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Exposure to pictures of thin-ideal female members of the media has been shown to reduce body
satisfaction in women, which in turn has been implicated in various eating disorders. This exper-
iment was designed principally to determine how social comparisons with peers affect general
self-esteem, body satisfaction, confidence, and anxiety. In a “dating game” scenario, female un-
dergraduates (N = 67) were randomly assigned to a thin-peer, oversize-peer, or control
(no-photo) condition. Through computer manipulation, photos depicted the same woman’s face
with either a thin or oversize body shape. Results indicated comparison condition did not affect
general self-esteem. However, exposure to the thin peer did reduce body satisfaction and confi-
dence and, for those without a boyfriend, raised anxiety. Exposure to an oversize peer produced
no compensatory, elevating effects on body satisfaction and confidence. Such an asymmetric
comparison effect may contribute to the high prevalence of body dissatisfaction reported among
women.

The shift in society to a preference for thin-figured women
has been well-documented (e.g., Davis & Oswalt, 1992; Gar-
ner, Garfinkel, Schwartz, & Thompson, 1980; Silverstein,
Peterson, & Perdue, 1986; Wiseman, Gray, Mosimann, &
Ahrens, 1992). Most believe that the media has been the pri-
mary causal agent for this shift toward the thin-ideal (e.g.,
Anderson & DiDomenico, 1992; Silverstein, Perdue, Peter-
son, & Kelly, 1986; Striegel-Moore, Silberstein, & Rodin,
1986). In the past 40 years, for example, the dominant body
shape of fashion models, Playboy centerfolds, and Miss
America Pageant winners has changed from a full, hourglass
figure to a thin, tubular one (Garner et al.; Morris, Cooper, &
Cooper, 1988; Wiseman et al.).

It has been suggested that the steady diet of extremely
thin women featured in the media sets a standard for thin-
ness that most women internalize but few can meet
(Nemeroff, Stein, Diehl, & Smilack, 1994). Research rele-
vant to social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954) suggests
that when people make upward comparisons (i.e., compare
themselves to others who are better off on a particular di-
mension), the result tends to be a decrement in reported
self-regard or well-being (Marsh & Parker, 1984; Morse &
Gergen, 1970; Salovey & Rodin, 1984; Tesser, Millar, &
Moore, 1988). Thus it has been suggested that exposure to
thin-ideal figures in the media may account for the increas-

ingly high levels of body dissatisfaction and eating disor-
ders among women in Western societies (e.g., Halmi, Falk,
& Schwartz, 1981; Mazur, 1986; Pike & Rodin, 1991;
Thompson & Heinberg, 1993; Wilson & Eldredge, 1992).
Consistent with these ideas, a correlational study by Stice,
Schupak-Neuberg, Shaw, and Stein (1994) found that
greater exposure to media (television and magazines) was
associated directly with more eating disorder symptoms
and indirectly, through greater internalization of the
thin-ideal stereotype, with greater body dissatisfaction.
Tiggemann and Pickering (1996) found additionally that
amount of time spent watching television soap operas and
movies was associated with greater body dissatisfaction,
and that time spent watching music videos was associated
positively with desires for thinness.

There have been a number of experimental studies that
have examined the effects that comparisons with thin-ideal
members of the media have on body satisfaction. Irving
(1990), for example, exposed college women to sets of slides
depicting thin fashion models, average models, or oversize
fashion models, and found those who viewed the thin fashion
models reported lower overall self-esteem and lower satis-
faction with their weight than those who viewed either the
average or oversize models. Interestingly, however, the
self-esteem and body satisfaction levels of those in the thin
model condition were actually quite similar to those of a con-
trol group that viewed no photos. This suggests then that the
thin-model condition did not lower self-regard so much as
the average and oversize-model conditions enhanced feel-
ings about the self. Somewhat different results were obtained
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by Stice and Shaw (1994), who exposed female undergradu-
ates to magazine pictures of thin, average-size, or no models.
Their results indicated that those who viewed the thin models
reported more negative affect and greater body dissatisfac-
tion than those in the other conditions, suggesting a deleteri-
ous effect of comparison with thin-ideal others (see also
Heinberg & Thompson, 1995; Richins, 1991). Negative af-
fect and body dissatisfaction also predicted bulimic
symptomology (see also Leon, Fulkerson, Perry, & Cudeck,
1993; Stice et al., 1994, for similar relations with eating pa-
thology).

The primary purpose of this study was to examine how so-
cial comparisons with peers influence feelings of body satis-
faction among women. This seems a potentially important
question given that everyday social comparisons most typi-
cally involve peers, not media figures (Wheeler & Miyake,
1992). It is in part because we normally have more frequent
exposure, and therefore opportunity, to compare with peers.
Exposure aside, peers may also be considered more relevant
for self-evaluation and therefore actually preferred for com-
parison. This follows from Festinger’s (1954) social compar-
ison theory, which argues that people have a basic need for
self-evaluation, and lacking an objective standard for a refer-
ence, will prefer to compare themselves to relatively similar
others to obtain maximally accurate, stable self-appraisals.

Consistent with these ideas, there is evidence that col-
lege-age women engage in frequent comparisons with sur-
rounding peers to establish an idea of their weight status
(Striegel-Moore et al., 1986). There is also correlational evi-
dence consistent with the notion that the higher incidence of
eating disorders in college compared to high-school women
may stem from increased comparisons with thin-ideal peers
and associated lower self-concepts (Hesse-Biber & Marino,
1991). However, to date there has been little experimental
work that considers specifically the effects of women’s so-
cial comparisons with peers on feelings of body satisfaction.
This study was designed primarily to address this issue.

OVERVIEW OF THIS STUDY

In this experiment, female undergraduates were led to be-
lieve that they, along with another female-student partici-
pant, would be getting acquainted with an attractive male
participant. Thereafter, the man would decide which would
be more desirable to date. Depending on randomized condi-
tion, participants had no information about the appearance of
the other woman (controls), viewed a photo that depicted the
other woman as quite thin, or viewed a photo that depicted
the same woman as quite oversized. Social comparison re-
search in other domains has suggested that comparisons with
others who are better off or superior on a particular dimen-
sion (upward comparisons) can lower self-regard (Marsh &
Parker, 1984; Morse & Gergen, 1970; Salovey & Rodin,
1984; Tesser et al., 1988), whereas comparisons with others
who are worse off (downward comparisons) can elevate

self-regard (Gibbons, 1986; Hakmiller, 1966; Morse &
Gergen, 1970). This suggests in the present context that com-
parisons with a thin peer may diminish self-regard, whereas
comparisons with an oversize peer may enhance self-regard
relative to control conditions. The experimental studies of
comparisons with media figures, discussed previously, pro-
vide somewhat conflicting support for this possibility. Thus
we anticipated overall that women in the thin-peer condition
would experience lower body satisfaction and confidence in
their attractiveness to the man, and perhaps lower self-es-
teem and higher anxiety compared with those in the control
condition. Conversely, we also thought it possible that those
in the oversize-peer condition would experience less anxiety
and more favorable self-evaluations than those in the control
condition.

A secondary goal of this study was to examine the possibil-
ity that having a boyfriend (or romantic interest) may serve to
mitigate potentially negative reactions to comparisons with a
thin peer. Women who already have boyfriends may be less
concerned with making positive impressions on unfamiliar
men who could be potential dating partners. According to re-
cent work by Leary and his colleagues, the prospect of nega-
tive interpersonal evaluations arouses negative affect,
because such evaluations signal possible exclusion or deterio-
ration in one’s social acceptance (Leary, Haupt, Strausser, &
Chokel, 1998; Leary, Springer, Negel, Ansell, & Evans,
1998). Thus those who have already gained “acceptance” in
the dating realm, as indicated by having a boyfriend, may ex-
perience less anxiety, because they are less concerned about
the potentially negative implications of comparisons with a
thinpeer.Havingaboyfriendalsomayservemoregenerally to
affirm a woman’s attractiveness to the opposite sex. If so, we
thought it possible that the body satisfaction and confidence of
women with boyfriends might be less negatively impacted by
comparisons with the thin peer.

METHOD

Participants

A group of 69 (M = 20 years old) female undergraduates at
the University of California, San Diego, participated in the
study to fulfill a lower division psychology course require-
ment. Two participants were dropped from the study because
they were suspicious about the experimental manipulations.
The final sample (N = 67) was 50.7% Asian, 40.3% White,
4.5% Hispanic, and 4.5% Other. Each participant was ran-
domly assigned to one of two experimental conditions or to
the control condition.

Procedure

Participants were run individually. The experimenter ex-
plained that the purpose of the experiment was to explore the
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characteristics that influence “the decisions that people make
regarding dating relationships.” Toward that end, it was ex-
plained, each participant would be asked to take part in a mock
“dating game” in which she and another female-student par-
ticipant would get acquainted with a male participant in an-
other room. It was explained that following these conversa-
tions, the male participant would choose with which of the two
women he would prefer to go on a date, “if this were an actual
dating situation.” Each participant was told furthermore that
the male participant would receive a photograph of her. Those
not in the control condition were told additionally that they
would receive a picture of the other female participant. Fol-
lowing these instructions, the participant was asked to sign a
consent form before being photographed with a digital cam-
era.Thereafter, theexperimenter excusedherself, purportedly
to download the participant’s picture and to retrieve the pic-
ture of the man and (depending on condition) the picture of the
other female participant. When the experimenter returned, the
participant was presented with the photographs and asked to
complete a questionnaire in private that contained the depend-
ent measures (see the following sections). The experimenter
then left the room, ostensibly to set up the in-person interview
with the male participant. After completing the question-
naires, the participant was told that her condition did not re-
quirespeaking to themaleparticipantafterall.Finally, thepar-
ticipant was probed for suspicion, debriefed, and asked not to
discuss the experiment with anyone.

Independent Variables

Social comparison conditions. Participants were as-
signed randomly to view (a) no photograph of the peer (con-
trol condition), (b) a photograph of a slender woman
(thin-peer condition), or (c) a photograph of an overweight
woman (oversize-peer condition). As with participants, a
blank wall served as the background for the peer photos. Peer
photos depicted acquaintances of Lilly F. Lin whom we had
judged informally to have average facial attractiveness. Com-
puter graphics techniques were used to cut and paste the iden-
tical head shot of the comparison person onto either a rela-
tively slim or overweight female body. In this manner, it was
possible to hold constant facial appearance while varying the
body of the comparison peer.1

Boyfriend conditions. On a background information
sheet that was collected after the dependent measures, partici-
pants indicated whether they did (N = 40) or did not (N = 27)
currently have a boyfriend. An equal number of those with
boyfriends were in each of the three comparison conditions.

Dependent Measures

Anxiety. Participants completed a short (10-item) form
of the state version of the State–Trait Anxiety Inventory
(STAI; Spielberger, Gorsuch, & Lushene, 1970). Such short
forms of the STAI have been shown elsewhere to provide
valid measures of state anxiety (O’Neil, Spielberger, &
Hansen, 1969). Cronbach’s α in this sample was .88.

Body satisfaction. Participants rated themselves on 12
items taken from the Body Parts Satisfaction Scale
(Berscheid, Walster, & Bohrnstedt, 1973). Specifically, par-
ticipants rated on separate scales ranging from 1 (extremely
dissatisfied) to 4 (extremely satisfied) how they felt about
their facial attractiveness, shoulders, arms, hands, feet, size of
abdomen, buttocks, hips, legs and ankles, height, weight, and
general muscle tone or development. Cronbach’s α was .87 in
this sample.

Confidence. Each participant also was asked to rate,
on separate scales ranging from 1 (not at all confident) to 10
(extremely confident), how confident she was that the male
contestant would (a) choose her for a date, (b) find her physi-
cally attractive, (c) find her personality attractive, and (d)
look forward to talking to her. An overall confidence index
was formed for analyses by averaging these items (α = .92).

Self-esteem. The Rosenberg (1965) Self-Esteem
Scale, a widely used measure of trait self-esteem, was used to
measure general self-esteem. Each of 10 items (e.g., “I feel
that I’m a person of worth”) was rated on separate 4-point
scales (1 = strongly agree, 4 = strongly disagree) and then av-
eraged to form an overall index (α = .91).

Male attractiveness. As secondary dependent mea-
sures, participants also rated the extent to which they found
the man in the photograph attractive (1 = extremely unattrac-
tive, 10 = extremely attractive), their motivation to be the
“winning” contestant (1 = extremely unmotivated, 10 = ex-
tremely motivated), and their interest in accepting a date with
the man in the photograph, assuming they were not seeing
anyone and based on his physical appearance (1 = would not
at all want to date, 10 = would very much want to date). Al-
though these three items were relatively moderately
intercorrelated (α = .66), individual-item analyses indicated
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1Given the ethnic distribution of the sample, two sets of photographs were
generated. One set depicted the other female and male participant as White,
whereas the other set depicted them as Asian. White participants viewed the
former set, non-White participants the latter. Preliminary analyses that in-
cluded the ethnic background of the participant as a factor indicated a single
significant effect: White participants were more attracted to the man than
were the non-White participants, F(1, 61) = 6.50, p < .02, η2 = .10. Because
no other main effects or interactions involving the ethnic background vari-
able were significant, the primary analyses are collapsed across this factor.



the same patterns of condition means for each. Therefore, the
items were averaged to form a general index of the perceived
attractiveness of the male participant.

Manipulation checks and attractiveness of self.
To check on the effectiveness of the social comparison ma-
nipulation, participants who received a picture of the other fe-
male contestant were asked to separately rate the attractive-
ness of the woman’s body and face, respectively, on 10-point
scales ranging from 1 (extremely unattractive) to 10 (ex-
tremely attractive). Finally, all participants likewise rated
separately the attractiveness of their own bodies and faces on
similarly anchored 10-point scales.

RESULTS

Manipulation Checks

To check on the effectiveness of the experimental manipula-
tion, a Comparison Condition × Boyfriend Status (Thin vs.
Oversize-Peer × Yes vs. No) analysis of variance (ANOVA)
was performed on participants’ ratings of the comparison
woman’s body relative to their own (i.e., on ratings of own
body and ratings of peer’s body). The results indicated, as in-
tended, that those in the thin-peer condition perceived the
body of the other woman as more attractive than their own,
whereas those in the oversize-peer condition felt their bodies
were more attractive than that of the comparison peer, Ms =
–2.39 versus 1.04, F(1, 40) = 28.64, p < .001, MSE = 4.36, η2

= .42. (η2 is an effect size index that is interpreted as the pro-
portion of variance accounted for by a given factor;
Rosenthal & Rosnow, 1991.) No effects involving boyfriend
status were significant, all Fs ≥ 0.45, ps > .05, η2 ≤ .01.

Separate analyses of perceptions of the peer and of the self
revealed similar patterns. Thus, participants judged the body
of the thin peer to be more attractive than that of the oversize
peer, Ms = 7.07 versus 5.19, F(1, 40) = 20.50, p < .001, MSE
= 1.84, η2 = .34. Participants in the thin-peer condition also
felt their own bodies were less attractive than did those in the
oversize-peer and control conditions, Ms = 4.68 versus 6.23
and 5.88, F(2, 60) = 4.77, p < .02, MSE = 2.92, η2 = .14. No
other effects were significant, all Fs ≤ 0.41, ps > .05, η2 ≤ .01.

Parallel analyses that were performed on perceptions of
the attractiveness of the peer’s face revealed that participants
judged the facial attractiveness of the thin peer as equivalent
to that of the oversize peer, Ms = 5.82 versus 5.77, F = 0.04, p
> .05, η2 = .00. This, of course, is appropriate given that the
woman’s face was identical in the different photos. Thus, the
photographs overall were able to manipulate the perceived
attractiveness of the peer’s body in the manner intended,
without systematically altering the perceived attractiveness
of her face. There likewise were no effects on participants’

perceptions of their own facial attractiveness, all Fs ≤ 1.92,
ps > .05, η2 ≤ .06.

Primary Analyses

As can be seen in Table 1, the dependent measures involving
self-perceptions (viz., anxiety, body satisfaction, confidence,
and self-esteem) all were significantly interrelated. There-
fore, an omnibus Comparison Condition × Boyfriend Status
(Thin-Peer vs. Oversize-Peer vs. Control × Yes vs. No)
ANOVA was first performed on a self-perception composite
index. This index was formed by creating z scores separately
for each self-perception measure and then using participants’
averaged z scores for analysis, scaled so that higher values in-
dicate more positive self-perceptions (in standard deviation
units). The results indicated an overall effect of social com-
parison condition, F(2, 61) = 3.07, p = .05, η2 = .09, with
those in the thin-peer comparison condition expressing more
negative self-perceptions overall than those in the control or
over-size peer conditions, Ms = –.29 versus .20 and .09, re-
spectively, MSE = 0.61. No effects involving boyfriend sta-
tus were significant, Fs < 1.60, ps > .05, η2 ≤ .05.

Given the results of this omnibus self-perception analysis,
and because we were interested in how social comparisons
affected the specific aspects of self-perception that were
measured, we then performed separate 3 × 2 (Comparison
Condition × Boyfriend Status) ANOVAs on the individual
measures. With respect to anxiety levels, the results revealed
a significant Comparison × Boyfriend effect, F(2, 61) = 3.27,
p < .05, η2 = .10. As can be seen in Figure 1, regardless of
whether or not they had boyfriends, participants were equally
anxious in the control and oversize-peer conditions; how-
ever, participants in the thin-peer condition were signifi-
cantly more anxious if they did not have a boyfriend
compared to if they did (p < .001, η2 = .18). Further analyses
indicated that the anxiety levels of those in the thin-peer con-
dition who had boyfriends were actually nonsignificantly
lower than their control counterparts, whereas those in the
thin-peer condition who did not have boyfriends experienced
elevated anxiety relative to controls (p < .005, η2 = .17).
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TABLE 1
Partial Correlations Among the Dependent Measures

Measures
Body

Satisfaction Confidence Self-Esteem
Male

Attractiveness

Anxiety –.28* –.58*** –.59*** –.00
Body satisfaction .63*** .53*** .19
Confidence .57*** .35**
Self-esteem –.13

Note. Analyses control for comparison condition and boyfriend status.
df = 65.

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests).



The analysis of participants’ satisfaction with their own
bodies revealed a significant main effect of comparison con-
dition, F(2, 61) = 3.30, p < 0.05, η2 = .10. As can be seen in
Table 2, participants who viewed the oversize peer or no pho-
tograph were equally satisfied with their own bodies and
were more so than those who viewed the thin peer. No other
effects were significant, all Fs ≤ 0.83, ps > .05, η2 ≤ .01.

A similar effect of comparison condition was obtained for
participants’ confidence ratings, F(2, 61) = 5.04, p < 0.01, η2

= .14. Women who viewed the thin peer were less confident
in their attractiveness to the man than were controls or those
who viewed the oversize peer (see Table 2). Paired compari-
sons indicated participants in the thin-peer condition were
significantly less confident than those in the control (p < .01,
η2 = .13) and oversize-peer (p < .03, η2 = .09) conditions, and
that the latter two groups did not differ (p > .50, η2 = .01). No
effects involving the boyfriend factor were significant (all Fs
≤ 2.00, ps > .05, η2 ≤ .03). There also were no significant ef-
fects on general self-esteem, all Fs < 0.65, ps > .05, η2 ≤ .02.2

Finally, analyses of the perceived attractiveness of the
man revealed that participants in the thin-peer condition
rated the man as less attractive than participants in the over-
size-peer and control conditions, F(2, 61) = 3.82, p < .03, η2

= .11 (see Table 2). Separate from the effect of comparison
condition, participants who had boyfriends rated the man
more attractive than did those who did not have boyfriends,
Ms = 6.21 versus 5.27, F(1, 61) = 9.74, p < .004, MSE = 1.45,
η2 = .14. There was no interaction, F(2, 61) = .03, p > .05, η2

= .00.

Mediational Analyses

We have seen that participants in the thin-peer condition
were less confident of being chosen, and reported less attrac-
tion to the man, than were those in the other conditions. This
pattern raises the possibility that the thin-peer group became
relatively negative toward the man because they perceived a

greater likelihood of being rejected by him. To examine
whether there was any evidence for this “defensive-reaction”
hypothesis, we next determined the degree to which confi-
dence ratings may have mediated the effect of comparison
condition on male attractiveness ratings. Following the pre-
scriptions of Baron and Kenny (1986), this involved a set of
three regression analyses. In these analyses, the control and
oversize-peer groups were combined, dummy coded (0), and
contrasted with the thin-peer group (1). In the first analysis,
male attractiveness ratings then were regressed on compari-
son condition. Consistent with the ANOVA results already
reported, the results indicated that those in the thin-peer con-
dition found the man less attractive than did the other partici-
pants, t(65) = –2.70, p < .009, η2 = .10. The second analysis,
which involved regressing confidence ratings on comparison
condition, likewise paralleled the ANOVA results by show-
ing that those in the thin-peer condition had significantly
lower confidence that they would be chosen compared to
participants in the other conditions, t(65) = –2.90, p < .006,
η2 = .11. The key, third analysis then involved regressing
male attractiveness ratings simultaneously on comparison
condition and confidence ratings. The goal of this analysis
was to determine whether confidence ratings significantly
predicted male attractiveness ratings, and, at the same time,
substantially reduced the aforementioned significant effect
of comparison condition on male attractiveness ratings.

The results indicated that confidence ratings were indeed
related positively to attractiveness ratings, when controlling
for comparison condition, t(64) = 2.58, p < .02, η2 = .09. In
addition, when controlling for confidence ratings, the effect
of comparison condition on attractiveness ratings was re-
duced to nonsignificance, t(64) = –1.78, p > .08, η2 = .05.
Such a pattern is consistent with the notion that participant
confidence in being chosen, or lack thereof, may have medi-
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FIGURE 1 Anxiety levels as a function of comparison condition and boy-
friend status. (Error bars indicate standard errors.)

2Given that self-esteem scores were not affected, and that the Rosenberg
(1965) Self-Esteem Scale is thought to provide a relatively general trait mea-
sure of self-regard, it also is possible to examine whether general self-esteem
might operate as a moderator of the foregoing social comparison effects. Per-
haps, for example, women with high general self-esteem are relatively pro-
tected from the negative impact of comparisons with the thin peer. ANOVAs
that included self-esteem as a blocking variable with social comparison con-
ditions provided little support for this possibility, however, in that none of the
Self-Esteem × Social Comparison effects reached significance for anxiety,
body satisfaction, or confidence ratings—the “closest” being for confidence,
F(2, 61) = 2.48, p = .092, η2 = .07. As one might expect given the relations in
Table 1, additional Social Comparison × Boyfriend analyses of covariance
that used self-esteem as a covariate did indicate strong relations of self-es-
teem with anxiety, body satisfaction, and confidence (all Fs ≥ 22.77, ps <
.001, η2 ≤ .27). Controlling for these relations with self-esteem, all previ-
ously reported effects involving social comparison and boyfriend status re-
mained virtually identical.



ated perceptions of the man’s attractiveness (cf. Baron &
Kenny, 1986). That is, participants in the thin-peer group
may have viewed the attractiveness of the man as lower, at
least in part, because they thought it relatively less likely that
the man would choose them.3

DISCUSSION

Whether from mundane television commercials, or from
more provocative ads for Victoria Secret, American women
have ample opportunity to compare their appearances to ex-
ceptionally attractive media figures (i.e., to make upward
comparisons). Downward comparisons with media figures
are probably less frequently available, at least within the
realm of advertising. There is experimental evidence that up-
ward comparisons with such media figures may have delete-

rious effects, such as lowered levels of body satisfaction
(e.g., Heinberg & Thompson, 1995; Irving, 1990; Richins,
1991; Stice & Shaw, 1994). This study sought to determine
principally whether similar effects are produced by compari-
sons with peers. Unlike the work with media figures, and
through computer manipulation, we were able to make thin
and oversize photographs, while holding constant the facial
attractiveness of the comparison person. We found both
“good” and “bad” news.

The good news is that we found no evidence, at least in
our sample of college-age women, that general self-esteem is
significantly influenced by comparisons of physical appear-
ance with peers. It is possible, of course, that a less trait-ori-
ented measure of self-esteem than we used would have been
impacted. However, we were interested specifically in
whether the effects of comparisons involving physical ap-
pearance would extend to general self-esteem, which pre-
sumably is determined by a variety of factors (e.g., academic
or career success, physical abilities, personality). As such,
we would hope that social comparisons with a peer along any
single dimension, especially one so literally superficial as
body shape, would not be sufficient to alter a woman’s gen-
eral feelings of self-regard. It is therefore somewhat reassur-
ing that general self-esteem was not influenced, even for the
moment, by these comparisons with peers.

The bad news, however, is that a woman’s satisfaction with
her body apparently can be undermined significantly not just
byupwardcomparisonswithmultiple,ultra-thin fashionmod-
els. We found that social comparisons with a single, thin peer
were sufficient to reduce significantly a participant’s satisfac-
tion with her body and her confidence that she was attractive to
a man who she anticipated meeting. In that comparison oppor-
tunitieswithpeersare likely tobequite frequent,perhapsmore
so thanwithmedia figures (cf.Wheeler&Miyake,1992), such
upward comparisons may constitute an important source of
dissatisfaction with the self. Particularly insidious, our results
suggest further that there may be an asymmetry in the effects
of social comparisons involving body image; we found up-
ward comparisons lowered body satisfaction, but no evidence
that downward comparisons had a compensatory, elevating
effect on body satisfaction. For the rare woman whose phy-
sique is such that upward comparisons with peers are infre-
quent, such an asymmetry may matter little. But for the more
average-looking woman, the tendency for downward compar-
isons not to offset the negative impact of being confronted
with upward comparisons may lead to a negative spiral with
respect to body esteem.

We believe it would be useful for future research to ex-
plore the generality of this asymmetric effect of social com-
parison on body esteem. Social comparison research
conducted in other domains suggests that the effects of up-
ward and downward comparisons on self-evaluations and
feelings are not absolute but instead may depend on a number
of factors (e.g., Buunk, Collins, Taylor, VanYperen, &
Dakof, 1990). Research on task performance by Testa and
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TABLE 2
Effects of Comparison Condition

Dependent Measure Thin Peer Oversize Peer Control

Body Satisfaction
M 2.55a 2.81b 2.81b

SD 0.45 0.33 0.39
Confidence

M 4.74a 5.76b 6.05b

SD 1.95 1.31 1.36
Self-Esteem

M 3.16a 3.22a 3.32a

SD 0.63 0.49 0.51
Male Attractiveness

M 5.24a 6.03b 6.22b

SD 1.35 1.32 1.11

Note. Means without common superscripts within a row differ at .05
level or better (two-tailed); N = 22 for thin peer and oversize peer; N = 23 for
control.

3As one reviewer noted, the fact that confidence and male attractiveness
ratings were collected simultaneously precludes a strong inference of causal
priority for confidence over perceptions of attractiveness. Thus one could ar-
gue that perceptions of male attractiveness may have mediated the effects of
comparison condition on participant confidence. In that we had already de-
termined in separate regressions (see earlier) that social comparison condi-
tion significantly predicted confidence, t(65) = –2.90, p < .006, η2 = .11, and
perceptions of male attractiveness, t(65) = –2.70, p < .009, η2 = .10, the key
analysis needed to test this alternative mediation model involved regressing
confidence ratings simultaneously on social comparison condition and male
attractiveness ratings. The results indicated that whereas perceptions of the
man’s attractiveness did predict confidence ratings, t(64) = 2.58, p < .02, η2 =
. 09, controlling for this relation did not reduce the effect of social compari-
son condition on confidence to nonsignificance, t(64) = –2.05, p < .05, η2 =
.06. Thus on balance, the mediational analyses provide marginally more sup-
port for the hypothesis that those in the thin-peer condition may have lowered
their perceptions of the man’s attractiveness, because they thought it less
likely he was going to choose them (“reject him before he rejects me”), than
for the hypothesis that they lowered their confidence because they found the
man relatively unattractive (“this geek better not pick me”). Ultimately, how-
ever, a design in which confidence and attractiveness are manipulated will be
needed to determine causal priority more definitively.



Major (1990), for example, suggested that the perceived con-
trollability of the attribute under evaluation may moderate
reactions to upward comparisons, with less negative reac-
tions among those who believe that in the future they can at-
tain the same, higher level of performance as a comparison
other. Perhaps the perceived controllability of one’s weight
would likewise moderate reactions to upward comparisons.

Another potential moderator, suggested by Tesser (1986),
involves the competitiveness of the situation. Tesser sug-
gested that circumstances that involve competition with the
comparison other are likely to produce negative reactions to
upward comparisons and positive reactions to downward
comparisons, whereas noncompetitive situations (or situa-
tions in which the evaluation is not self-relevant) can produce
the opposite pattern. If so, body comparisons that are made
with fewer competitive cues than were present in this study
(viz., a dating game with one participant being “chosen”), or
by a subset of individuals for whom body image is unimpor-
tant, conceivably could produce a different pattern of re-
sponses (cf. Heinberg & Thompson, 1995). Relevant to the
latter, we note that our participants were all college-age
women, so it is unknown whether younger or older women
would react similarly. There is reason to believe that pressures
toward thinnessmaybeespeciallypotent, andeatingdisorders
particularly prevalent, during adolescence and young adult-
hood (e.g., Beumont & Touyz, 1985; Johnson & Schlundt,
1985; Pyle, Halvorson, Neuman, & Mitchell, 1986). There-
fore, it is possible that the body esteem of older women would
be less vulnerable to upward comparisons with peers.

With respect to the observed asymmetric social compari-
son effect, we are reasonably confident that the failure of the
oversize peer to provide a boost to body esteem is not attrib-
utable to her being “too” similar to participants. In fact, the
data we have, although based on self-report and therefore ad-
mittedly approximate, suggest that participants’ body shapes
were, if anything, more similar to that of the impactful thin
peer than the oversize peer.4 Somewhat counter-intuitively,
one could suggest then that comparison with a less oversize
peer might actually have had a greater positive effect, in that
work in other domains has suggested that comparisons with
similar others may have more impact on affect and self-es-

teem than comparisons with dissimilar others (see Tesser,
1986; Wood, 1989, for relevant reviews). Perhaps our partic-
ipants viewed the oversize peer as too divergent from them-
selves and essentially dismissed her as irrelevant or
uninformative for self-evaluation (cf. Festinger, 1954). We
doubt this, but it is an intriguing possibility that warrants fu-
ture consideration.

An alternative, essentially opposite possibility is that a
boost to body satisfaction would occur if comparisons were
made to an even more extremely oversized peer. Ulti-
mately, these fundamentally parametric issues can be ad-
dressed directly only by trying more (and less) extreme
manipulations. It is worth noting, however, to the extent
that comparison peers must be grossly oversized before
there is evidence of increased body satisfaction, the fre-
quency with which peer comparisons can augment body
satisfaction in everyday life will likely be quite small. The
upshot then, within the parameters of the comparison peers
who are most often encountered, still may be an asymmet-
ric effect, such that comparisons with thin peers more
readily diminish body satisfaction than comparisons with
oversize peers enhance it. If so, the negative, asymmetrical
comparison effect we found may help to explain the finding
that most women now report being at least moderately dis-
satisfied with some aspect of their bodies (Rodin,
Silberstein, & Striegel-Moore, 1985). Such an asymmetric
effect of social comparisons also may have implications for
behavior and physical health, inasmuch as body dissatisfac-
tion has been implicated as an etiologic factor in the devel-
opment of various eating disorders, such as bulimia and
anorexia (Leon et al., 1993; Stice et al., 1994; Stice &
Shaw, 1994).

Additional results indicated that boyfriend status moder-
ated participants’ affective reactions. Specifically, partici-
pants in the thin-peer condition were significantly less
anxious if they had a boyfriend at the time than if they did
not, whereas boyfriend status did not influence anxiety lev-
els in the control or oversize-peer conditions. Thus, if the
comparison condition posed no potential threat (control or
oversize-peer conditions), having a boyfriend did not mat-
ter. But if faced with the potential threat and embarrass-
ment of being judged less “acceptable” by a man for a date
than a thin peer (cf. Leary et al., 1998), those with a boy-
friend avoided the increase in anxiety evidenced by their
no-boyfriend counterparts. At the same time, however, the
results provided no evidence that having a boyfriend mod-
erated the negative effects on body satisfaction and confi-
dence caused by comparisons with the thin peer. Thus,
although knowledge that one already had a boyfriend may
have mitigated concern about being viewed in relatively
unfavorable terms by a male stranger, comparisons with a
thin peer nevertheless undermined participants’ self-evalua-
tions of body attractiveness.

Finally, our results also suggest that comparisons with a
peer can alter not only self-perceived attractiveness, but also
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4The woman whose body was depicted in the oversize-peer photograph
reported weighing 180 pounds, the thin-peer 103 pounds, and the total sam-
ple (on average) weighed 123 pounds (SD = 15.52). Expressed in terms of
body mass index (weight kg/height[m]2), the value for the woman depicted
in the oversize-peer photograph was 30.02, for the thin peer 18.28, and for the
total sample was 20.93 (SD = 1.91). More formally, a 2 × 2 (Social Compari-
son × Boyfriend) ANOVA that was performed on the absolute value of the
difference between each participant’s body mass index and that of the peer
she viewed (controls viewed no photographs) indicates that participants were
actually more similar to the thin than oversize peer, Ms = 3.66 versus 9.54,
F(1, 40) = 107.82, p < .001, MSE = 3.42, η2 = .73. Because we did not ask
participants, however, we cannot conclude with certainty that the thin peer
was perceived as the more similar.



perceptions of the attractiveness of third parties (i.e., of indi-
viduals who are not a part of the comparison per se). This was
evident in the effects of comparison condition on partici-
pants’ perceptions of the desirability of the man as a dating
partner. We found participants in the thin-peer condition
judged the man a less desirable dating partner than did those
in the other comparison conditions. Tests of mediation pro-
vided tentative support for the idea that the relatively unfa-
vorable perceptions of the man may have been a type of
defensive reaction; anticipating a greater likelihood of rejec-
tion by the man, participants in the thin-peer condition may
have become more motivated to disparage or reject the man.
No one likes rejection, but it hurts less, presumably, if the re-
jecter is valued less highly.

An interesting, related possibility that we did not exam-
ine in this study is that individuals also will alter their per-
ceptions of the comparison peer in a defensive manner. It
may be, for example, that in an effort to cope with the
threat posed by upward comparisons with a thin peer, a
woman also will become more motivated to view herself as
relatively better off in other respects. Wood (1989) sug-
gested that an unfavorable comparison may prompt people
to restore lost self-esteem through selective
“postcomparison comparisons;” that is, through compari-
sons on dimensions that cast the other person in a less fa-
vorable light (cf. Salovey & Rodin, 1984; Tesser, 1988).
Thus, the woman who compares herself to a thin peer may
experience a loss of body esteem and confidence in her at-
tractiveness but, as a result, also may become more likely
to see herself as better off than the comparison peer on
other dimensions (e.g., more successful, intelligent, funny,
etc.). Such a process, if it were to occur, would presumably
serve to maintain general self-esteem by stimulating down-
ward comparisons, even as more specific body esteem is di-
minished by an upward comparison. Whether these
speculations have any merit remains to be determined in fu-
ture work.

For the present, it seems clear that comparisons with a
thin peer can cause decreased body satisfaction in col-
lege-age women, even as general self-esteem remains
largely unaffected. Comparisons with oversize peers, how-
ever, do not necessarily produce a compensatory boost in
body satisfaction. This asymmetrical effect of social com-
parison, if general, may contribute directly to the high prev-
alence of body dissatisfaction reported among women
(Rodin et al., 1985).
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