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Background. Social comparisons between pupils are especially relevant at school. Such
comparisons influence self-perception and performance. When pupils evaluate themselves more negatively and perform worse after an upward comparison (with a better off
pupil) than a downward comparison (with a worse-off pupil), this is a contrast effect. On
the other hand, when they evaluate themselves more positively and are better after an
upward than downward comparison, this is an assimilation effect.
Aims. We examine assimilation and contrast effects of comparison in the classroom on
pupils’ self-evaluation and performance. Previous work by Fayant, Muller, Nurra,
Alexopoulos, and Palluel-Germain (2011) lead us to hypothesize that approach vs.
avoidance moderates the impact of upward vs. downward comparison: approach should
lead to an assimilation effect on self-evaluation and performance, while avoidance should
lead to contrast on self-evaluation and performance.
Methods. To test this hypothesis, we primed pupils with either approach or avoidance
before reading upward or downward comparison information about another pupil. We
then measured self-evaluation (Experiment 1) and performance (Experiments 1 and 2).
Results. Results confirmed our predictions and revealed the predicted interaction on
self-evaluation (Experiment 1) and performance (Experiment 2): approach leads to an
assimilation effect (in both experiments) whereas avoidance leads to a contrast effect (in
Experiment 2).
Conclusions. These experiments replicate previous studies on self-evaluation and also
extend previous work on performance and in a classroom setting. Priming approach
before upward comparison seems especially beneficial to pupils.

Social comparison is ubiquitous, and especially at school. In the classroom, pupils
continuously get grades, praises, or comments by their teacher as a part of the learning and

[Correction added on 04 December 2021, after first online publication: Both affiliations have been changed from Universite to
Univ.]
*Correspondence should be addressed to Natacha Boissicat, Laboratoire de Recherche sur les Apprentissages en Contexte,
B^atiment Michel Dubois, Universite Grenoble Alpes, 1251 Avenue Centrale, 38400 Saint-Martin-d’Heres, France (email:
natacha.boissicat@univ-grenoble-alpes.fr).
DOI:10.1111/bjep.12466

2

Natacha Boissicat et al.

evaluation process. Social comparison is significant regarding pupils’ self-perceptions
and, even more relevant in a classroom context, regarding pupils’ performance. Multiple
studies have documented the existence of threatening and inspiring social comparison
dynamics in the classroom. From an applied perspective, it is crucial to identify
determinants of threatening and inspiring dynamics that can be easily manipulated in a
natural setting. In this article, we argue that the experience of approach and avoidance is a
fruitful candidate to moderate the impact of social comparison on pupils’ self-evaluation
as well as pupils’ performance.

Social comparison effects in the classroom: Assimilation and contrast
In the classroom, pupils constantly face social comparisons due to the grades and
teachers’ feedback (Dijkstra, Kuyper, Vander Werf, Buunk, & Vander Zee, 2008).
Specifically, they can compare to pupils who got better grades, an upward comparison, or
worse grades, a downward comparison. Research shows that these comparisons can be
threatening or motivating (Butera & Darnon, 2017).
Some research shows a negative relationship between the direction of the social
comparison (downward vs. upward) and the pupils’ self-concept and performance. This is
coined a contrast effect (Suls & Wheeler, 2007). For instance, a very robust and well-known
finding is that pupils from high-achievement schools have a lower self-concept than those
from low-achievement schools (Big Fish Little Pond Effect, Marsh, 1987; Marsh & Parker,
1984; Marsh, Trautwein, Ludtke, & Koller, 2008). This negative relationship also occurs for
academic performance (Marsh, 1991; Zeidner & Schleyer, 1999). As pupils from higherachievement schools are exposed to peers with higher abilities than pupils from lowachievement schools, they have a higher probability to compare upward than downward.
Results support this social comparison explanation by showing that the negative impact of
school ability level on self-perception disappears when controlling for the perceived
ranking in class (Huguet et al., 2009). Contrast effects can refer to threatening effects of
upward comparison (Huguet et al., 2009; Muller & Fayant, 2010) and/or positive effects of
downward comparison (see Bruchmann, 2017; Morse & Gergen, 1970).
Alternatively, other research shows a positive relationship between the direction of the
social comparison and its effect on self-concept and performance. This positive relationship
is called an assimilation effect (Suls & Wheeler, 2007). For instance, the more pupils compare
upward than downward, the better their academic self-evaluation (Boissicat, Pansu, &
Bouffard, 2020, Huguet et al., 2009, but see Seaton et al., 2008). Importantly, the grades of
the comparison target positively predict pupils’ grades (after controlling for previous pupils’
grades, Blanton, Gibbons, Buunk, & Kuyper, 1999; Huguet, Dumas, Monteil, & Genestoud,
2001) and even reading and mathematics tests performance two years later (Wehrens,
Kuyper, Dijkstra, Buunk, & van der Werf, 2010). This suggests that the more pupils compare
upward, the better the pupil’s self-perception and performance. This positive relationship
between the direction of social comparison and the self implies that upward comparison can
be inspiring for the self (Lockwood & Kunda, 1997), while downward comparison can be
sometimes demotivating (Kemmelmeier & Oyserman, 2001).
These contrast and assimilation effects co-exist in the classroom and affect both selfperception and performance (Boissicat, Pansu, Bouffard, & Cottin, 2012; Herrmann,
Schmidt, Kessels, & Preckel, 2016; Huguet et al., 2009; Seaton et al., 2008). Typically,
research in school contexts has investigated these dynamics in terms of: (1) imposed
comparisons for contrast effects (Big Fish Little Pond Effect, Seaton et al., 2008) and (2)
deliberately chosen comparisons for assimilation effects (preference for upward
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comparison, Huguet et al., 2009). This state of affairs has some limitations. First, from a
theoretical perspective, research shows that the way imposed comparisons affect selfevaluation depends on various factors. For instance, imposed upward comparisons can be
positive and inspiring when the target seems attainable (Lockwood & Kunda, 1997),
when there is a positive interdependence between the self and the target (e.g.,
informational interdependence, Butera & Darnon, 2017; cooperation, Colpaert et al.,
2015), or when the target is similar to us and the domain not so important for the self
(basking in reflected glory, Tesser, 1988). As an example in the school context, an
interdependent (vs. independent) self-construal moderates the effect of social comparison with classmates on self-evaluation (Cheng & Lam, 2007). Second, in terms of an
applied perspective, although deliberate comparisons are extremely flexible in the
service of self-regulation (Taylor & Lobel, 1989), deliberate upward comparisons are
efficient only under strong identification with the target (Boissicat et al., 2020). Third,
from an intervention perspective it is difficult to influence both the social comparison
context (i.e., the academic level of the classroom) as well as to which classmate pupils will
compare to. We therefore need to find a variable that can shape the effect of social
comparison independently of the comparison context and the available target of
comparison. The goal here is thus to examine approach/avoidance as a relevant
moderator of imposed social comparison effects on both self-evaluation and performance.
Approach/avoidance as a relevant moderator of social comparison effects
Research on assimilation and contrast effects usually focuses either on self-evaluation or on
performance (Bless & Schwarz, 2010; Dijkstra et al., 2008; Mussweiler, 2003). Among the
determinants of assimilation and contrast effects, the experience of approach and
avoidance appears to be a likely moderator candidate of social comparison effects on both
self-perception and performance. First, approach refers to a decrease in the distance
between the self and a reference object, and avoidance refers to an increase in the distance
between the self and a reference object. Therefore, approach signals that the self-value
moves toward the comparison target value, while avoidance signals that the self-value
moves away from the comparison target value. In this way, approach and avoidance create
self-evaluative assimilation and contrast effects (Fayant et al., 2011). Crucially, approach
and avoidance are important components of goal regulation (Carver, 2004; F€
orster,
Liberman, & Friedman, 2007). Approach is closely linked to attainability (Fayant et al., 2011;
attainability defined as perceiving the target as a goal; Lockwood & Kunda, 1997;
Lockwood, Jordan, & Kunda, 2002) and the strategy of pursuing desirable outcomes, while
avoidance is closely linked to the regulation of undesirable ones (Higgins, 1997). Hence,
approaching an upward target (a desirable end state) and avoiding a downward target (an
undesirable one) should be especially motivating to change performance as compared to
approaching a downward and avoiding an upward comparison target. Consequently, we
expect approach/avoidance to moderate the effect of social comparison on both selfevaluation and performance. Some research indirectly supports this claim showing that
approach and avoidance lead to assimilation and contrast effects on self-perception (Fayant
et al., 2011) as well as performance (Nussinson, Seibt, H€afner, & Strack, 2010).
The current research
In this article, we propose that approach versus avoidance lead to assimilation and
contrast effects on self-evaluation and performance. Specifically, we argue that approach/
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avoidance moderates the impact of social comparison on pupils’ evaluation and
performance. We test this reasoning in two experiments conducted during regular class
hours. In both experiments, we manipulated approach/avoidance using the maze
procedure (Friedman & F€
orster, 2005). Pupils have to guide a little mouse through the exit
of a maze to either find a piece of cheese (approach) or run away from an owl hanging over
the maze (avoidance). We relied on this induction for two reasons. First, the procedure
can be presented as a game for pupils and previous work shows that such a procedure is
efficient to induce assimilation and contrast (Fayant et al., 2011). Second, past research
replicated assimilation and contrast with different types of approach and avoidance
inductions (walking forward or away; Fayant et al., 2011; arm flexion/extension,
Nussinson et al., 2010) establishing validity about the link between approach/avoidance
and assimilation and contrast. We then manipulated social comparison by presenting a
writing description of a pupil doing well or poorly at school (adapted from Mussweiler,
2001, see also Fayant et al., 2011) before measuring students’ self-evaluation in
mathematics (Experiment 1) and performance to a maths task sensitive to context
manipulation (Experiments 1 and 2, Oyserman, Gant, & Ager, 1995).

Ethical and research practices
We obtained approval from the French educational authorities. Data were collected with
school permission following the requirements of the French educational authorities about
public school data collection. In France, explicit approval from an ethical committee is not
required by national regulation for this type of research. Parents were informed about the
experiment and were given the opportunity to exempt their pupils’ participation. Pupils
were aware that they can refuse to participate or can stop participating at any time,
without consequences on their school work. For both experiments, we report how we
determined our sample size, all data exclusions, all manipulations, and all measures. We
examined the following outliers’ criteria for each analysis: the studentised deleted
residual, the Cooks’ distance, and the leverage values (see Judd, McClelland, & Ryan,
2009). For both studies, we report the standardised coefficient for the covariate and the
95% confident intervals corresponding to the differences between the tested means.

EXPERIMENT 1
In this experiment, we assessed pupils’ self-evaluation as well as performance. We
expected that priming of approach/avoidance would moderate the impact of
upward/downward comparison on pupils’ self-evaluation and performance in mathematics. By priming, we refer to a short procedural training that influences approach and
avoidance orientations (see Fayant et al., 2011; Nussinson et al., 2010).

Method
Participants
Two hundred twenty-nine pupils (114 girls) in their fifth year of elementary school (about
9½ years of age) participated in the experiment. Pupils were from 10 classrooms (eight
French public elementary schools). A sensitivity analysis indicated that such a sample size
enables us to detect an effect size of g2p = .03 (d = .37) with 80% of power (Cohen,
1992). This corresponds to the smallest effect size found by Fayant et al. (2011).
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Materiel and procedure
We randomly assigned pupils to a 2 (approach vs. avoidance) by 2 (upward vs. downward
comparison) between-participants design: for each classroom, the instructor randomly
handed the questionnaire to pupils.
In order to control for pupils’ initial self-evaluation in mathematics, at the beginning of
the experiment, pupils completed the French version (Guilbert, 1990; five items) from the
perceived scholastic competence subscale (five items) of the Perceived Competence
Scale for pupils (Harter, 1982) adapted to mathematics for the purpose of this experiment.
Each of the five items provided a description of hypothetical pupils as in the following
example: ‘Some pupils can often figure out answers in mathematics’. Pupils indicated to
what extent the description applied to them on a scale ranging from 1 (not true for me at
all) to 4 (really true for me). We averaged pupils’ responses (a = .82) so that the higher
the score, the higher the pupils’ self-evaluation in mathematics. To control for initial
pupils’ mathematics competencies, as in elementary school teachers do not grade their
pupils with a numeric score, we asked their teachers to rate their mathematics
performance on an 11-point scales (from very low to very high) at the time of data
collection (for more details, see Appendix S1). This measure is valid since several studies
showed strong links between teachers’ judgement and student ability measured by
standardised tests (r = .66, Hoge & Coladarci, 1989; see also Bressoux & Pansu, 2016;
S€
udkamp, Kaiser, & M€
oller, 2012).
After collecting initial self-evaluation, we manipulated approach/avoidance. Pupils
had to guide a mouse find its way through a maze either to eat a piece of cheese lying at the
maze’s exit (approach) or to avoid an owl hanging over the maze (avoidance; Friedman &
Forster, 2005; see Figure 1). Then, we manipulated comparison by asking pupils to read a
short text about Alex, a same-sex pupil (when the instructor handed the questionnaire, he
made sure that Alex’s sex fitted the participants’ sex). Alex was either described as doing
very well (upward comparison) or very poorly (downward comparison) in different ways
in mathematics (schoolwork, exams. . .). Next, we assessed self-evaluation in mathematics
as a dependent variable: pupils estimated their level of mathematics knowledge on a scale
from 0 (not good at all) to 7 (really good). Finally, to assess performance, pupils completed
a mathematical exercise called ‘the target number’. In this task, pupils have to find the
target number 36 by using only the numbers 2, 3, and 7. They may use any operation, and
use the numbers as many times as they want to. For instance, a possible correct solution is:
3 + 2 = 5, 5 9 7 = 35, 3
2 = 1, 35 + 1 = 36. The goal was to find as many solutions as
possible in 10 minutes. In order to create a performance score in mathematics, we
computed the ratio of the number of correct solutions to the number of total attempts. A
ratio lower than 0.5 means that less than half of the attempts are correct, namely the
number of incorrect solutions is superior to the number of correct solutions.

Results
Self-evaluation
Between-class variance was estimated to be null as was the intra-class correlation
coefficient (ICC). We therefore conducted a 2 (approach vs. avoidance) by 2 (upward vs.
downward) between-participants ANCOVA on self-evaluation in mathematics with initial
self-evaluation in mathematics as a covariate1. Adjusted means are presented in Table 1.
1

In this analysis, we excluded one participant (SDR = 3.63).
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Figure 1. Experimental setting manipulating movement (approach vs. avoidance).

Only one main effect was significant: pupils’ initial self-evaluation in mathematics
predicted our dependent variable, b = .82, t(223) = 21.40, p < .001, g2p = .67, 95% CI
for b [.75, .90]. Comparison and movement were not significantly related to mathematics
self-evaluation (t < 1, ns). More important, and as predicted, priming approach/
avoidance moderated the impact of upward/downward comparison on pupils’ mathematics self-evaluation, t(223) = 2.06, p = .040, g2p = .02, 95% CI for the tested means
[0.005, 0.219] (Figure 2)2. In the approach condition, comparing upward resulted in
higher self-evaluation (Madjusted = 5.02, SE = .11) than comparing downward
(Madjusted = 4.64, SE = .11), t(223) = 2.44, p = .02, g2p = .02, [0.036, 0.341]. In the
avoidance condition, comparing upward resulted in lower self-evaluation
(Madjusted = 4.66, SE = .11) than comparing downward, although this effect was not
significant (Madjusted = 4.73, SE = .11), t(223) = 0.47, p = .64, [ 0.188, 0.116] (for
more details, see Appendix S2).

Performance at the ‘target number’ task
We conducted a 2 (approach vs. avoidance) by 2 (upward vs. downward) betweenparticipants ANCOVA on performance in mathematics at the task (ratio scores) with pupils’
initial performance in mathematics as a covariate (ICC = .10). Only pupils’ initial
performance in mathematics (control variable) predicted mathematics performance,
b = 0.29, t(224) = 4.57, p < .001, g2p = .82, 95% CI for b [0.17, 0.42]. Results indicated
that priming approach/avoidance did not moderate the impact of upward/downward
comparison on pupils’ mathematics performance, b = 0.008, t(224) = .385, p = .70, 95%
CI for the tested means [ 0.033, 0.049] (for more details, see Appendix S2).

Discussion
Our results show that approach/avoidance moderated the impact of comparison on
mathematics self-evaluation, but not on performance. The reasons we failed to observe
2
When we performed mixed linear models with the classroom as a random factor, we observed the same conclusions (see
Appendix S3).
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Figure 2. Mathematics self-evaluation adjusted mean as a function of movement (approach vs.
avoidance) and comparison (downward vs. upward). Error bars indicate standard errors of the means.

the predicted interaction on performance could be twofold. First, the task might not be
sensitive enough to detect mathematics performance after the measurement of selfevaluation, this could have reduced the effect of the experimental treatment on pupils’
mathematics performance. Second, we may lack statistical power to detect an effect on
two dependent variables at a time (Maxwell, 2004). Therefore, we designed a second
experiment with more participants to test only our hypothesis on mathematics
performance.

EXPERIMENT 2
We replicated Experiment 1, but only on mathematics performance. We predicted that
approach/avoidance would moderate the impact of upward/downward comparison on
pupils’ mathematics performance.

Method
Participants
We recruited 439 pupils (228 girls) in their sixth grade (about 10 and half years of age)
from 19 classrooms (4 public French middle schools). To increase power, we decided to
double our sample size. A sensitivity analysis indicated that such a sample size enables us
to detect an effect size of g2p = .018 (d = .27) with 80% of power (Cohen, 1992).

Materiel and procedure
The movement (i.e., the maze) and the social comparison (i.e., Alex’s description)
manipulations were strictly similar as in Experiment 1. In this experiment, we only
assessed pupils’ mathematics performance with the ‘target number’ task described above.
Mathematics performance score was again computed as the ratio between the number of
attempts used to find a maximum of solutions and the number of correct solutions. Before
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the comparison target check, we asked pupils about the goal of the questionnaire.3
Finally, we checked whether the upward comparison target was perceived as better than
the downward comparison target, by asking pupils to rate Alex’s performance in
mathematics on a scale from 0 (very low) to 7 (very high). To control for initial pupils’
mathematics ability, in this experiment, we used the average cumulative grade (at the
current trimester) as reported by their teachers.4 In the French education system, grades
are given on a scale ranging from 0 to 20 (higher scores reflecting a higher performance;
for more details, see Appendix S4).

Results
Experimental check
As expected, pupils rated Alex’s performance as lower in the downward comparison
(M = 2.80, SD = 1.15), than in the upward comparison condition (M = 6.10, SD = 1.26),
t(409) = 27.51, p < .001, g2p = .65, [1.523, 1.758].

Performance at the ‘target number’ task
Between-class variance was estimated to be quasi-null (<.00001) as was the intra-class
correlation coefficient (ICC = .0023). We conducted a 2 (approach vs. avoidance) by 2
(upward vs. downward) between-participants ANCOVA on performance at the task in
mathematics (z-scores) with pupils’ initial performance in mathematics as a covariate.5
Adjusted means are presented in Table 1. As expected, pupils initial mathematics
performance predicted mathematics performance, b = 0.36, t(433) = 8.22, p < .001,
g2p = .13, 95% CI for b [0.28, 0.45]. Neither comparison nor movement were significantly
related to mathematics performance (t < 1, ns). As predicted, approach/avoidance
moderated the impact of upward/downward comparison on pupils’ mathematics
performance, t(433) = 3.50, p = .001, g2p = .03, 95% CI for the tested means [0.020,
0.069] (Figure 3).6 In the approach condition, comparing upward resulted in higher
performance (Madjusted = .82, SE = .03) than comparing downward (Madjusted = .75,
SE = .03), t(433) = 1.97, p = .05, g2p = .009, [0.000, 0.071]. In the avoidance condition,
comparing upward resulted in lower performance (Madjusted = .77, SE = .03) than
comparing downward (Madjusted = .87, SE = .03), t(433) = 2.99, p = .003, g2p = .009,
[ 0.089, 0.018] (for more details, see Appendix S5).

Discussion
In Experiment 2, we predicted that approach/avoidance would moderate the impact of
upward/downward comparison on pupils’ mathematics performance. Our results are in
line with our prediction: we observed an assimilation effect in the approach condition,
and a contrast effect in avoidance condition.

3

None of the pupils guessed the goal of the experiment.
As a precaution and in the eventuality of any difficulty to obtain trimester grades by schools, we also collected teacher ratings of
pupils’ mathematics performance on an 11-points scale. We did not analyze this variable.
5
In this analysis, we excluded one participant (SDR = 3.84).
6
Mixed linear model with same parameter leads to the same conclusion (see Appendix S6).
4

Performance

Exp. 2

**p < .001, *p < .05.

Self-evaluation
Performance

Exp. 1

Variables
5.02 (.11)
.81 (.04)
(n = 109)
.82 (.03)

M (SE)

M (SE)

4.64 (.11)
.77 (.04)
(n = 109)
.75 (.03)

Upward SC
(n = 58)

Approach
Downward SC
(n = 56)

4.73 (.11)
.80 (.04)
(n = 110)
.87 (.03)

M (SE)

Avoidance
Downward SC
(n = 57)

Table 1. Adjusted means and standard errors as a function of movement and social comparison

4.66 (.11)
.79 (.04)
(n = 111)
.77 (.03)

M (SE)

Upward SC
(n = 58)

.001

.009
.003

Social
comparison

Effect size (g2p)

.006

.008
.004

.03**

.02*
.001

Movement Interaction
Social comparison, self-evaluation and performance
9
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Figure 3. Mathematics performance mean as a function of movement (approach vs. avoidance) and
comparison (downward vs. upward). Error bars indicate standard errors of the means.

GENERAL DISCUSSION
We aimed at examining whether approach/avoidance would moderate social comparison
effects on both self-perception and performance among pupils. To do so, we primed
approach/avoidance and then exposed pupils to upward/downward social information
and assessed self-evaluation (Experiment 1) and performance at a mathematical task
(Experiments 1 and 2). As predicted, approach/avoidance moderated social comparison
on both self-evaluation (Experiment 1) and performance (Experiment 2). In the approach
condition, participants’ self-evaluation and performance moved toward the target value
(assimilation), while it moved away from the target value (contrast) in the avoidance
condition (only in Experiment 2).
It is worth noting that our results replicate previous work showing that approach leads
to assimilation while avoidance leads to contrast. First, Fayant et al. (2011) showed that
priming approach/avoidance (with the same maze’s task) moderated the effect of social
comparison on self-evaluation. Second, Nussinson et al. (2010) showed that the execution
of approach/avoidance behaviours moderated the priming effect on performance (general
knowledge questions). By replicating those effects, we therefore contribute to the
estimation of these effects size which is essential for cumulative science (Brandt et al.,
2014). The expected interaction explained 2% of self-evaluation (g2p = .02, d = 0.29,
Experiments 1 and 2) and 3% of performance (g2p = .03, d = 0.35, Experiment 2). These
effects are descriptively somewhat smaller than the ones obtained in Fayant et al. (2011, .03
< g2p < .06) and probably more precise estimations given that our sample sizes are more
larger. Interestingly, a recent meta-analysis failed to report a social comparison effect on
behaviour (Gerber, Wheeler, & Suls, 2018) while we observe significant performance
assimilation and contrast (d = 0.19). These results call for additional replications and wellpowered studies that examine contrastive and assimilative dynamics on performance.
Although small, the effects under investigation in this article might have great practical
implications especially when the outcome like school performance is affected by a variety
of factors like past performance, socio-economic status, etc. In addition, upward social
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comparison at school is really frequent, and this can generate strong cumulative effects on
the long run (Greenwald, Banaji, & Nosek, 2015).
The fact that approach/avoidance moderates the effect on self-evaluation as well as on
performance has theoretical implications. Here we reasoned that approach/avoidance did
signal self-value shifts toward or away from the direction of the target and activated goaldirected behaviours. One reason for that may be that approaching (vs. avoiding) a
comparison target reframes such a target as a possible self, a person one can become in the
future (Lockwood & Kunda, 1997; Markus & Nurius, 1986). As possible selves are selfgoals, they are included in the self-representation and should lead to assimilation (Blanton,
2001). Moreover, when these possible selves are positive, as in the case of upward
comparison, they should motivate behaviours to reduce the discrepancy between the selfvalue and the possible self-value (Boldero & Francis, 2002). On the contrary, avoiding the
comparison target should exclude the target from the self thus leading to contrast effects
(Bless & Schwarz, 2010). Contrasting with an upward target is especially threatening
(Muller & Fayant, 2010) and can be debilitating (Vancouver & Tischner, 2004).
Consequently, priming approach before upward comparison should positively affect
self-evaluation and goal-directed behaviours (Boldero & Francis, 2002). An alternative
explanation of simultaneous self-evaluative and behavioural assimilation though might
rely on the ideomotor activation principle: priming certain behavioural features
automatically activates the corresponding behaviour (Bargh, Chen, & Burrows, 1996;
Dijksterhuis & van Knippenberg, 1998). Although such an explanation has been recently
questioned (Doyen, Klein, Pichon, & Cleeremans, 2012; O’Donnell & Nelson, 2018),
future research should further investigate the mechanism(s) responsible for behavioural
assimilation and contrast.
These studies replicated past results observed with adults (Fayant et al., 2011;
Nussinson et al., 2010) with pupils in a school context. This implies that social
comparison mechanisms at work for adults are the same for pupils, even though they
evolve in different contexts. Indeed, pupils from kindergarten to high school evolve with
the same classmates, while adults, at least college students, do not have stable reference
groups (Dijkstra et al., 2008). Although pupils are capable of comparing with others since
pre-school, the use of social comparison evolves with age: self-evaluations seem to be
affected only around the age of 9 (Dijkstra et al., 2008). Importantly, some results highlight
the role of institutions in the development of these social comparisons and their negative
effect: Schools that are focussed on performance goals reinforce the role of grades and
social comparisons at school (Butera et al., 2021). And this is especially true for middle
schools as compared to elementary schools (Meece, Anderman, & Anderman, 2006).
Therefore, the effect of social comparison should evolve between elementary and middle
schools. Although the present experiments show similar interaction patterns in
elementary (Experiment 1) and middle schools (Experiment 2), further research should
examine the evolution of social comparison effects as well as their relationship with
school climates (Butera et al., 2021).
From a practical perspective, these results imply that students could be motivated to
reduce the discrepancy with the upward comparison even without experiencing negative
feelings (Boldero & Francis, 2002). This reasoning is in line with a recent article examining
the motivational power of social comparison that concludes that moderate upward
comparisons are the best comparison targets to facilitate goal pursuit (Diel & Hofmann,
2019; see also Rijsman, 1974; Seta, 1982). Future research should examine whether
making pupils experience approach versus avoidance could be a handy tool for short
interventions leading pupils to compare positively with framed upward targets.
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These studies have some limitations, however. First, although we measured
performance in both experiments, we observed an effect only in Experiment 2. This
could be due either to the fact that Experiment 2 had more statistical power to detect the
effect as we increased our sample size and/or to the fact that there was no interference due
to measuring self-evaluation before performance. This raises questions about the
possibility to assess positive effects on both measurements: is reporting positive
evaluations enough to cancel out the motivational effect of approached upward
comparison? Such a question is crucial to examine whether these constructs co-occur
as predicted by a goal-directed approach, or if one mediates the other.
Second, our conclusion about assimilation effects is limited insofar as we did not have a
control group. Thus, our data only allow us to conclude that under approach, upward
comparison leads to better self-evaluation and performance than downward comparison.
However, we cannot conclude whether assimilation occurs in upward as well as
downward conditions, and to the same extent. To draw these conclusions, a control
group in which no comparison information would be provided is required (Bruchmann,
2017; Gerber et al., 2018). Some results already suggest upward and downward
comparisons do not impact self-evaluations to the same extent showing a smaller contrast
effect with better off than with worse-off others (Bruchmann, 2017). Given the limited
number of studies with a control group (Gerber et al., 2018), we need further studies to
examine more thoroughly the magnitude of downward versus upward approach effects.
To conclude, this research presents initial evidence suggesting that approach and
avoidance can lead to assimilation and contrast effects on pupils’ self-evaluation and
performance. This research suggests that priming approach could reshape upward (vs.
downward) targets into inspiring ones, by motivating pupils and making them feel good
about themselves. We believe that it paves the way toward potential interventions to
generate new dynamics into the classroom adapted for pupils.

Acknowledgements
We thank Theodore Alexopoulos for his careful proofreading.

Conflict of interest
All authors declare no conflict of interest.

Data availability statement
The data that support the findings of this study are openly available in OSF at https://osf.io/
uyhv8/?view_only=3e6e0720b34c411780d22008956d87a0

References
Bargh, J. A., Chen, M., & Burrows, L. (1996). Automaticity of social behavior: Direct effects of trait
construct and stereotype activation on action. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
71, 230–244. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.71.2.230
Blanton, H. (2001). Evaluating the self in the context of another: The three-selves model of social
comparison assimilation and contrast. In G. B. Moskowitz (Ed.), Cognitive social psychology:
The Princeton Symposium on the Legacy and Future of Social Cognition (pp. 75–87). Mahwah,
NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Publishers.

Social comparison, self-evaluation and performance

13

Blanton, H., Gibbons, F. X., Buunk, B. P., & Kuyper, H. (1999). When better-than-others compare
upward: Choice of comparison and comparative evaluation as independent predictors of
academic performance. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 76, 420–430. https://
doi.org/10.1037/1089-2699.11.3.140
Bless, H., & Schwarz, N. (2010). Mental construal and the emergence of assimilation and contrast
effects: The inclusion/exclusion model. In M. P. Zanna (Ed.), Advances in experimental social
psychology, Vol. 42 (pp. 319–373). Academic Press. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0065-2601(10)
42006-7
Boissicat, N., Pansu, P., & Bouffard, T. (2020). Does classroom social comparison bias students’
evaluation of their own competence? Social Psychology of Education, 15, 603–614. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s11218-020-09582-y
Boissicat, N., Pansu, P., Bouffard, T., & Cottin, F. (2012). Relation between perceived scholastic
competence and social comparison mechanisms among elementary school pupils. Social
Psychology of Education, 15, 603–614. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-012-9189-z
Boldero, J., & Francis, J. (2002). Goals, standards, and the self: Reference values serving different
functions. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 6, 232–241. https://doi.org/10.1207/
S15327957PSPR0603_7
Brandt, M. J., IJzerman, H., Dijksterhuis, A. P., Farach, F., Geller, J., Giner-Sorolla, R., . . . Van ’t Veer,
A. (2014). The replication recipe: What makes for a convincing replication? Journal of
Experimental Social Psychology, 50, 271–224. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2283856
Bressoux, P., & Pansu, P. (2016). Pupils’ self-perceptions: The role of teachers’ judgment controlling
for big-fish-little-pond-effect. European Journal of Psychology of Education, 31(3), 341–357.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10212-015-0264-7
Bruchmann, K. (2017). Compared to what? The importance of control groups in social comparison
research. Basic and Applied Social Psychology, 39(2), 91–100. https://doi.org/10.1080/
01973533.2017.1281808
Butera, F., Batruch, A., Autin, F., Mugny, G., Quiamzade, A., & Pulfrey, C. (2021). Teaching as social
influence: Empowering teachers to become agents of social change. Social Issues and Policy
Review, 15, 323–355. https://doi.org/10.1111/sipr.12072
Butera, F., & Darnon, C. (2017). Competence assessment, social comparison and conflict regulation.
In A. Elliot, C. Dweck & D. Yaeger (Eds.), Handbook of Competence and Motivation (2nd
Edition: Theory and Application (pp. 192–213). New York, NY: Guilford Press.
Carver, C. S. (2004). Self-regulation of action and affect. In R. F. Baumeister, & K. D. Vohs (Eds.),
Handbook of Self-regulation: Research, Theory, and Applications (pp. 13–39). The Guilford
Press.
Cheng, R. W., & Lam, S. F. (2007). Self-construal and social comparison effects. British Journal of
Educational Psychology, 77, 197–211. https://doi.org/10.1348/000709905X72795
Cohen, J. (1992). A power primer. Psychological Bulletin, 112(1), 155–159. https://doi.org/10.
1037/0033-2909.112.1.155
Colpaert, L, Muller, D, Fayant, M-P, & Butera, F (2015). A mindset of competition versus cooperation
moderates the impact of social comparison on self-evaluation. Frontiers in Psychology, 6, 1337,
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.01337
Diel, K., & Hofmann, W. (2019). Inspired to perspire: The interplay of social comparison direction
and standard extremity in the context of challenging exercising goals. Social Cognition, 37,
247–265. https://doi.org/10.1521/soco.2019.37.3.247
Dijksterhuis, A., & van Knippenberg, A. (1998). The relation between perception and behavior, or
how to win a game of Trivial Pursuit. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 74, 865–
877. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.74.4.865
Dijkstra, P., Kuyper, H., Vander Werf, G., Buunk, A. P., & Vander Zee, Y. G. (2008). Social
comparison in the classroom: A review. Review of Educational Research, 78, 828–879. https://
doi.org/10.3102/0034654308321210

14

Natacha Boissicat et al.

Doyen, S., Klein, O., Pichon, C.-L., & Cleeremans, A. (2012). Behavioral priming: It’s all in the
mind, but whose mind? PLoS One, 7(1), e29081. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.
0029081
Fayant, M. P., Muller, D., Nurra, C., Alexopoulos, T., & Palluel-Germain, R. (2011). Moving forward is
not only a metaphor: Approach and avoidance lead to self-evaluative assimilation and contrast.
Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 47(1), 241–245. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.
2010.07.013
F€
orster, J., Liberman, N., & Friedman, R. (2007). Seven principles of goal activation: A systematic
approach to distinguishing goal priming from priming of non-goal constructs. Personality and
Social Psychology Review, 11(3), 211–233. https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868307303029
Friedman, R. S., & F€
orster, J. (2005). The influence of approach and avoidance cues on attentional
and flexibilty. Motivation and Emotion, 29(2), 69–81. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11031-0057954-4
Gerber, J., Wheeler, L., & Suls, J. (2018). A social comparison theory meta-analysis 60+ years on.
Psychological Bulletin, 144, 177–197. https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000127
Greenwald, A. G., Banaji, M. R., & Nosek, B. A. (2015). Statistically small effects of the implicit
association test can have societally large effects. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
108, 553–561. https://doi.org/10.1037/pspa0000016

^ scolaire.
Guilbert, D. (1990). Evaluation
psychom
etrique du concept de soi chez l’enfant d’age
Master’s dissertation: Psychology, Universite du Quebec a Montreal.
Harter, S. (1982). The perceived competence scale for pupils. Child Development, 53, 87–97.
https://doi.org/10.2307/1129640
Herrmann, J. R., Schmidt, I., Kessels, U., & Preckel, F. (2016). Big fish in big ponds: Contrast and
assimilation effects on mathematics and verbal self-concepts of students in within-school gifted
tracks. British Journal of Educational Psychology, 86, 222–240. https://doi.org/10.1111/bjep.
12100
Higgins, E. T. (1997). Beyond pleasure and pain. American Psychologist, 52, 1280–1300. https://
doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.52.12.1280
Hoge, R. D., & Coladarci, T. (1989). Teacher-based judgments of academic achievement: A review of
literature. Review of Educational Research, 59, 297–313. https://doi.org/10.3102/
00346543059003297
Huguet, P., Dumas, F., Marsh, H. W., Regner, I., Wheeler, L., Suls, J., . . . Nezlek, J. (2009). Clarifying
the role of social comparison in the Big-Fish-Little-Pond Effect: An integrative study. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 97, 156–170. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015558
Huguet, P., Dumas, F., Monteil, N., & Genestoud, M. (2001). Social comparison choices in the classroom: Further evidence for students’ upward comparison tendency and its beneficial impact on
performance. European Journal of Social Psychology, 31, 557–578. https://doi.org/10.1002/
ejsp.81
Judd, C. M., McClelland, G. H., & Ryan, C. S. (2009). Data analysis: A model comparison approach
(2nd edn). New York, NY: Routledge/Taylor & Francis Group.
Kemmelmeier, M., & Oyserman, D. (2001). The ups and downs of thinking about a successful other:
Self-construals and the consequences of social comparisons. European Journal of Social
Psychology, 31, 311–320. https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.47
Lockwood, P., Jordan, C. H., & Kunda, Z. (2002). Motivation by positive or negative role models:
Regulatory focus determines who will best inspire us. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 83, 854–864. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.83.4.854
Lockwood, P., & Kunda, Z. (1997). Superstars and me: Predicting the impact of role models on the
self. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 73, 91–103. https://doi.org/10.1037/00223514.73.1.91
Markus, H., & Nurius, P. (1986). Possible selves. American Psychologist, 41, 954–969. https://doi.
org/10.1037/0003-066X.41.9.954
Marsh, H. W. (1987). The Big-Fish-Little-pond effect on academic self-concept. Journal of
Educational Psychology, 79, 280–295. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.79.3.280

Social comparison, self-evaluation and performance

15

Marsh, H. W. (1991). Multidimensional students’ evaluations of teaching effectiveness: A test of
alternative higher-order structures. Journal of Educational Psychology, 83, 285–296. https://
doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.83.2.285
Marsh, H. W., & Parker, J. W. (1984). Determinants of student self-concept: Is it better to be a
relatively large fish in a small pond even if you don’t learn to swim as well. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 47, 213–231. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.47.1.213
Marsh, H. W., Trautwein, U., Ludtke, O., & Koller, O. (2008). Social comparison and big-fish-littlepond effects on self-concept and other self-belief constructs: Role of generalized and specific
others. Journal of Educational Psychology, 100, 510–524. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.
100.3.510
Maxwell, S. E. (2004). The persistence of underpowered studies in psychological research: Causes,
consequences, and remedies. Psychological Methods, 9, 147–163. https://doi.org/10.1037/
1082-989X.9.2.147
Meece, J. L., Anderman, E. M., & Anderman, L. H. (2006). Classroom goal structure, student
motivation, and academic achievement. Annual Review of Psychology, 57, 487–503. https://
doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.56.091103.070258
Morse, S., & Gergen, K. (1970). Social comparison, self-consistency, and the concept of the self.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 16, 148–156. https://doi.org/10.1037/
h0029862
Muller, D., & Fayant, M.-P. (2010). On being exposed to superior others: Consequences of selfthreatening upward social comparisons. Social and Personality Psychology Compass, 4, 621–
634. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1751-9004.2010.00279.x
Mussweiler, T. (2001). ‘Seek and ye shall find’: Antecedents of assimilation and contrast in social
comparison. European Journal of Social Psychology, 31, 499–509. https://doi.org/10.1002/
ejsp.75
Mussweiler, T. (2003). Comparison processes in social judgment: Mechanisms and consequences.
Psychological Review, 110, 472–489. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.110.3.472
Nussinson, R., Seibt, B., H€afner, M., & Strack, F. (2010). Come a bit closer: Approach motor actions
lead to feeling similar and behavioral assimilation. Social Cognition, 28(1), 40–58. https://doi.
org/10.1521/soco.2010.28.1.40
O’Donnell, M., Nelson, L. D. et al (2018). Registered replication report Dijksterhuis & van
Knippenberg (1998). Perspectives on Psychological Science, 13(2), 1–27. https://doi.org/10.
1177/1745691618755704
Oyserman, D., Gant, L., & Ager, J. (1995). A socially contextualized model of African American
identity: Possible selves and school persistence. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
69, 1216–1232. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.69.6.1216
Rijsman, J. B. (1974). Factors in social comparison of performance influencing actual performance.
European Journal of Social Psychology, 4, 279–311. https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.2420040303
Seaton, M., Marsh, H., Dumas, F., Huguet, P., Monteil, J.-M., Regner, I., . . . Wheeler, L. (2008). In
search of the big fish: Investigating the coexistence of the big-fish-little-pond effect with the
positive effects of upward comparisons. British Journal of Social Psychology, 47, 73–103.
https://doi.org/10.1348/014466607X202309
Seta, J. J. (1982). The impact of comparison processes on coactors’ task performance. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 42, 281–291. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.42.2.281
S€
udkamp, A., Kaiser, J., & M€
oller, J. (2012). Accuracy of teachers’ judgments of students’ academic
achievement: A meta-analysis. Journal of Educational Psychology, 104, 743–762. https://doi.
org/10.1037/a0027627
Suls, J., & Wheeler, L. (2007). Psychological magnetism: A brief history of assimilation and contrast in
psychology. In D. A. Stapel & J. Suls (Eds.), Assimilation and contrast in social psychology (pp.
9–44). New York, NY: Psychology Press.
Taylor, S. E., & Lobel, M. (1989). Social comparison activity under threat: Downward evaluation and
upward contacts. Psychological Review, 96, 569–575. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.96.
4.569

16

Natacha Boissicat et al.

Tesser, A. (1988). Toward a Self-Evaluation Maintenance Model of Social Behavior. , In L. Berkowitz
(Ed.), Advances in experimental social psychology, 21(181–227). San Diego: CA: Academic
Press. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0065-2601(08)60227-0
Vancouver, J. B., & Tischner, E. C. (2004). The effect of feedback sign on task performance depends
on self-concept discrepancies. Journal of Applied Psychology, 89, 1092–1098. https://doi.org/
10.1037/0021-9010.89.6.1092
Wehrens, M. J., Kuyper, H., Dijkstra, P., Buunk, A. P., & van der Werf, M. P. (2010). The long-term
effect of social comparison on academic performance. European Journal of Social Psychology,
40, 1158–1171. https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.706
Zeidner, M., & Schleyer, E. J. (1999). The big-fish-little-pond effect for academic self-concept, test
anxiety, and school grades in gifted pupils. Contemporary Educational Psychology, 24, 305–
329. https://doi.org/10.1006/ceps.1998.0985

Supporting Information
The following supporting information may be found in the online edition of the article:
Appendix S1. Instructions and materials of Experiment 1.
Appendix S2. Data files and R scripts for Experiment 1.
Appendix S3. Mixed Model Results for Experiment 1.
Appendix S4. Instructions and materials of Experiment 2.
Appendix S5. Data files and R scripts for Experiment 2.
Appendix S6. Mixed Model Results for Experiment 2.

