
It’s Not You, It’s Us: How Close Others Affect One’s Own Performance
Sarah Francisco, PhD Candidate, Department of Marketing, University of Iowa

Advisors: Dr. Catherine A. Cole, Dr. Chelsea Galoni

Introduction

Materials and Methods

According to traditional social comparison theory, downward social comparison leads to self-
enhancement (Festinger 1954; Wills 1981). In other words, comparing ourselves with 
someone who is worse off than we are in a particular domain should lead us to think more 
highly of ourselves. Intuitively, this self-enhancement should increase motivation to succeed, 
believing that the self will do better than the comparison other.

However, what happens when the other who has failed is a close other who represents more 
than just another person, but rather acts as an extension of the self? How does the failure of 
the close other affect one’s own motivation? In this work, we argue that the status of another 
person as close or distant plays an important role in how social comparison information is 
interpreted, particularly information about downward social comparison. Specifically, when a 
distant other fails, we expect to see an increase in one’s own motivation, while the failure of 
a close other leads to a decrease in motivation (H1). In other words, when the distant other 
fails, we see the traditional understanding of social comparison play out in that the self uses 
the other’s failure as a means of self-enhancement, contrasting the self to the other and 
increasing motivation. However, when the close other fails, traditional social comparison 
theory does not apply, and the close other’s failure is seen as the self’s failure by extension, 
leading to a decrease in motivation.

The effect of downward social comparison on motivation rests on the assumption that the 
self can perform better than the comparison other. However, if one is not able to perform 
better than the other, the other’s failure can have an assimilative effect such that one expects 
to perform poorly as well. For example, if I am extremely unathletic, seeing another person 
fail in an athletic domain would indicate that I, too, am not capable of succeeding in this 
domain. This expectation of failure may be amplified if I expect the other to perform well in 
the athletic domain. If they, whom I expected to do well, failed, how much better could I do? 
Thus, in our study, we test this boundary condition by examining participants’ beliefs about 
their own abilities and the abilities of the other in the domain of interest.

N = 325 undergraduate students 
2 (close vs. distant other) X 2 (other’s failure vs. other’s success) x 2 (ability: self-
superior vs. other superior) design where close vs. distant and failure vs. success 
were manipulated between-subjects and ability was measured. The dependent 
variable was motivation to complete the workout.

Participants were randomly assigned into one of four conditions. In each condition, 
they were told that a new gym had just opened in their area and was offering free 
classes to the community to attract new members. The class was advertised as a 
“buddy” workout in which the participant would engage in a series of workouts with 
a partner.

Close other conditions: Participants were told they brought one of their closest 
friends or family members as their partner. 
Distant other conditions: Participants were told that they went to the class alone 
and were assigned to exercise with a stranger who had also attended the class. 
Failure conditions: The other attempted the exercises but could not complete 
them.
Success conditions: The other completed the exercises easily. 
All conditions: The other person participated in the exercise tasks first.

Motivation item: How motivated were you to do well on this task? (on a 7-point 
scale where 1 = “Not at all” and 7 = “Very much”) 

Ability item: Between you and the person you exercised with, who is more 
athletic? (dichotomous choice between “Me” and “The other person”)

Results

Three-way ANOVA also revealed a three-way interaction between 
closeness, failure, and measured ability on motivation (F (1, 273) = 5.39, p 
= .056).

For close others, there was a significant ability x failure interaction. When 
the self was expected to do better than the other, the other’s failure was 
less motivating than the other’s success (MClose-Success = 5.81, SDClose-

Success = 1.24; MClose-Failure = 5.25, SDClose-Failure = 0.92, F (1, 272) = 4.32, p = 
.039). However, when the self was expected to do worse than the other, 
there were no significant differences in motivation (MClose-Success = 5.55, 
SDClose-Success = 1.28; MClose-Failure = 5.29, SDClose-Failure = 1.25, F (1, 272) = 
0.03, p = .860).

In contrast, inconsistent with traditional social comparison theory, when 
people considered a distant other, the other’s failure decreased the self’s 
motivation when compared to the other’s success, regardless of whether 
the self was expected to do better than the other (MDistant-Success = 6.39, 
SDDistant-Success = 0.95; MDistant- Failure = 5.29, SDDistant-Failure = 1.35, F (1, 
272) = 16.30, p < .001) or worse than the other (MDistant-Success = 5.32, 
SDDistant-Success = 1.23; MDistant- Failure = 3.13, SDDistant-Failure = 1.20, F (1, 272) 
= 17.35, p < .001).

These results depict our boundary conditions in which one’s expectation of 
failure and the closeness of the others affect motivation. Future 
experiments will test different social comparisons in marketing 
communications. For example, if we want to motivate people to wear 
masks, the marketing communication could include a carefully crafted 
social comparison between the target consumer and a close or distant 
other.
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Close Distant
M SD M SD

Motivation 5.47* 1.24 5.42* 1.34
Failure 5.17*** 1.36 5.71*** 1.15

Me Other
M SD M SD

Ability 5.51 *** 1.28 5.32*** 1.30

*= p < .05 **= p < .01 ***= p < .001

Main effects revealed by three-way ANOVA

Three-way interaction results: Close others are always motivating, 
whereas distant others are only motivating when they provide an upward 
comparison.
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