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Social Comparison Theory

• Developed by Leo Festinger in the 1950’s

• Derived through a compellation of 
experiments, historical evidence and 
philosophical thought.

• Based on the idea that humans have a drive to 
evaluate their own ideas, opinions and 
abilities by comparing themselves with others.



Social Comparison Theory

• Festinger was the first to coin the term “social 
comparison” however, the general concepts 
can be traced back to Aristotle and Plato.

• Aristotle studied comparisons between 
people.

• Plato spoke of self-understanding and 
absolute standards.



Social Comparison Theory

• People see images portrayed by others as 
realistic and attainable.

• We compare ourselves to people or groups of 
people we perceive to be similar. 

• The more dissimilar the less the need to 
compare ourselves. 



Social Comparison Theory

• Festinger theorized that humans had an 
upward drive to achieve greater abilities

• To cease compsrison would cause hostility and 
the deprecation of opinions.

• Enduring truth: humans provide each other 
with important standards for self-evaluation. 



Social Comparison Theory

• Recent studies suggest that the goals of social 
comparison are deeper than just basic self-
evaluation; self-improvement and self-
enhancement also play important roles.

• The two components of social comparison:

– Upward comparison

– Downward comparison



Downward Comparison

• Comparing oneself with someone perceived 
as “inferior” or “less fortune”

• Influenced by negative mood states 

• Considered a defensive tendency

• People with high self-esteem compare 
downward more often than people with low 
self-esteem (ie: bullies)



Upward Comparison

• Compare themselves with others who are 
deemed “socially better.” 

• Typically leads to negative self-evaluation

• People want to believe they are one of the 
elite by finding similarities between 
themselves and this comparison group.



Upward Comparison

• Positive  benefits:

• Perceive position of authority as equal or 
attainable

• When a superior provides inspiration

• Potential to increase accurate self-
understanding

• Greater chance of positive change



Social Comparison an Women

• Women compare themselves intentionally and 
unintentionally everyday.

• Her opinion to that of a newspaper article

• Her academic ability to that of a classmate

• Her fitness or appearance to those around her



Media Influence

• Media sources affect women’s body 
dissatisfaction via social comparison.

• Using this tendency create an ideal that 
women will want to attain.

• Fashion

• Skin care and make-up 

• Body ideals: thin attractiveness



Media Influence

• Normative influence: peer pressure; women 
want to maintain equality within their 
comparison group.

• Media sources project images and ideals not 
realistic or attainable. 

• Women’s dissatisfaction with body image r/t 
media’s portrayal of unrealistic ideal of thin 
attractiveness. 



Media Influence

• Western ideals of slimness/beauty cause 
prevalence of anorexia nervosa

• DSM-III-R based on western cultural ideas of 
body shape and fat-phobia

• Globalization of western images and ideals of 
body image affect all cultures of women.



Our Cultural Influences

• Television shows: “A Makeover Story,” 
“Extreme Makeover,” “What Not to Wear”

•

TLC
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Our Cultural Influences

• Barbie:

• perfect physical ideal

• Top of every profession

• Has perfect mate

• All unattainable and unrealistic
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Our Cultural Influences

• Global Barbie: her influence on other cultures

• Nigerian Agbogho-mmuo mask



Our Cultural Influences

http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://i55.photobucket.com/albums/g134/tphil00/goddess_afr.jpg&imgrefurl=http://mothergoose.wordpress.com/2007/03/03/almond-joy/&usg=__9GDxwgHlY5W0hpYAQrXRbado890=&h=547&w=280&sz=41&hl=en&start=3&um=1&tbnid=J6_9DrbouQPUSM:&tbnh=133&tbnw=68&prev=/images?q=african+barbie&hl=en&rls=com.microsoft:en-US&um=1
http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.crabbygolightly.com/images/barbie3.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.crabbygolightly.com/popculturefiles.html&usg=__5-BORNiczCbtyOB-St1iaH-aJZk=&h=391&w=384&sz=36&hl=en&start=145&um=1&tbnid=cZKDst2X5WPL1M:&tbnh=123&tbnw=121&prev=/images?q=human+barbie&ndsp=20&hl=en&rls=com.microsoft:en-US&sa=N&start=140&um=1
http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://blog.erdener.org/archives/images/20030108-muslim-barbie.jpg&imgrefurl=http://blog.erdener.org/archives/cat_news.php&usg=__rDVWe2xNWkWrUiHyPq3jARjSS_Q=&h=242&w=220&sz=16&hl=en&start=207&um=1&tbnid=-d4AtlPzrI8HFM:&tbnh=110&tbnw=100&prev=/images?q=human+barbie&ndsp=20&hl=en&rls=com.microsoft:en-US&sa=N&start=200&um=1
http://rds.yahoo.com/_ylt=A9G_bDp64CJKznUBLwKJzbkF;_ylu=X3oDMTBxbmdxYWhrBHBvcwM2BHNlYwNzcgR2dGlkA0kxMDlfMTMw/SIG=1hb9f79ed/EXP=1243886074/**http:/images.search.yahoo.com/images/view?back=http://images.search.yahoo.com/search/images?_adv_prop=image&va=barbie&fr=ush-mail&w=750&h=726&imgurl=www.dollsofindia.com/dollsofindiaimages/dolls/indian_barbie_RF09_l.jpg&rurl=http://www.muziqpakistan.com/board/index.php?showtopic=47463&size=130k&name=indian+barbie+RF...&p=barbie&oid=ac589e691dcf196a&fr2=&no=6&tt=1794152&sigr=11snqg9ma&sigi=126hgt83k&sigb=12ifbs5qf


Health Issues

• These unattainable societal expectations have 
far reaching consequences to women’s health:

• Physical: hair dyeing, skin 
lightening/tightening, and plastic surgery

• Psychological: depression, anxiety, anorexia 
and bulemia

• Permanent physical mutilation ie: foot binding 
or plastic surgery complications.



Health Issues
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Future Research

• Media generates anxiety about non-weight 
related body parts further research should 
focus on assessing these aspects as well.

• Development of culturally sensitive 
tools/diagnostic criteria.

• Use of social comparison in the prevention of 
body dissatisfaction.


