1981).  However, it does not capture the sort of social comparison processes likely to be used in answering realistic questions about personal ability for some novel undertaking (i.e., the “Can I do X?” question).

The Proxy Comparison Model


The Proxy comparison model (Martin, 2000; Martin, Suls & Wheeler, in press; Wheeler, Martin & Suls, 1997) builds upon Goethals and Darley’s (1977) attributional reformulation of social comparison theory by focusing on the use of social comparison information in answering the question, “Can I do X?”  The model assumes that the individual is motivated to formulate an accurate performance prediction.  Thus, the proxy model is most germane to situations where someone must decide whether to undertake a novel and consequential task (i.e., failure would be costly).  Under certain circumstances, a comparison other who already has undertaken the unfamiliar task may serve as a proxy for the self in predicting one’s own likely outcome.  Not every potential comparison other will represent an informative proxy, however.  The model specifies that the relevance of any given proxy will depend on the configuration of variables such as similarity to the self, effort exerted, and related attributes.


The model has three critical premises. First, a proxy’s success on some novel task (“X”) should be a good indicator of one’s likely future performance on “X,” if both self and proxy performed similarly on a prior related task and the proxy is known to have exerted maximal effort on that occasion.  If it is unclear, however, that the proxy exerted maximum effort on the initial task, then that proxy may not provide an appropriate comparison.  For example, if the proxy was fatigued when he or she performed similarly to the self, then proxy’s prior performance might be an underestimate of his or her ability.  This means that proxy’s performance on “X” might be a poor prognosticator for personal success on that task.

Second, the proxy model further posits, in the absence of information about maximum effort, that the proxy may still be useful if the individual and proxy share related attributes (i.e., characteristics that are predictive of performance).  Thus, in the absence of information about maximum effort, related attribute standing can serve as a substitute.

Third, the proxy model proposes that information about related attributes is irrelevant if the proxy is known to have performed at maximum effort.  In other words, related attribute information is useful only when the proxy’s level of effort does not permit a clear inference regarding that proxy’s ability level.  However, when a proxy is known to have performed at maximal effort, that proxy’s performance provides a reliable basis for personal performance prediction—irrespective of the proxy’s standing on related attributes.  Imagine, for example, that an individual knows that both he and a proxy swam 50 laps.  If he were confident that 50 laps represented the proxy’s best or maximal effort, then it would be reasonable to infer that he will be able to match the proxy’s subsequent performance on a new swimming task.  Knowing that the proxy happens to practice swimming for 3 hours weekly (i.e., a related attribute) does not inform or change the individual’s expectation of matching the proxy’s performance on the new task.  Thus, the proxy model predicts that related attribute information should be disregarded in the context of information that the proxy has performed at maximal effort.  


In terms of preliminary support for this approach, Jones and Regan’s (1974), the first to recognize that similar others have special status when trying to learn the action implications of one’s abilities, showed that people most preferred a discussion partner who had performed similarly to them on a first test of ability and who had already attempted the task at issue.  Smith and Sachs (1997) also theorized about the use of proxies for performance prediction.  In one experiment, participants completed a first test of ability and were told that they would be asked to predict personal performance on a novel, but related task to be attempted later in the experimental session.  To assist them in making a prediction, participants were given the opportunity to see one score from a group of (fictitious) others whose outcomes on the first task varied.  Results indicated that participants chose to see the score of someone whose performance on the first test was similar to their own.  In a subsequent experiment, subjects performed a task and then were asked to predict performance on a second task that supposedly involved the same ability.  Prior to making their predictions, participants received performance information about another person who had completed the second test.  Participants in some conditions also learned that the other person had performed at the same level, better or worse than they had on the first test. Results showed that participants expected to do worse than a proxy who had performed better on the first task, better than a proxy who had performed worse than they had and about the same as a proxy who performed similarly on the first task.  In addition, confidence in predictions was highest when the proxy’s score was similar.  These findings generally are consistent with the proxy model, but prior studies have not examined the specific role of maximum effort or manipulated related attributes to assess their effects. 

Empirical Evidence for the Proxy Model

My collaborators and I have conducted several lab studies to test key premises of the Proxy Model (Martin, 2000; Martin et al., in press).  In some experiments, a physical strength paradigm was used.  Research participants (RPs) began by squeezing a handgrip as many times as possible in 30 seconds (Task 1).  They then predicted (i.e., the dependent variable) how many kg/force they would exert in gripping a hand dynamometer (Task 2).  Prior to making their Task 2 predictions, RPs were given social comparison information about a proxy who previously had completed both tasks.

In an initial study, we tested the model’s proposition that a proxy’s success on a novel task (Task 2) should be a good indicator of one’s future performance on that undertaking, if both proxy and self performed similarly on a prior related task (Task 1) and the proxy is known to have exerted maximal effort on that occasion.  Task 1 performance similarity was manipulated; RPs (N=120) learned that proxy’s Task 1 score was similar, better, or worse than their own.  Consistent with the model, RPs used the proxy’s relative standing on Task 1 and the proxy’s Task 2 performance score to predict their own Task 2 outcomes (see Figure 1).

The model also proposes that in the absence of information about maximum effort, a proxy may still be useful if self and proxy share related attributes; this proposition was tested in a second study.  All RPs (N=165) learned that proxy might not have performed at maximum capacity on Task 1.  Hand size (a related attribute for grip strength) provided a basis for comparison.  RPs learned that proxy’s hand size was similar, larger, or smaller than their own; control RPs did not receive information about proxy’s hand size.  In the context of ambiguous information about proxy’s Task 1 effort, participants used related attribute information about hand width to formulate rational performance predictions (see Figure 2).

Most interestingly, the model posits that information about related attributes is irrelevant if the proxy is known to have performed at maximum effort on Task 1.  However, some studies show that people use related attribute information, even when it should be irrelevant to the dimension under evaluation (e.g., Miller, Turnbull, & McFarland, 1988; Suls, Gaes & Gastorf, 1979).  Study 3 (N=110) was constructed to test these competing perspectives, using a 2 (effort; maximum vs. ambiguous) X 4 (hand size; similar vs. larger vs. smaller vs. no information) design.  We next examined the interaction between proxy effort and a three-level proxy related attribute information factor (superior, inferior, similar/no information), F(2, 104) = 3.15, p < .05 (see Figure 3).1  Significant differences were observed across related attribute conditions when the proxy’s effort was ambiguous, indicating that this subgroup of RPs responded to the related attribute information in formulating their performance predictions.  A very different pattern emerged when participants knew that the proxy had exerted maximal effort on the tasks; here no differences were seen across related attribute conditions.  All participants in the maximum effort conditions expected to perform approximately at the level of the proxy, regardless of the related attribute information received.  Similar results were in a found in a paradigm that involved an intellectual, rather than a physical, task (see Martin et al, in press, Study 4).  In summary, several experiments support the three major predictions made by the Proxy model.

Implications of Proxy Model

Festinger (1954b) wrote that “…it is not enough for the individual to have vague and inexact ideas concerning his possibilities for action in his environment.  It seems to be important for persons to know quite precisely what their abilities are, what they can and cannot do” (pp. 193-194).  Festinger goes on to say that someone who knows his score on an intelligence test does not know what he is capable of accomplishing in the real world, but he is in a position to compare himself with others.  If the comparison other’s intelligence score is substantially different from his own, he only gains negative knowledge.  That is, he only knows that what he can accomplish probably will be different—but he does not learn what level of performance he is likely to attain.  Alternatively, if he compares to someone possessing a similar score, he can infer that his own probable outcome will be identical or at least very similar to that of the comparison other.  “This gives him the subjective feeling of knowing what he can or cannot do…” (Festinger, 1954b, p. 197).

This is what Festinger probably meant when he wrote that a comparison other needs to be similar to the self.  The comparison other needs to be similar on the ability (or some performance manifestation of that ability) in order for the comparer to determine what he can do.  This perspective guided the development of the proxy comparison model of ability self-evaluation (Wheeler et al., 1997) and the experiments described above. The first study was reminiscent of Festinger’s (1954a & b) early conceptualization of the similar comparison other in terms of performance outcomes, whereas the second study recalled Goethals and Darley’s (1977) focus on related attribute similarity.  However, the experiments were unique in asking participants to address the “Can I do X?” question and providing explicit information regarding the proxy’s effort on a prior performance.  Finally, the interactions observed in the third study supported the contention that information about related attributes becomes irrelevant when the proxy is known to have invested his or her best effort in the tasks at hand.

Although our approach was strongly informed by attribution theory and Goethals and Darley’s formulation of comparison processes, it also has strong connections to cognitive psychological approaches.  For example, Anderson’s “if-then” rules provide an effective characterization of how the participants in our experiments responded to information about a proxy (Anderson, 1983, 1990; Anderson & Lebiere, 1998).  The behavior of formulating a Task 2 performance prediction (the “then” component) appears to have been shaped by subjects’ cognitive representations of the situation (the “if” component).  For example, if he squeezed the grip exerciser 15 times more than I did, then I should expect to exert fewer kg/force than he did with the hand dynamometer.  If she was ill when she performed Task 1, then I don’t have clear information about what she might really be capable of doing.  However, if her hand was smaller than mine, then I can expect that I probably am stronger than she was.  In predicting their Task 2 performances, participants used informational cues, such as effort and related attributes, which seemed relevant to the evaluative question.  Of course, the subjective relevance of any given piece of information is likely to vary as a function of the situation and there are a wide variety of additional variables that could be considered in conjunction with the proxy model in future research.  “If-then” rules provide the link between how participants understood the social comparison situation and their subsequent performance expectations.  This conceptualization places the proxy model in broader context by highlighting the fact that people reason about social comparison information and ability self-evaluation very much as they process social information in other domains (see Kruglanski & Mayseless, 1990; Mussweiler & Strack, 2000; Wills & Suls, 1991; Stapel & Koomen, 2000). 


These results compliment and supplement earlier findings in the social comparison literature (Jones and Regan, 1974; Smith and Sachs, 1997).  In research on affiliation under threat, Kulik, Mahler, and Earnest (1994) found that participants awaiting a cold pressor, task actively sought information from a partner who recently had completed the uncomfortable task.  Similarly, Kulik, Mahler, and Moore (1996) found that patients awaiting coronary artery bypass grafting (open heart surgery) sought information and ultimately adapted more effectively when they happened to be housed with a roommate who already had undergone the same surgical procedure.  In other words, Kulik and colleagues’ participants appear to have benefited from exposure to a similar proxy.


I did not mention earlier that presence/absence of a substantial monetary incentive (i.e., $10) for accurate predictions was manipulated in some of the grip strength studies that I described.  The incentive had no effects on predictions, however.  Participants seemingly were motivated to generate rational performance predictions, even in the absence of a monetary incentive.  Our findings are consistent with Trope’s (1983) work, which showed that people prefer diagnostic information about their abilities, at least under certain conditions.  Our participants anticipated an imminent task, which was to be performed in the presence of an experimenter.  Thus, it perhaps is not surprising that even the low incentive participants generated thoughtful performance predictions.


The fact that the participants in the experiments showed no evidence of self-enhancement in formulating their Task 2 performance predictions seems to conflict with other research demonstrating that social comparisons are frequently selected or construed in ways to make oneself look or feel good (e.g., Wills, 1981; Tesser, 1986; Wood, 1989). In our studies, however, participants only expected to outperform the proxy when it was rational to do so (i.e., when they compared with a proxy who was inferior in terms of Task 1 performance or related attributes).  Actually, the fact that no evidence of self-enhancement was found in the proxy experiments is consistent with Taylor and Gollwitzer’s (1995) findings that positive illusions are reduced when people must make a decision about a course of action.  Along similar lines, Goethals, Messick, and Allison (1991) found that self-enhancing uniqueness biases were less likely to emerge with regard to specific abilities.  It would appear that accountability for one’s performance reduces self-enhancement behavior (see also Tetlock & Kim, 1987).  The adaptive consequences of self-evaluative accuracy seem to outweigh the potential affective benefits of self-enhancement, at least in certain situations.

Evaluating Opinions

Just as the Proxy Model describes the kind of information needed to answer a specific self-evaluative question (“Can I do X?”), the model of opinion comparison that my collaborators and I have been testing emphasizes the particular questions that different types of opinion domains elicit.  This perspective represents something of a departure from earlier perspectives on opinion comparison.  Festinger (1954) thought that people obtain certainty about their opinions by finding agreement with others (i.e., similar others).  Goethals and Darley (1977) recognized that Festinger’s view of attitudes was too unidimensional, leading them to differentiate between beliefs and values.  The Triadic Model (Suls, Martin & Wheeler, 2000) extended this view to posit three types of opinions: current preferences, beliefs and future preferences.  Current preferences (“Do I like X?”) are personally relevant value-type opinions (e.g., “Do I hate mimes?”).  The model proposes that people sharing similar related attributes (e.g., background, general world view) will be seen as personally relevant and therefore most influential for preference evaluation.  Similar others further elucidate which preferences will be accepted by one’s reference group.  Current preference assessment seems to rely on “corroaborators.”

Belief evaluation (“Is X correct?”) pertains to verifiable facts (e.g., “Am I correct in expecting terrorists to attack again?”).  Obviously, others possessing expertise (i.e., superior on related attributes) can answer such questions.  An expert’s response on this issue is likely to be rejected, however, unless that person shares one’s fundamental religious, political, and social values.  Thus, the model assigns considerable importance to the role of the “similar expert” (someone who is both similar in some ways but different in others) in belief evaluation.

The third type of opinion question concerns predictions about future preferences (“Will I like X?”).  Knowing that a proxy enjoyed a particular book does not allow someone to anticipate his or her own response, unless the pattern of proxy’s past preferences, relative to the self, is known.  In other words, laypeople intuitively use a strategy formally implemented by marketers called “collaborative filtering.”  For example, Amazon.com uses shared shopping patterns as a basis for formulating customer recommendations.  Along similar lines, knowing whether self and proxy have agreed about books in the past adds informational utility to proxy’s feedback about the book currently in question.  In the absence of information about proxy’s past relative preferences, related attributes can provide a basis for comparison.  It should be noted that the model does not argue that only a proxy with similar past preferences can be informative for oneself.  For example, a proxy’s reaction to a new novel also will be informative if proxy had a consistently dissimilar pattern: if Al disliked all of the novels that you have liked, then Al’s enjoyment of the new novel suggests that you probably will not enjoy it.  What is important is that proxy have a consistent history of past preferences relative to the self.  Then, proxy’s response to the new stimulus can be informative about one’s own future response.

Empirical Evidence for the Triadic Model

Belief versus current preference assessment. The Model predicts that similar others (on related attributes) are most important for current preferences but experts play a greater role in belief judgments.  The prediction regarding current preferences is supported by several past studies conducted for different purposes.  For example, people were more likely to choose or be persuaded by similar others when making a decision where subjectivity was emphasized (Goethals & Nelson, 1973; Gorenflo & Crano, 1989; Reckman & Goethals, 1973).  Stotland and Patchen (1961) found that subjects became more prejudiced (toward African-Americans) if they received a case history of a prejudiced, authoritarian other, who happened to share the subject’s background and objective characteristics.  The case history was unpersuasive when it described someone with different background and objective characteristics.

Indirect evidence for the special role of advantaged or expert others for belief comparison can be found in the literature on source credibility effects in the persuasion literature with high status ("more expert") sources producing more attitude change (Aronson, Turner, & Carlsmith, 1963; Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 1953; Hovland & Weiss, 1951).  Research using conformity paradigms (e.g., Asch, 1956; Sherif, 1936) with confederates who possess attributes or prior performances indicative of greater expertise produce more conformity than do confederates of similar ability (Mausner, 1953; Mausner, 1954; Kidd & Campbell, 1955) on line discriminations and tests presented as having objective standards.  Strodtbeck, James, and Hawkins' (1958) jury studies also show the greater impact of social-class superiors over one's (similar social class) peers in judgments of guilt or innocence.
In addition, my colleagues and I have conducted experiments in which the same attitudinal stimuli were used but the nature of the judgment(belief versus preference(was manipulated (a procedure adapted from Goethals & Nelson, 1973; Gorenflo & Crano, 1989).  Specifically, sophomore college students were asked to decide which of two students that they liked more (current preference) or who had a superior academic record (belief).  All subjects received information about the two students, formulated their opinions and then were offered the opportunity to sample another research participant’s opinion about the two targets prior to making a final decision.  There were four comparison alternatives: a same-sex student who had scored similarly to the subject on a personality inventory administered earlier in the semester (similar other), a same-sex student who had scored very differently on the personality test (dissimilar other), a senior who worked in the college admissions office ("more expert"), and a high school graduate who worked in a local convenience store ("less expert").  Participants rated their level of interest in each comparison source, which comprised the dependent variable.

As shown in Figure 4, subjects in the belief condition tended to choose the "expert," while subjects in the current preference condition selected the participant with a personality similar to their own (similar on related attributes).  The results for the belief condition also illustrate an important aspect of the model.  When evaluating a belief, participants were especially interested in the opinion of a "more advantaged" student.  However, the greater expertise consisted of only having worked in the registrar's office.  Here is a case where the expertise was limited, but clearly perceived as useful.  This indicates that even “a little bit” of expertise (if it is more than the person has) is important for belief-type opinions.  We think that this situation is quite common.  For example, the medical referral literature (Friedson, 1961; Sanders, 1981; Suls, Martin & Leventhal, 1997) documents that people experiencing novel, physical symptoms tend to first consult with other laypeople who, while lacking formal medical expertise, have somewhat more experience. Often this lay referral delays the seeking of formal medical attention and places the individual at serious risk. 

The “similar expert”. Evidence for the "similar expert" hypothesis can be found in a classic study by Ryan and Gross (1943) who examined patterns of communication and influence concerning the diffusion of hybrid corn in Iowa in the 1920's and 1930's.  These researchers showed that although the hybrid corn was highly effective, the average farmer moved slowly from awareness of the innovation to adoption.  Interviews revealed that when farmer made the change it resulted not from communication with salesmen or representatives of the agricultural extension office (i.e., persons who were presumably highly expert), but from communications with neighbors who were early adopters.  These innovators tended to have larger farms, higher incomes, more years of formal education and were more cosmopolitan as measured by the number of trips they took to the largest city in the state (Des Moines!).  Although salesmen and representatives of the agricultural extension service had more expertise, the adoption of the new seed occurred through communication with somewhat more knowledgeable persons who also shared fundamental background with the late adopters—in others words, a "similar expert."  Other research in the diffusion of innovation tradition, such as drug adoption by physicians (Coleman, Katz, & Menzel, 1957), reports similar patterns regarding opinion leaders (see Rogers, 1983).  


The classic work of Katz and Lazarsfeld (1955) on opinion leadership in communities also reinforces our hypotheses.  As McGuire (1969) noted, "Where influence crossed (class) categories, it usually tended to flow down... but the striking result is the extent to which both the influential and his target were of the same class" (p. 197). Sharing the same social class is commonly thought to signal the possession of comparable values. 

Recent work from our research group also provides relevant evidence.  In one field study, my collaborators and I (Suls, Martin, Wheeler, Wallio, Bobier & Lemos, 2002) surveyed college students about whether they had talked with other people about their feelings and opinions about the Columbine massacre.  We found that people were more likely to talk to someone who shared their basic values but had more expertise when the issue had an important belief component.  In an experimental study, subjects were asked to evaluate the potential effectiveness of an alternative medicine cure (belief). Although all subjects preferred to compare with an expert, in this case a physician, they chose a physician who matched their personal orientation.  Students who thought of themselves as nontraditional in orientation were most interested in a nontraditional physician’s view; conventional students were most interested in a conventional physician’s opinion.  The “similar expert” hypothesis appears to receive consistent empirical support in controlled laboratory studies and naturalistic research.


Future preferences.  The triadic model proposes that people make preference predictions (“Will I like X?”) by learning about the response of a proxy who already experienced X and exhibited consistency in past preferences or related attributes.  Consistent with prediction, in deciding about fiction selections, subjects showed more interest in learning the responses of a proxy who either had similar past preferences regarding literature or similar related attributes (Study 2A & 2b; Suls et al., 2000). 


In another experiment, we tested whether personal preference predictions will be based on a proxy’s reaction if proxy exhibits a consistent set of prior preferences.  College students were asked to generate list of five favorite movies and 5 least favorite movies.  During an intervening week, we prepared fictitious movie lists supposedly completed by other students.  For one-third of the subjects, the bogus list was created to have a similar profile as the subject’s, that is with similar liked and disliked films.  For another third, lists were created to be mirror images of the subject’s lists(with the proxy listing the subject’s least favorite movies as his/her most favorite films and subject’s favorites as proxy’s least favorites.  The final third received a list of random or inconsistent pattern of movie preferences, that is proxy’s list indicated no consistent pattern of agreement or disagreement with the subject.

The following week, each subject received the “other participants’” preference list and also learned that he/she had seen a film that just opened and either liked or disliked it.  Participants were asked to predict their response to the film and whether they would try to attend.  The findings for both dependent measures were similar.  Figure 5 shows the subjects’ predicted reactions to the new film.  Consistent with the theory, subjects predicted that they would have the same response to “X,” the new film, as a proxy with a similar history of preferences and the opposite response as a proxy with a dissimilar history.  Predictions of a neutral response were made if proxy exhibited an inconsistent pattern of past preferences.


These findings are interesting because they demonstrate that people will use a dissimilar proxy’s reactions as a gauge to predict their own, as long as there was consistency in proxy’s preference pattern.  The patterning or alignment of proxy’s preferences or past behaviors is more critical than his/her similarity (Markman & Gentner, 1993).

Implications of the Triadic Model


Research described above provides strong support for the Triadic model and for the distinction among current preferences, beliefs and future preference opinions.  Although related attributes are important for all three, the patterning of attributes play different roles.  For current preferences, similarity is important, but for beliefs someone who is both similar in some ways but different in others(the similar expert(plays the decisive role.  In making judgments about future preferences, related attributes or past preferences provide meaningful information to ascertain whether a proxy’s response is an appropriate guide for oneself.  Further, similarity/dissimilarity per se is not as critical as the consistency of proxy’s attributes or past reactions.  


There are some unresolved issues concerning the belief-preference distinction because some opinion issues do not fall neatly into either category.  One speculation is that in the case of “complex opinions,” people may be highly motivated to sample the opinions of different people.  This question, however, needs research attention.  


The Triadic model has points of commonality with other models, which in the interests of space, will be considered only briefly.  For example, the similar expert hypothesis also is consistent with the self-categorization theory of social influence (Turner, 1991) in which the expert or leader is the individual who best represents the values of the group (see Hains, Hogg, & Duck, 1997).  A difference between the approaches is that self-categorization theory tends to treat opinion as a unitary concept while the Triadic model (and Goethals & Darley’s earlier formulation) distinguishes among types of opinions.  However, this difference may be more apparent than real.  


Although the study of opinion formation and social contacts (Festinger, Schachter & Back, 1951) was the initial instigating force for the study of comparison processes in the 1950’s, opinions have not been a major preoccupation of most comparison researchers since the 1970’s.  This may seem odd in light of the contemporary attention to persuasion (Chaiken, 1980; Chaiken, Liberman & Eagly, 1989; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) in dual process models such as the heuristic-systematic and elaboration likelihood theories.  In part, the separate roads traveled by attitude and comparison researchers represent an implicit or explicit decision based both on methodological and theoretical grounds. In everyday social life, opinion comparisons may occur when learning the results of an opinion poll, overhearing someone state their view, or inferring a person's opinion from overt behavior.  Persuasion, on the other hand, frequently involves not just learning the person's view, but also being exposed to arguments that sustain the opinion.  It was a sound empirical strategy on the part of early comparison researchers to strip the comparison process away from the arguments phase so the "pure" effects of comparison can be identified.  However, this decision also led comparison and persuasion researchers to take parallel paths. 

There also was an early theoretical misunderstanding that probably further contributed to parallel efforts rather than a mixing of strains.  Both the Heuristic-Systematic (Chaiken et al., 1989) and Elaboration Likelihood Models (ELM) (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) share the thesis that when a person is not personally involved in the opinion issue, there is less elaborate or systematic processing of the quality of arguments and other message cues.  Instead, the persons may simply “accept” the message with little thought.  A common misconception (Petty and Wegener, 1999) is that source cues (e.g., comparison information) only have a role in low-elaboration attitude change.  If this were the case, one implication is that social comparison information, such as level of group consensus and source characteristics (i.e., degree of similarity and expertise) should have little impact on issues that are personally involving to the audience or when the audience is otherwise encouraged to give the issue extensive thought.  For comparison researchers, this would have the disconcerting implication that such things as agreement with a comparison other and source characteristics, deemed important in opinion comparison, only apply to issues that are noninvolving if persuasive arguments are also provided.


Fortunately, the misconception that source cues are never elaborated upon can be dispelled.  For example, Petty and Cacioppo (1984) have shown how many source cues, such as credibility, can act as arguments in high elaboration attitude change.  Chaiken et al. (1989) have described how heuristic and systematic processing can exert both independent and interdependent (i.e., interactive) effects on judgment (see for example, Chaiken & Maheswaran, 1994).  For example, Darke et al. (1998) demonstrated that consensus information (presented without persuasive arguments) was influential in attitude change under high personal relevance.  The fact that heuristic and systematic processing can co-occur and interact suggests there may be many interesting connections between the persuasion and comparison process that remain unexplored.  Most important, recent research indicates that comparison processes are influential even when personal motivation is high.

General Implications


The main premise of both the Proxy and Triadic models is that identification of the evaluative question is the first-step in understanding the nature of the social comparison process and the type of referent that can furnish the most useful information.  According to both models, an answer to the evaluative question requires the application of attributional principles from the social perception literature (e.g., Heider, 1958; Kelley, 1967), “as if” rules (Anderson, 1983; Anderson & Lebriere, 1998) and constructs about the nature of ability and opinion.  As mentioned earlier, discounting and augmentation principles from attribution play a major role in the Goethals and Darley (1977) account of ability comparison to answer the question, “Am I as good as I ought to be?”  These principles also operate on cognitive representations of the situation (“if” component) to formulate predictions (the “then” component) according to the Proxy model (“Can I do X?) and the future preferences (“Will I like X?”) part of the Triadic model.  Both the selection and outcomes of social comparison depend on the explicit and implicit theories about the domains under evaluation.  At this point, our knowledge about these implicit theories for specific domains is still limited although research on explanatory models in concept formation (Murphy & Medin, 1985) and motivation (Dweck, 1999) may offer direction.


The present approach also offers a new perspective on the decades-long debate about whether the similar other has a special status in social comparison.  Although sharing relevant attributes may render another person more appropriate for “testing” certain types of opinions, dissimilarity (particularly superiority on background factors) actually can be an asset for other types.  Furthermore, in preference prediction, similarity in attributes or past history is less important than the consistency a proxy exhibits.  There are situations when “opposites” can be as informative about what one will enjoy as are “similars.”  Increased recognition of the role of underlying patterns, rather than feature matching per se, draws connections from social comparison to research on analogy and structural alignment in cognitive psychology (Markman & Gentner, 1993).  In a sense, people learn about their abilities and opinions by comparing with others who are analogous.  This means that just as similarity based on underlying patterns of relations among elements can lead people to form analogies among objects that are superficially quite different from each other (Holyoak & Thagard, 1995), so too seemingly irrelevant persons may be influential if they exhibit alignment in underlying patterns  


Most importantly, the current models draw several connections to general cognitive processes involved in comparison and judgment.  Just as social comparison research in the 1970’s and 1980’s advanced by importing concepts from attribution and self-theories, the present work also has drawn from insights about adaptive cognitive systems (Anderson, 1990), implicit theories and analogy (Markman & Genter, 1993).  Related research on the affective impact of upward and downward comparisons demonstrates that assimilation or contrast will result depending on priming and knowledge accessibility (Schwarz & Bless, 1992; Mussweiler & Strack, 2000; Stapel & Koomen, 2000).  These applications from cognitive psychology and social cognition seem quite appropriate when we appreciate that social comparison is a variant of the more general human capacity to compare objects and symbols.  When Red Auerbach, the coach of the Boston Celtics was asked which of his players was better, Larry Byrd or Bill Russell? he responded, “Compared to what?”  In the five decades since Leon Festinger advanced his theory, social psychologists are moving closer to providing an answer to Red Auerbach’s question.  

Footnotes

1 Because predictions did not differ between the similar related attribute and no related attribute conditions and did not vary as a function of information about proxy’s task 1 effort, I collapsed across similar and no related attribute information cells in the subsequent analyses.
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