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Abstract

The habit of comparing oneself with others can influence people’s behavior in workplace and daily
lives. This study focused on the effect of employee’s social comparison orientation on job perfor-
mance, and investigated 255 employees from enterprises and institutions in Hebei, Guangdong
and some other provinces. The subjects were required to fill a questionnaire including three
scales. Data analysis results showed that: social comparison orientation positively correlated with
job performance. After controlling the demographic variables, ability comparison orientation and
opinion comparison orientation both had a positive effect on job performance, including task per-
formance and contextual performance.
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1. Introduction

When we were just children, our teachers or parents often told us to compare ourselves with classmates, espe-
cially the top students, in order to make us more clear about our ability. This phenomenon is more obvious in
China. Many people still prefer to compare with others when we grow up. Comparison is playing an important
role in many people’s lives.

This kind of phenomenon is called social comparison. It is an important way to get information about the self
and the external world. People make comparison with others to evaluate their opinions, abilities and emotions.
As a result, they may know about their social rank and similarity-difference [1], thus improve performance to
reduce the gap.

The ability of comparing the self with others is rather old in the history of evolution, and biologically power-
ful, which can be found in many species [2]. However, it was not until 1954 when Festinger first proposed the
theory of social comparison into social psychology. He suggested that people had a drive to evaluate his opi-
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nions and abilities by comparing respectively with others [3]. Since then, the process of social comparison has
been studied extensively.

Many researchers hold the opinion that there existed individual differences in the disposition to compare the
self with others [4], just like Diener and Fujita’s argument that, “... making any comparison at all, may often be
a function of one’s personality” [5]. The comparison extent and frequency may have individual differences. In
1999, Gibbons and Guunk introduced the term social comparison orientation (SCO) to represent such individual
differences. Consistent with Festinger’s discussions, the structure of social comparison orientation is made up of
two factors: comparison orientation of ability and opinion. The first one reflects an interest in performance
comparison whereas the latter one is based more on opinions [6].

People with high SCO tend to relate themselves with those around them, and they are interested in other’s
thoughts and behaviors who are in similar situation with them [7]. A lot of evidence shows that people with high
SCO prefer to compare with others, spend more time comparing and get more emotional experience in the
process [8]. It has been proved that SCO can affect a variety of outcomes such as one’s subjective well-being,
risk perceptions, etc. In workplace, it may be related to such issues as occupational burnout [9] and openness to
leadership behavior [10].

One of the most popular outcomes in Organizational Behavior is job performance. It has been a hot topic all
the time. Job performance means how well a person does a piece of work. High performance means high profit,
which is the result that every organization pursues. Therefore, leaders or managers as well as researchers keep
exploring all kinds of factors that affect job performance for many years in order to practically improve em-
ployees’ performance.

The Chinese are always educated to make comparison with the outstanding. Nevertheless, is the disposition of
social comparison among employees affecting job performance in real life? A good rule of thumb is that com-
paring more often especially with others who are doing well may promote people’s pursuit of success, thus pro-
duce better performance. In return, performing better than the competitors can help to remain performance [11].
On the other hand, one may seek out for self-enhancement through comparing downward with someone who is
doing poorly [12], in order to improve confidence.

The behavior of social comparison is driven by three motivations: self-evaluation, self-improvement and self-
enhancement. When a variance exists between the self and others, there will also be tendencies to make his posi-
tion closer to others [3]. Studies have shown that those comparing with better students more often tend to have
better academic performance [13]. Besides, negative performance feedback may promote the motivation of em-
ployees’ performance, and also reflect the phenomenon of negative bias [14], that is the tendency of individuals
to pay more attention to negative experiences or information.

From the above, it can be inferred that people with high social comparison orientation may have heightened
motivation, which drives them to compare more with others and promote the behavior of improving and per-
fecting the self when they find a gap between themselves and the excellent ones.

The hypothesis is proposed: the higher disposition people have in social comparison, the more they compare
themselves with others. Then they will find more negative bias, which may lead to heightened motivation for
working harder and higher performance. That is to say, social comparison orientation has a positive effect on job
performance.

2. Method
2.1. Sample

Data were collected from employees working in enterprises or institutions in Hebei, Guangdong and other prov-
inces in China. All the questionnaires were released at the scene or through web. There were 255 valid surveys
out of 278, with a valid rate of 91.7%. 52.5% of the subjects were male and 47.5% female. 115 people were un-
der 30 years old, and another 140 were aged between 31 and 50. Most subjects had a bachelor’s degree, ac-
counting for 74.1%. Another 8.2% were masters, and the others had college degree or below. 37 employees had
worked for less than 2 years, 154 people had a working age between 3 - 10 years, and the rest of the subjects had
worked for more than 10 years.

2.2. Measures

Social Comparison Orientation. The 11-item scale for SCO was developed by Gibbons and Buunk in 1999,
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which had been tested in over 60 studies [6]. Items are about whether people compare their personal situation
with others, look for orientation in life by consulting others, or totally refuse any kind of social comparison, such
as “l always like to know what others in a similar situation would do”, “I always pay a lot of attention to how |
do things compared with how others do things”. It includes two factors: ability comparison orientation and opi-
nion comparison orientation. In the present sample, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.89, M = 39.52, SD = 7.33.

Job Performance. The Job Performance Questionnaire was developed by Motowidlo and Van Scotterin 1994
[15]. It is made up of two questionnaires: the Task Performance Questionnaire and the Contextual Performance
Questionnaire. It is on a set of statements reflecting task performance and behaviors that support social context
where organizational work is accomplished, such as “I will complete the work in accordance with the standard
operating procedures”, “I will give my support and help when my colleagues have problems”. In the present
sample, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.91, M = 93.10, SD = 9.16.

The items were measured on a 5-point scale, ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). Besides,
the reversed items were recoded.

2.3. Procedure

The paper-pencil-questionnaires were released in four companies or institutions, and all of them were recovered
in the field. A small gift was available to the employees who handed in the questionnaire. Besides, web based
questionnaires were distributed to employees. They would click on an address that would take them to a secure
web-site to fill in a questionnaire. Furthermore, they could also send an electronic version of the questionnaire to
us by e-mail.

2.4. Statistical Analysis

The data were analyzed by Statistic Package for Social Science (SPSS). Correlation analysis and regression
analysis was used to study the relationship between social comparison orientation and job performance.

3. Results
3.1. Correlation Analysis between Social Comparison Orientation and Job Performance

First, the correlation of social comparison orientation and job performance is analyzed. The results showed that:
ability comparison orientation positively correlated with task performance (r = 0.22, p < 0.01) and contextual
performance (r = 0.38, p < 0.01); opinion comparison orientation also positively correlated with task perfor-
mance (r = 0.36, p < 0.01) and contextual performance (r = 0.44, p < 0.01). Specific results are shown in Table 1.

3.2. Regression Analysis of Social Comparison Orientation on Job Performance

In order to investigate the impact of social comparison orientation on job performance, regression analysis was
performed, two factors of social comparison orientation as predictors and two factors of job performance as de-
pendent variables. As shown in Table 2, controlling demographic variables like gender, age education back-
ground and working years, it was found that ability comparison orientation predicted job performance, including
task performance (8 = 0.20, p < 0.01) and contextual performance (8 = 0.26, p < 0.001). Moreover, opinion
comparison orientation predicted task performance (# = 0.34, p < 0.001) and contextual performance (8 = 0.41,
p < 0.001).

Table 1. The correlation between social comparison orientation and job performance.

M SD 1 2 3 4
1. Ability Comparison Orientation 24.36 5.19 1
2. Opinion Comparison Orientation 15.16 2.77 0.67" 1
3. Task Performance 33.25 3.65 0.22™ 0.36™ 1
4. Contextual Performance 59.85 6.19 0.28™ 0.44™ 0.71" 1

“p <0.01.
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Table 2. The regression analysis of social comparison orientation on job performance.

Task Performance

Contextual Performance

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6
Gender 0.05 0.04 0.06 -0.06 -0.07 -0.05
Age 0.02 0.05 0.06 -0.07 -0.04 -0.03
Step 1 . . . . N n
Education Background 0.26 0.23 0.22 0.23 0.20 0.18
Working Years 0.19 0.18 0.15 0.14 0.14 0.10
Ablllty'Comparlson 0.20"™ 0.26™
Orientation
Step 2 . .
Oplnloq Companson 0.34"* 0417
Orientation
R? 0.11 0.15 0.23 0.06 0.13 0.23
AR? 0.04 0.12 0.07 0.10
F 7.917 8.98™" 14.52" 431" 757" 15.13™

“p <0.001; “p<0.01; p<0.5.

4. Discussion and Expectations

This study indicates that social comparison orientation is positively correlated with job performance. Both abili-
ty and opinion comparison orientation can positively predict job performance, including task performance and
contextual performance. That is to say, the stronger the disposition to compare ability and opinion with others is,
the better one will perform. This finding is consistent with prior researches [14] [15]. From this study, we know
leaders should encourage competition among employees and arouse the enthusiasm of comparison. It will
heighten employees’ motivation to evaluate, improve and enhance the self, as well as lead to high personal and
organizational performance.

There are also some limitations in this research. We have studied the relationship between social comparison
orientation and job performance, but we still cannot confirm the internal mechanism. Are there any other va-
riables, like organizational justice, that might have a mediating effect? Or does there exist any other mechanism
in the relationship? Further research could take attention to mediators and moderators in how SCO affected job
performance, and put forward more theoretical model.

With more and more study in Organizational Behavior, researchers get to know a lot of factors affecting em-
ployees’ performance. As a common personality and phenomenon in social psychology, social comparison
orientation can be another factor influencing job performance, which should be paid more attention to. Em-
ployees need get to know more about the behavior of comparison, thus they can deepen awareness of themselves
and others, be able to reexamine their characteristics and define their role. Organizations also need to know
more about social comparison to understand employee psychology and develop effective policies to ensure the
mental health of employees.

However, in real life, employees often compare themselves with others improperly, triggering jealousy, de-
pression and other emotional problems, which may result in unfair competition and other bad behaviors, thereby
affect normal work and life. Taking proper measures to influence the social comparison tendencies, helping em-
ployees change their ideas, and promoting reasonable competition will make it possible to create high perfor-
mance. But how to make it come true will need more exploration and practice.
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