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Downward Comparison Principles in Social Psychology

Thomas Ashby Wills
American Health Foundation, New York, New York

The theory of downward comparison posits that persons experiencing negative
affect can enhance their subjective well-being through comparison with a less
fortunate other, the process occurring on either a passive basis or an active basis.
This article presents the basic principle of downward comparison and its cor-
ollaries and suggests that these represent the motivational process for phenomena
observed in several areas of social psychology. Evidence is considered from studies
of the fear-affil iation effect, choice of others for social comparison, scapegoating,
projection, aversive environmental events and attraction toward others, social
prejudice, hostile aggression, and humor. It is shown that downward comparison
principles encompass empirical evidence from these areas, account for non-
replications as well as confirmatory findings, and provide a theoretical basis for
the relation among the various phenomena.

The literature of social psychology con-
tains a number of phenomena that appear
to be paradoxical. For example, persons who
face a threatening experience prefer to af-
filiate with threatened others rather than
with nonthreatened others (Schachter, 1959),
and persons in groups in which reward is
equally distributed are less satisfied com-
pared with persons in groups that in-
clude one particularly unfortunate member
(Brickman, 1975). The purpose of this ar-
ticle is to show that these phenomena are
best construed as social comparison pro-
cesses and that various phenomena derive
from one basic process termed downward
comparison; the essence of this process is
that persons can enhance their own subjec-
tive well-being by comparing themselves
with a less fortunate other. In this article I
show that downward comparison is a process
evoked by negative affect, that there is con-
siderable evidence for self-enhancing com-
parison processes, and that downward com-
parison effects are involved in several areas
of social-psychological research.

I wish to thank friends and colleagues who provided
comments or encouragement during the development of
this paper, and Mr. and Mrs. L. Ashby Wills for their
steadfast loyalty in support of this work.

Requests for reprints should be sent to Thomas Ashby
Wills , Mahoney Inst i tute for Health Maintenance,
American Health Foundation, 320 East 43rd Street,
New York, New York 10017.

Statement of the Theory

The theory of downward comparison com-
prises a basic principle, with several corol-
laries, and two ancillary principles.

• Basic principle. Persons can increase
their subjective well-being through com-
parison with a less fortunate other.

Downward comparison theory addresses sit-
uations in which frustration or misfortune
has occurred that is difficult to remedy
through instrumental action. In such a sit-
uation a person's subjective well-being has
been decreased, and the problem is how it
can be restored. A solution to this problem
is to compare oneself with another person
who is worse off; the favorable comparison
between the self and the less fortunate other
enables a person to feel better about his or
her own situation.

The basic principle is stated in its strong
form; the weak form is that enhancement of
subjective well-being can be achieved through
comparison with an equally unfortunate
other, The evidence indicates that given any
choice, people prefer strong comparison to
weak comparison.

« Situational corollary. Downward com-
parison is evoked by a decrease in sub-
jective well-being.

Inherent in the basic principle is the prop-
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246 THOMAS ASHBY WILLS

osition that downward comparison is evoked
by a decrease in subjective well-being. Under
ordinary conditions people dislike observing
negative affect in others (e.g., Coyne, 1976;
Gergen & Wishnov, 1965). Quite different
findings occur, however, when a person is
experiencing negative affect; in this condi-
tion people show a preference for downward
comparison.

The phenomena considered in this article
concern people whose physical or psycholog-
ical well-being has been decreased. The ev-
idence shows, however, that a threat to
psychological well-being has considerably
stronger effects than does physical discom-
fort. In general the phenomena considered
here are characteristic of persons who face
threats to their self-esteem.

• Corollary 1. Downward comparison can
occur on a passive basis in which persons
take advantage of available opportunities
for comparison with a less fortunate
other.

s Corollary 2. Downward comparison can
be effected on an active basis.

• Corollary 2a. Downward comparison
can be achieved through active deroga-
tion of another person, thereby increasing
the psychological distance between the
self and the other.

§ Corollary 2b. Downward comparison
can be achieved by actively causing harm
to another person, thereby creating the
opportunity for comparison with a less
fortunate other.

These corollaries represent different forms
of downward comparison processes. Corol-
lary I is exemplified by the fear-affiliation
effect as well as by other findings in the lit-
erature on social comparison and humor.
Corollary 2a is exemplified by the process
known as "scapegoating," Corollary 2b, by
findings that have been termed "hostile
aggression" and "displaced aggression."

« Personality corollary. Persons who are
low in self-esteem are more likely to en-
gage in downward comparison.

The Personality Corollary is introduced on
logical grounds. Because the basic process
of downward comparison is motivated by

enhancement of subjective well-being, it fol-
lows that persons who are temporarily or
chronically low in self-esteem will have
greater motivation for self-enhancement,
hence will more often engage in downward
comparison processes.

• Target principle. Downward compari-
son tends to be directed at lower status
targets.

For self-enhancing comparison the range of
potential targets is large, and selection of a
target for downward comparison probably
depends on a combination of factors: socially
learned preferences, contemporaneous mod-
eling influences, personality variables, and
immediate focus on a target of opportunity.
The Target Principle is included because the
literature indicates that people consistently
select safe targets—groups or persons whom
the dominant culture considers acceptable
to derogate. The prevailing tendency is to
use lower status groups as targets for dero-
gation. In every study in which subjects have
been given a choice between an equal status
target and a lower status target, they have
chosen the latter.1

• Ambivalence principle. People are am-
bivalent about downward comparison.

For a complete understanding of downward
comparison processes, it is essential to rec-
ognize that people do not regard comparison
with less fortunate others as wholly admi-
rable, and they approach such comparison
with mixed feelings. It is not that people
necessarily rejoice about misfortune to oth-
ers. When there is an opportunity for self-
enhancement through favorable comparison,
however, the evidence indicates that people
tend to avail themselves of the opportunity.

' A theoretically important alternative is that persons
tend to choose targets who are simply different from the
self; this could follow because observation of misfortune
to a similar other might arouse anxiety (because of the
implication that the same misfortune could also happen
to the self). This issue is obscured in the l i terature be-
cause the studies have invariably employed middle-class
college students as subjects, hence s imi la r i ty and status
have been confounded. Studies using a wider range of
subjects and targets would be informative.
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Strategy and Organization

The overall strategy in this article is to
focus on the evidence relevant to motivation.
With this focus it is shown that downward
comparison theory encompasses a consider-
able range of phenomena with one basic
principle, providing a consistent theoretical
interpretation across several bodies of liter-
ature and accounting for nonreplications as
well as confirmatory findings. Specific atten-
tion is given to the methodological issue of
individual-fate versus shared-fate condi-
tions2 because this accounts for apparently
inconsistent findings in several areas of the
literature.

In the following sections evidence for
downward comparison principles is pre-
sented from studies of the fear-affiliation
effect, choice of others for social comparison,
scapegoating, projection, aversive environ-
mental events and attraction toward others,
social prejudice, hostile aggression, and hu-
mor. The purpose is to show that although
these phenomena have somewhat different
forms, they have the same essential prop-
erties and are all manifestations of the same
basic process.

Fear-Affiliation Effect

Studies by Schachter (1959) first dem-
onstrated that subjects who were told they
would receive painful electric shocks showed
a greater preference for affiliating with other
persons, compared with nonthreatened sub-
jects. The fear-affiliation effect has since
been replicated consistently. (For a review
see Cottrell & Epley, 1977.) Although this
literature has usually been interpreted in
terms of similarity or consensual validation,
the relevant studies summarized in Table 1
indicate that the effect is a downward com-
parison process: Threatened subjects feel
better if they can compare themselves with
others who are unfortunate and consistently
select such persons for affiliation. Schachter
(1959) and Darley (1966) showed that fear
increases affiliation only when the potential
affiliates are fellow sufferers (cf. the basic
principle, weak form); Darley and Aronson
(1966) showed that given any choice about
the matter, subjects select an affiliation part-
ner who is even more fearful, which selection

produces a more favorable comparison for
the threatened subject (cf. the basic princi-
ple, strong form). In the Zimbardo and For-
mica (1963) study, threatened subjects
showed a preference for affiliating with co-
participants who were about to be shocked
(a relatively less fortunate group) rather
than coparticipants who had already been
shocked (a relatively more fortunate group,
since their ordeal was over).

Alternative interpretations of the effect
are ruled out by the evidence. In several
studies (e.g., Zimbardo & Formica, 1963),
talking among the subjects was prohibited,
so the results are attributable to the com-
parison process itself (not to interpersonal
communication and sharing of feelings). An
explanation in terms of similarity is ques-
tioned by the Darley and Aronson (1966)
and Zimbardo and Formica (1963) results.
Moreover, Bell's (1978) study employed
subjects who were in either a happy mood
or a relatively depressed mood and gave
them a choice of three potential affiliates
(happy, neutral, or very unhappy). Results
showed that the relatively depressed subjects
showed an increased preference for affilia-
tion with the very unhappy target person,
although in absolute terms these subjects
were comparable in mood to the neutral tar-
get; here a similarity explanation is specifi-
cally ruled out. Downward comparison the-
ory predicts that threatened subjects will
show a greater preference for affiliating with
unfortunate persons, irrespective of whether
the nature of the others' misfortune is the
same as the subject's. This issue has not been
predicted by other theories or been examined
in the literature.

Tension Reduction

When investigators have asked threatened
subjects about their reasons for affiliation
choices, the predominant answer has been

2 In an individual-fate condition, the subject faces a
threat that others do not; in a shared-fate condition, all
subjects face the same threat and are termed fellow
sufferers. These two types of conditions are quite dif-
ferent from a social comparison standpoint and produce
completely different results. The exact nature of the
difference in results depends on the type of downward
comparison process.
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Table 1
Summary of Studies of Fear and Affiliation

Study Results

Schachter (1959) Threatened subjects preferred to wait with other subjects
who would be shocked rather than wi th subjects who
would not be shocked.

Zimbardo & Formica Relative to low-fear controls high-fear subjects affi l iated
(1963) with persons waiting for shock rather than with persons

who had already been shocked.

Darley (1966) Threatened subjects could choose to wait either alone or
with three other subjects, who either would or would
not be shocked. Fear increased affi l iat ion only when the
coparticipants also would be shocked.

Darley & Aronson Threatened subjects preferred to wait with a coparticipant
(1966) who was slightly more fearful rather than with one who

was less fearful .

Kiesler (1966) Threatened subjects who affiliated made fewer correct re-
sponses on a simple learning task (indicating lower
arousal level) compared with those who worked alone.

Amoroso & Walters Threatened subjects who affiliated subsequently made
(1969) more correct responses on a complex learning task (in-

dicating lower arousal level) relative to those who did
not affil iate. Self-report data and physiological data
also indicated significant arousal reduction among
threatened subjects who affiliated.

Bell (1978) Subjects who were in a relatively depressed mood, com-
pared with those in a happy mood, showed a greater
preference for working with a person who was in an un-
happy mood, rather t han with a person who was in a
neutral or happy mood.

stress reduction (Sarnoff & Zimbardo, 1961; Epley, 1977, pp. 44-46). As in other areas
Teichman, 1973; Zimbardo & Formica, of research using fear inductions, a reason-
1963). The evidence indicates that down- ably strong threat manipulation is necessary
ward comparison is indeed effective for re- to produce the effect,
ducing subjects' distress. Studies using de-
pendent variable measures that included Nonrepiications: Individual-Fate
learning rate, self-reported anxiety, and Condition
physiological data (Amoroso & Walters,
1969; Kiesler, 1966) have shown that among Several studies (Darley, 1966; Schachter,
threatened subjects, affiliation with fellow 1959) have shown that the fear-affiliation
sufferers reduces anxiety and physiological effect occurs only when the potential affili-
arousal. ates are fellow sufferers; in an individual-

fate condition, there is no particular reason
Nonreplications: Weak Manipulation for thf threatened subject to choose the po-

tential affiliates (who are not unlortunate).
The fear-affiliation effect has been repli- This process is implicated in a study by Buck

cated consistently when threat of electric and Parke (1972), in which a skin conduc-
shock is the fear manipulation, but when tance measure indicated no appreciable dif-
other sources of arousal are employed (e.g., ference in stress levels between subjects who
hunger, unexplained physical arousal) there waited alone and those who waited with
are some nonreplications (see Cottrell & other persons. In this study the affiliates
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were not fellow sufferers, hence one would
not expect stress reduction.

Social Comparison Choice

Studies of social comparison choice have
been guided by the proposition that people
could employ social comparison either for
self-evaluation (determining where they
stand relative to other persons) or self-en-
hancement (pursuing social comparison in
a way that produces a favorable evaluation
of the self). In many situations there is a
potential conflict between self-evaluation
and self-enhancement, but studies derived
from Festinger's (1954) social comparison
theory typically have examined comparison
choices in situations emphasizing rational
evaluation of intellectual ability under low
stress. (For a review see Grader, 1977.)
These studies have generally found that sub-
jects choose better off others for comparison,
or in some cases make multiple choices to
determine the range of abilities in their
group. Quite different results obtain, how-
ever, when there is a significant ego threat
for the subject; under these conditions, sub-
jects show a notable preference for self-en-
hancing comparison.

Paradigm Study

The paradigm study of downward com-
parison is by Hakmiller (1966). Female col-
lege students, in groups of six, were admin-
istered a personality test and then were
informed that the trait measured, hostility
toward one's parents, either was extremely
maladjustive or reflected maturity and re-
sponsibility. (In the latter condition subjects
disbelieved the experimenter's characteriza-
tion and rated the trait as slightly negative,
making this, in effect, a low-threat condi-
tion.) Each subject was given her own nu-
merical score on the test (which indicated
an elevated level of the trait), was informed
of the probable rank ordering of persons in
the group, including her own position, and
was then asked to choose one other score
(from the group of six persons) that she
could see. The threat manipulation was ef-
fective at producing anxiety among the sub-
jects, and results indicated that 95% of com-

parison choices were directed at worse off
others. Subjects in the high-threat condition
showed a strong preference for comparison
with the worst off person in the group (cho-
sen by 54% of high-threat subjects compared
with 22% of low-threat subjects). Tension
reduction was also observed. Subjects rated
their "feelings of upset" twice, first after
receiving their own personality test score and
then after learning the score they had chosen
to see, which (as part of the experimental
manipulation) was considerably more un-
favorable than the subject's own score. Re-
sults showed that among high-threat sub-
jects there was a significant decrease in
anxiety after learning the score of the worse
off other. Another noteworthy aspect of the
Hakmiller (1966) study is that it pitted sim-
ilarity against downward comparison (the
most fortunate subjects purportedly were
similar to the subject in general personality
characteristics, the least fortunate subjects
dissimilar); results showed that subjects
chose worse off others rather than similar
others.

Self-Enhancement and Social Comparison

Although there is evidence that social
comparison is sometimes used for purposes
of self-evaluation, a number of studies have
indicated that self-enhancement is an im-
portant function of social comparison. In a
recent review Cruder (1977) concluded that
"although self-evaluation is an important
goal for a person facing a new situation, self-
enhancement appears to become more im-
portant when [the] situation presents a spe-
cific threat to self-esteem" (p. 37). Brickman
and Bulman (1977) have also argued con-
vincingly "that people have a desire to avoid
social comparison [when the outcome prom-
ises to be unfavorable to the self], that they
prefer comparison with dissimilar rather
than similar others, and that they prefer to
compare downward rather than upward"
(p. 149). Rather than belabor this point, I
shall discuss two issues that are particularly
relevant for the theory of downward com-
parison.

Self-Esteem and Social Comparison
The Personality Corollary posits that

downward comparison is more likely among
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persons who are low in trait self-esteem.
Although little attention has been given to
this issue, two studies are relevant to the
proposition; both support it. In a study by
Wilson and Benner (1971), nonthreatened
subjects were administered a purported test
of leadership ability in a first session and
then, in a subsequent session, were given in-
formation indicating that they had scored at
the middle rank in a group of five persons.
The dependent variable was the subject's
choice of another score (from the group of
five) that he or she would like to see. Anal-
ysis for a self-esteem blocking indicated that
subjects lower in self-esteem, relative to
those higher in self-esteem, tended to choose
comparisons lower in the hierarchy. In an-
other study (Friend & Gilbert, 1973), results
showed that choice of worse off others for
comparison was particularly marked for
threatened subjects who (as indicated by
previous testing) were low in self-esteem.

Ambivalence About Downward
Comparison

A study by Brickman (1975) demon-
strated both the operation of downward com-
parison and the paradoxical nature of this
process. In this study college students par-
ticipated in groups of four with persons who
were friends or acquaintances. A large
amount of money was promised to be
awarded (on the basis of a lottery) to one
of the groups; proceeds were to be divided
among the four group members according
to their performances on a test administered
by the experimenter. Subjects were provided
with test feedback indicating either a neg-
ative-skew distribution in group members'
performances (0, 2, 2, 2), an equal distri-
bution (2, 2, 2, 2), or a positive-skew distri-
bution (2, 2, 2, 4). Dependent variables in-
cluded subjects' ratings of how satisfied they
were with their own score and how fair they
thought the assignment of money to the
group members was.

Results for a skill condition, in which sub-
jects' scores on the test purportedly were
based on their skill and ability, illustrated
the paradoxical nature of downward com-

parison.3 Ratings by modal-score members
(i.e., those who scored 2) of satisfaction with
their own score showed a steady decline from
the negative-skew condition to the positive-
skew condition: Subjects felt most satisfied
when their group contained a less fortunate
person and felt least satisfied when the group
contained a more fortunate person. In con-
trast, ratings of fairness showed a quite dif-
ferent pattern; the negative-skew condition
was regarded as most unfair and the equal
distribution regarded as most fair. Subjects
did not directly endorse misfortune to others
as a morally desirable basis for producing
happiness, but at the same time they were
not unwilling to use the opportunity for en-
hancement of their own subjective well-
being.

Ego Threat and Derogation of Others
Corollary 2a posits that people can achieve

self-enhancement by derogating another
person. This proposition is supported by a
number of studies that have been construed
variously as investigations of "scapegoat-
ing," "displaced aggression," or "hostility
generalization." The common elements in
the relevant studies are that subjects are (a)
presented with some type of ego threat and
(b) given an opportunity to indicate their
general impression of a target person. When
these conditions obtain, the typical finding
is that subjects derogate the target person.
This literature is discussed in detail in the
following sections.

Summary of the Literature
In Table 2 the relevant studies are sum-

marized.4 The notable consistency in this lit-
3 This presentation omits discussion of results for an-

other condition in which subjects' outcomes purportedly
were chance-determined. I t h ink tha t al though these
results are of interest, reactions to skill-determined out-
comes are more relevant for prevailing naturalistic con-
ditions.

4 Studies employing projective measures as the de-
pendent variable (e.g., Lindzey, 1950) are omitted be-
cause the construct validity of the measures is ques-
tionable. Several studies are omitted because the
dependent variable measure was the same as the threat
induction (e.g., Fischer, 1975); because there was no
appropriate control (Rule, 1966); or because of egre-
gious methodological deficiencies (Silverman & Klein-
man, 1967).
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erature is what I term the threat-derogation
effect: When subjects are presented with a
significant ego threat, they devalue and der-
ogate other persons. Downward comparison
theory posits that this effect is motivated by
self-enhancement for the threatened person.
It is important to note that the effect consists
in the fact that subjects who are threatened
by Person A derogate Person B, who may
be a minority-group member (e.g., Miller
& Bugelski, 1948), an experimental partner
or confederate (e.g., Berkowitz & Green,
1962), or an innocent bystander (e.g., Grif-
fin & Guay, 1969, Study 1). Because these
targets have no conceivable connection with
the original provoker, a reciprocity expla-
nation is ruled out.

Threat Manipulations

The insult-failure treatment consistently
produces the threat-derogation effect. In
this manipulation the subject is made to ex-
perience failure on an intellectual task and
is simultaneously badgered, criticized, and
insulted by the experimenter. This treatment
is highly effective for producing ego threat,
evoking from subjects comments such as
"wondered what value college was going to
be for me" or "never experienced such ego
deflation so quickly" (Weiss & Fine, 1956,
p. 111) . Other additive treatments, in which
insult from the experimenter is combined
with negative evaluation from a peer, also
are efficacious. Note that these are individ-
ual-fate manipulations, because only the
subject is insulted while the target persons
are not presented with the threat.

Target Variables

It is evident in Table 2 that the threat-
derogation effect has been observed across
a range of targets. In some studies (Berkow-
itz & Holmes, 1959, 1960; Griffitt & Guay,
1969, Experiment 2; Worchel, 1966), there
was a derogation effect for ratings of the
experimenter, a relatively high status target.
In two of these studies (Berkowitz & Holmes,
1959, 1960), however, the effect for the ex-
perimenter was weak and marginally signif-
icant, whereas significant derogation effects

were found for a lower status partner; in the
other two studies, the relative strength of
effects is not known because ratings of other
targets were not obtained. Note that in every
study in which subjects were given a choice
of targets (Person, 1959; Kaufmann & Fesh-
bach, 1963a, 1963b; Strieker, 1963), it was
the lower status target that was derogated.

Consistency of Results

A significant threat-derogation effect oc-
curred in every one of the studies listed in
Table 2, although there were nonsignificant
effects in some conditions. In the Cowen,
Landes, and Schaet (1959) study, the effect
was moderated somewhat by subtest differ-
ences in the Anti-Negro Scale and was
stronger for male subjects than for female
subjects, but the main effect was highly sig-
nificant. The effect for an eight-item Anti-
Minority Scale (content unspecified) was in
the same direction but was nonsignificant;
similar results were found by Feshbach and
Singer (1957), who noted that in some con-
ditions there was an effect for anti-Negro
items but not for general ethnocentrism
items. In the studies by Berkowitz and col-
leagues the effect was generally stronger
among subjects who were insulted by the
experimenter and received a negative eval-
uation from their experimental partner. In
one study, however, it was found that among
subjects with a positively evaluating partner,
those who were insulted by the experimenter
derogated a confederate (see Berkowitz &
Green, 1962, Table 1). In the Berkowitz and
Holmes (1960) study, data for questionnaire
ratings of the partner are difficult to inter-
pret because they were obtained at the end
of the study, after an extended interchange
of shocks and countershocks between subject
and partner; it is clearly evident, however,
that subjects who were insulted by the ex-
perimenter gave more electric shocks to the
partner (see Berkowitz & Holmes, 1960,
Table 3).

Studies in which insulted subjects advo-
cate greater punitiveness for a juvenile de-
linquent present some ambiguity of inter-
pretation and might be construed as dem-
onstrations of aggression displacement; in
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Table 2
Studies of Ego Threat and Derogation of Others

Study

Miller & Bugelski
(1948)

Weiss & Fine
(1956)

Feshbach &
Singer (1957)

Cowen, Landes,
& Schaet
(1959)

Person (1959)

Berkowitz &
Holmes (1959,
1960)

Berkowitz &
Green (1962)

Kaufmann &
Feshbach
(1963a, 1963b)

Strieker (1963)

Worchel (1966)

Ego threat

Arbitrary de-
privation

Insul t - fa i lure
treatment

Threat com-
munica-
tions

Insult-failure
treatment

Frustration
by experi-
menter;
test stress

Negative
evaluation
from part-
ner; insult
by experi-
menter

Negative
evaluation
from part-
ner; insult
by experi-
menter

Insult by ex-
perimenter

Film depict-
ing unjust
treatment
of similar
persons

Insult-failure
treatment
by experi-
menter;
test stress
by assis-
tant

Target person(s)

Japanese; Mexicans

Juvenile delinquent

Negroes and other
minority groups

Negroes; other mi-
nority groups

Various college
groups

Peer (experimental
partner); experi-
menter

Peers (experimental
partner, confed-
erate)

Peer (experimental
partner); juvenile
delinquent

Various groups

Experimenter

Dependent
variable

Adjective
checklist

Punitiveness
measure

Composite prej-
udice mea-
sure

Prejudice mea-
sures (Anti-
Negro Scale,
Anti-Minor-
ity Scale)

Atti tude rating

Liking rating
(for partner);
general
impression
ra t ing (for
experi-
menter)

Adjective
checklist

Rating of part-
ner's pleas-
antness; pu-
nitiveness
measure

Social distance
measure

Adjective
checklist

Results

Deprived subjects derogated
minority groups; effect
occurred for both Japa-
nese and Mexican targets.

Insulted subjects advocated
more punitive treatment
for delinquent.

Subjects in individual-threat
conditions derogated mi-
nority groups; opposite ef-
fect for shared-threat con-
ditions.

Subjects in threat condition
derogated Negroes; no
significant effect for other
minority-group measure.

Subjects in threat condition
derogated Teaching Assis-
tants; no effect for Profes-
sors.

Subjects who received nega-
tive evaluation from part-
ner derogated experi-
menter. Subjects insulted
by experimenter made
more negative ratings of
partner (1959) or gave
more shocks to partner
(1960).

Subjects insulted by experi-
menter derogated partner
and confederate. Subjects
negatively evaluated by
partner derogated confed-
erate.

Insulted subjects advocated
more punitive treatment
for delinquent; no signifi-
cant effect for rating of
partner.

Experimental-group subjects
derogated Negroes,
Turks, and Chinese; no
effect for ra t ing of Cana-
dians.

Subjects given test stress by
assistant derogated exper-
imenter.
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Table 2 (continued)

Study

Gr i f f i t t & Guay
(1969)

Nickel (1974)

Ego threat

Negative
evaluation
by partner

Electric
shock from
partner

Target person(s)

Peer (confederate);
experimenter

Juvenile delinquent

Dependent
variable

Interpersonal
Judgement
Scale; se-
mantic dif-
ferential rat-
ings

Punitiveness
measure

Results

Subjects negatively evalu-
ated by partner derogated
peer (Study 1) or experi-
menter (Study 2).

Subjects provoked by part-
ner advocated more puni-
tive treatment for delin-
quent.

any event both a threat-derogation effect
and a displacement effect sometimes occur
in the same study. With this dependent mea-
sure there is some variability of results. In
one study (Weiss & Fine, 1956), the effect
occurred only among subjects who read an
article that argued for punitive measures in
curbing juvenile offenses. Kaufmann and
Feshbach (1963a) replicated the basic effect
in a neutral condition; Kaufmann and Fesh-
bach (1963b) again found the effect among
insulted subjects, but noted that it occurred
primarily for subjects classified (on the basis
of a previous response) as highly punitive.
Nickel (1974) subsequently found a signif-
icant effect among subjects who received
electric shock from an experimental partner.
Overall, there would not seem to be a ques-
tion about the replicability of the effect in
this series of studies.

Nonreplication: Weak Manipulation

Stagner and Congdon (1955) found no
effect for a frustration manipulation on rat-
ings of "four ingroup and four outgroup con-
cepts on a set of evaluative scales." In this
study, however, the threat manipulation was
rather weak, merely involving failure on four
performance tests, and no data were pre-
sented to indicate whether this treatment
was effective for producing ego threat. A
plausible explanation is that as in other cases
involving weak manipulations, the experi-
mental procedure was not adequate to dem-
onstrate the effect.

Opposite Findings: Shared-Fate Condition

Several studies have shown more favor-
able ratings of others after a threat induc-
tion; these results are attributable to shared-
fate manipulations. The difference was first
noted in the Feshbach and Singer (1957)
study, which compared communications that
posed a threat to the individual subject (e.g.,
"If you became psychotic would you prefer
to be treated at home or in a mental hos-
pital?") with communications in which the
threat was directed at whole groups (e.g.,
"What do you think people in your area can
do to protect themselves against epidemics
like the recent one in Lancaster?"). Results
indicated significant derogation of minority
groups among subjects in the individual-
threat conditions (e.g., mental disorder, mar-
ital discord, or divorce); however, for con-
ditions involving shared threat (atomic war,
floods, or hurricanes), there was an opposite
effect, a tendency toward a decrease in prej-
udice. In a study by Burnstein and McRae
(1962), subjects made more favorable rat-
ings of a Negro experimental partner as a
result of a threat manipulation; in this case
the experimental treatment was clearly a
shared-fate manipulation, with subjects
working in groups and the insulting experi-
menter making "negative statements about
the group's performance" (p. 259). Simi-
larly, in an experiment by Berkowitz and
Knurek (1969), subjects made more favor-
able evaluations of their experimental part-
ner for a condition in which they had been
insulted by the experimenter. In this case the
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experimenter derogated the subject's social
group as a whole, stating that the subject's
poor performance was "representative of
Cornell students in general" (p. 202). The
results would seem to indicate a shared-
threat effect.

Ambiguous Result

In an experiment by Berkowitz (1959),
subjects were given an insult-failure treat-
ment and subsequently were given the op-
portunity to rate liking for their experimen-
tal partner. Results indicated a threat-
derogation effect among subjects classified
(on the basis of previous testing) as high in
anti-Semitism. For a group of subjects low
in anti-Semitism, however, there was greater
liking for the partner in the threat condition,
compared with the control condition. An
ambiguity in this study is that in the threat
condition, subjects had good reason to be-
lieve that the experimental partner was a
fellow sufferer, because the partner was in-
troduced midway through the procedure as
another subject who had "just finished the
first phase of the experiment" (i.e., the in-
sult-failure treatment). (Note that a differ-
ent procedure was used in the studies by
Berkowitz & Holmes, 1959, 1960, and Ber-
kowitz & Green, 1962.) It is possible that
the high- and low-prejudice subjects re-
sponded differentially to this aspect of the
study, with low-prejudice subjects more in-
fluenced by the partner's possible status as
a fellow sufferer. In any event, since other
studies have found a threat-derogation ef-
fect among a wide range of subjects, one
would want a replication before knowing
whether the result for low-prejudice subjects
in the Berkowitz (1959) study is reliable.

Studies of Projection

In the typical study of "projection," sub-
jects are presented with some type of ego
threat (usually a negative personality eval-
uation) and then are given the opportunity
to make ratings of a target person. This is
the same essential design as that employed
for studies of the threat-derogation effect,
and indeed, the typical finding is that threat-
ened subjects make more negative ratings of
the target. The primary difficulty in inter-

preting the literature on projection is that
the dependent variable is restricted to rating
of a single personality trait that is the same
trait used for the threat induction; thus ex-
planations involving projection, assumed
similarity, or in some cases rational judg-
ment are confounded with the possibility of
a threat-derogation effect. (This problem
could be resolved by including dependent
measures with traits other than that used for
the threat induction.)

In a recent review of the literature on pro-
jection, Holmes (1978) showed that psycho-
analytic explanations of the process are un-
tenable, noted that threatened subjects
attribute unfavorable personality traits to
both desirable and undesirable persons (as
defined by experimental manipulations), and
suggested that this occurs through assumed
similarity in the former case and halo effect
in the latter case. This interpretation has
some plausibility because of demonstrations
of assumed similarity and halo effects in lit-
erature on person perception (e.g., Nisbett
& Wilson, 1977; Ross, Greene, & House,
1977); however, the Holmes formulation
does not explain why these processes should
suddenly be evoked by ego threat. If liter-
ature on projection is construed as a threat-
derogation effect (with threatened subjects
showing derogation of the target persons),
then the evidence is covered with half the
number of processes. Because projection
studies are essentially identical in design to
threat-derogation studies, the simplicity of
the downward comparison explanation has
some attractiveness from a theoretical stand-
point.

Also relevant for the present discussion
are studies that have examined the stress-
reducing effect of this process. In the typical
study subjects are presented with some type
of ego threat and then are given the oppor-
tunity to "project" by rating other persons
on the same attribute used for the threat
manipulation; various measures adminis-
tered before and after the projection expe-
rience are used to assess changes in anxiety.
In this literature results have been somewhat
erratic, with at least two positive demon-
strations of stress reduction (Bennett &
Holmes, 1975; Burish & Houston, 1979)
and several nonreplications (see Holmes,
1978, pp. 682-686). I suggest that the reason



DOWNWARD COMPARISON PRINCIPLES 255

for the erratic results is a target variable,
because in all these studies the group rated
was the subject's own friends, of all targets
the least likely to be derogated. (Note also
that subject-defined conditions are inher-
ently less predictable than experimenter-de-
fined manipulations.) Despite the erratic re-
sults it is noteworthy that this literature
shows clear, positive demonstrations of ten-
sion reduction.

Aversive Environmental Events and
Attraction Toward Others

A number of studies have examined the
relationship between aversive environmental
events (e.g., heat, crowding) and rated at-
traction toward other persons. (For a review
see Kenrick & Johnson, 1979.) In this lit-
erature there has been marked inconsistency
of results. Some studies show aversive events
related to decreased attraction; other studies
show increased attraction.

These results are readily accounted for by
the difference between individual-fate and
shared-fate conditions. Comparable to the
threat-derogation literature, several studies
have found more negative attitudes toward
others as a result of aversive events; the com-
mon element in every one of these studies
is that the target person was a stranger. In
contrast, a number of studies have found
more positive attitudes toward others as a
result of aversive events, but in all of these
studies, the target person was a fellow sub-
ject who was exposed to the same aversive
experiences either explicitly (because he or
she was sitting right beside the subject) or
implicitly (because he or she was believed
to be in the same experiment) and, hence,
was a fellow sufferer. The finding in these
studies, therefore, is analogous to the effect
of threat experiences in shared-fate situa-
tions. It has also been shown that when sub-
jects exposed to aversive events rate both
coparticipants and nonparticipants, com-
pletely opposite results occur for the two
conditions, with more negative rating of
strangers and more positive rating of fellow
sufferers (Kenrick & Johnson, 1979; Rotton,
Barry, Frey, & Soler, 1978). The finding of
completely opposite results depending on a
target variable (individual-fate vs. shared-
fate condition) rules out the possibility that

the effect represents a simple generalization
of negative affect. Accordingly, it would
seem useful to construe the literature on
aversive environmental events as supporting
Corollary 2a and reflecting a self-enhance-
ment process.

Social Prejudice

Social prejudice is exemplified by invidi-
ous comparison and the derogation of others;
accordingly, empirical evidence on prejudice
is of considerable relevance for the theory
of downward comparison. A difficulty for
theoretical work in this area is that prejudice
is a complex, multidetermined social phe-
nomenon, and hence the literature provides
evidence of several processes, which are not
necessarily related. Beliefs about and eval-
uations of racial groups are learned by ex-
posure to the prevailing culture (see, e.g.,
Harding, Proshansky, Kutner, & Chein,
1969, pp. 17-25); prejudicial expressions are
influenced by conformity to the subculture
in which a person lives (e.g., Middleton,
1976; Pettigrew, 1959); there is a general
tendency to like persons who are similar and
dislike persons who are dissimilar (see, e.g.,
Byrne & Griffitt, 1973); social perceptions
are related to the veridical characteristics of
the target group (e.g., McCauley & Stitt,
1978; Peabody, 1968); intergroup attitudes
are markedly influenced by historical events
and economic relations (e.g., Sherif, Harvey,
White, Hood, & Sherif, 1961; Sinha &
Upadhyaya, 1960).

Amid this body of complex findings, there
is considerable evidence concerning the mo-
tivational basis of social prejudice; the fol-
lowing sections focus on the evidence rele-
vant to this issue. The findings are well-
established from an empirical standpoint but
have not been given a consistent theoretical
interpretation. I argue that a downward
comparison process is implicated in these
findings.5

5 There are alternative explanations for some of these
findings (e.g., assumed similar i ty, economic competi-
tion), but a different explanation in each case. In con-
trast, downward comparison theory covers all of this
evidence with one principle and provides a theoretical
basis for relating results on prejudice to other social
comparison literature.
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Attitudes Toward Self and Others

One of the most consistent findings is the
correlation between attitudes toward self
and attitudes toward others; individuals who
have negative attitudes toward themselves
also make generally negative evaluations of
other persons. This basic finding has been
demonstrated across a number of different
studies and does not seem attributable to
method factors. (For a review see Ehrlich,
1973, pp. 130-136.) Additional evidence rel-
evant to this issue is provided by studies in-
dicating that prejudice among children is
related to parental punitiveness and rejec-
tion, suggesting that this relationship is me-
diated by the effect of parental rejection on
children's self-esteem (see Ehrlich, 1973, pp.
124-128). Another demonstration of this
effect was noted in a study of school deseg-
regation by Stephan and Rosenfield (1978),
which found a correlation between parental
punitiveness and children's prejudice and in-
dicated that this relationship was mediated
by children's self-esteem (see Stephan &
Rosenfield, 1978, Table 2). Moreover, this
study demonstrated on a longitudinal basis
that increase in self-esteem was related to
more favorable racial attitudes; in absolute
terms this was the strongest relationship ob-
served in the study. Although this evidence
is correlational, it strongly suggests that low
self-esteem produces derogation of others to
achieve self-enhancement.

Social Status and Prejudice

It has been found consistently that prej-
udice is strongest among persons of lower
social status. There is some variation attrib-
utable to target variables (see Harding et al.,
1969), but the basic finding continues to be
replicated to the present day, both in the
U.S. (Smedley & Bayton, 1978; Taylor,
Sheatsley, & Greeley, 1978) and in other
countries (Brewer & Campbell, 1976).

Of course a definitive interpretation of this
finding is difficult because there are several
variables correlated with social status. Rec-
ognizing that there are possible alternatives,
I think it is important to focus on threats to
self-esteem. From the earliest days of re-
search on prejudice, field studies indicated

prejudice to be strongest among persons who
were most threatened, who had little chance
of improving their own position, or whose
own status was declining. Harding et al.
(1969) summarized this evidence as follows:

Each individual member of a group not at the bottom
of the [social] prestige scale has a vested interest in
maintaining the belief that individuals in lower-ranking
groups are intrinsically inferior. The strength of this
vested interest is greatest for those individuals whose
own status position is most insecure, (p. 32)

This is a clear statement of self-enhance-
ment through downward comparison.

Ingroup-Outgroup Distinctions

Another consistently replicated finding is
that persons readily form ingroup versus out-
group distinctions, even in situations in
which intergroup competition is absent; eval-
uations of the ingroup are always more fa-
vorable than those of the outgroup. (For a
review see Brewer, 1979.) Downward com-
parison theory suggests that the motivation
for this process is self-enhancement, as has
been observed for several other phenomena.
That ingroup-outgroup categorizations can
subsequently serve as a basis for differential
distribution of rewards (e.g., Tajfel, 1970)
is significant, but probably not basic to the
nature of the process. In every study where
measures of both ingroup evaluative en-
hancement and ingroup instrumental favor-
itism have been included, it has been found
that the two processes are virtually indepen-
dent (see Brewer, 1979, p. 320).

The evidence reviewed by Brewer (1979)
all supports a self-enhancement formulation.
Given that perceived group categorization
has been established, ingroup enhancement
follows invariably when general-impression
measures are used. Given that an ingroup
enhancement effect has occurred, it is typ-
ically not affected by subsequent intergroup
competition—a finding that presents addi-
tional difficulty for Tajfel's (1970) social
norm explanation. Finally, Brewer (1979)
summarized results on group success/failure
as indicating a process that "serves to max-
imize favorable comparisons and to mini-
mize unfavorable ones" (p. 316). This state-
ment falls exactly in the center of downward
comparison theory.
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Brewer (1979) has concluded that the in-
group-outgroup effect is one of ingroup en-
hancement rather than of outgroup deroga-
tion. Although this conclusion is consistent
with the literature reviewed, there are sev-
eral problems for the external validity of this
literature, and the conclusion may be only
partially correct. One methodological prob-
lem is that all of the studies reviewed by
Brewer were conducted under minimal con-
ditions in which there was no ego threat for
the subject; given the considerable evidence
on ego threat and derogation of others (re-
viewed in the present article), this would
seem to be a significant omission in studies
of ingroup-outgroup effects. There is reason
to expect that outgroup derogation would
appear as soon as there was the slightest sug-
gestion of threat for the ingroup members.
Another methodological issue is that in all
the studies reviewed by Brewer, an equal
status target was employed. In the one study
that has used a lower status target (Jacob-
son, Goethals, & Rouse, Note 1), ingroup-
outgroup effects and derogation of outgroup
members occurred under quite minimal con-
ditions, and the authors summarized the re-
sults as follows:

It is remarkable that in a group as small as two the
tendency toward increased derogation of an outgroup
member appears. The critical mechanisms producing
this effect seemed to be the subjects' in dyads tendency
to establish solidarity with each other and to raise their
own esteem by joining in denigration of the stranger.
(P. 5)

Similarly, a journalist who had observed this
process in naturalistic settings noted, "It is
always a short distance from the enhance-
ment of one culture to the denigration of
another" (Shipler, 1978, p. A14).

Target Variables

It is clear that social prejudice is a learned
phenomenon (see Harding et al., 1969, pp.
17-25). Perhaps the best way to construe
this process is to view it in terms of learning
the safe targets. The specific target may vary
across cultures and historical periods, but at
any given time and place, there is usually a
consensus about whom it is acceptable to
derogate. Evidence of this fact was specifi-
cally noted in several of the threat-deroga-

tion studies. For example, Cowen et al.
(1959) noted that "anti-Negro feelings seem
to constitute a preferred prejudice in infor-
mal conversations of undergraduates at this
institution" (p. 37). Strieker (1963) made
a similar observation, noting that "Negroes
provide the typical target for displacement
in this area" (p. 130).

Hostile Aggression

It is clear that there is a type of aggressive
behavior for which the primary intent is to
cause suffering by the target person (e.g.,
Rule & Nesdale, 1974); this has variously
been termed angry, vengeful, or hostile
aggression.6 Two issues are of central im-
portance for the theory of hostile aggression:
(a) What is the nature of the evoking stim-
ulus? (b) What is the nature of the psycho-
logical benefit derived from aggressive re-
sponding? The prevailing formulation has
been to postulate an aggressive drive, evoked
by aversive stimulation and reduced through
aggressive responding (see, e.g., Berkowitz,
1969); the putative drive reduction is thus
presented as the benefit of aggressive be-
havior. The purpose of the following sections
is to note the difficulties presented for ag-
gressive-drive theory and its successors by
the empirical evidence and to suggest that
downward comparison theory provides a res-
olution of these difficulties.

Nature of the Evoking Stimulus

Early theories postulated a linkage be-
tween frustration (defined as blockage of a
goal-oriented response) and aggression, The
empirical evidence, however, soon indicated
that aggression-evoking events show no re-
lationship to this formulation (see Bandura,
1973, chap. 1). Revisions of aggressive-drive
theory tried to deal with this problem by
proposing that the evoking stimulus is aver-
sive stimulation. This formulation has had
difficulty in countenancing evidence that
shows substantially different effects for ar-

6 Aggressive behavior that is pursued for material or
instrumental reward represents a different process, and
the following discussion is not intended to apply to in-
strumental aggression. (For a review see Bandura,
1973.)
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bitrary versus nonarbitrary frustration and
intentional versus nonintentional aversive
stimulation (see, e.g., Dyck & Rule, 1978;
Tedeschi, Smith, & Brown, 1974). More-
over, several studies have factorially varied
(a) the objective level of aversive stimulation
received by the subject and (b) the perceived
intent of the experimental partner who ad-
ministered the stimulation. The results have
been clear and consistent, indicating that
aggressive responding is strongly determined
by the perceived intent of the partner and,
at most, weakly related to the objective level
of aversive stimulation (e.g., Epstein & Tay-
lor, 1967; Greenwell & Dengerink, 1973;
Nickel, 1974). Given the fact that aggression
is determined by complex discriminations
about the intentionality for the aversive
stimulation, it is apparent that aggressive-
drive theory is unable to provide a successful
account of the nature of the evoking stim-
ulus.

There are two possible resolutions of this
problem. Downward comparison theory sug-
gests that the essential nature of aggression-
evoking stimuli is ego threat: an intentional,
personal insult to the subject. This is man-
ifestly the case in the great majority of
aggression studies, in which the provocation
was personal insult and criticism of the sub-
ject (although this was termed "frustration"
by the investigators). A downward compar-
ison formulation has the advantage of point-
ing out that the crucial element in aggres-
sion-evoking provocations is not aversive
stimulation, but ego threat for the subject.
This seems particularly tenable because of
the previously cited studies showing that the
objective level of aversive stimulation is not
crucial for evocation of aggressive re-
sponding.

One ambiguity in this formulation is that
the provocations could also be construed as
representing unreasonable treatment by the
provoker, thereby violating norms of fair
treatment. An equity theory formulation is
able to handle this evidence by construing
experiments on hostile aggression as exam-
ples of norm violation and equity restoration,
mediated by the norm of negative reciprocity
(see Tedeschi et al, 1974). It is hard to re-
solve this issue because the laboratory ex-
periments have invariably relied on provo-

cations that were to some extent un-
reasonable. In any event norm violation may
be handled just as well by downward com-
parison theory as by equity theory, because
unfair treatment probably is perceived as
personally demeaning and insulting by the
subject.

Psychological Benefit From Aggressive
Responding

Aggressive-drive theory postulates that
aversive stimulation evokes a drive to hurt
others. This has led, on the one hand, to com-
plicated attempts to account for the numer-
ous instances in which aversive stimulation
does not evoke aggression and, on the other
hand, to a body of literature on "aggression
catharsis," directed toward determining
whether the putative aggressive drive is re-
duced through aggressive behavior.

Two different paradigms have been used
for the investigation of catharsis effects. In
one paradigm provoked subjects are afforded
an opportunity to cause harm to the pro-
voker, and measures of subjective tension
(e.g., self-ratings of mood, physiological
arousal data) are obtained to determine
whether tension reduction occurs. Results
typically do show tension reduction follow-
ing harm to the provoker, particularly when
a lower status target is used (for a review
see Geen & Quanty, 1977). (Note the re-
lationship to the Target Principle.)

In another type of paradigm, provoked
subjects are afforded an opportunity to de-
liver punishment to the provoker on a first
occasion and then are given a second op-
portunity to punish the provoker; the level
of behavioral aggression on the second oc-
casion is used as the index of whether ca-
tharsis has taken place. This seemingly sim-
ple paradigm has produced results of extreme
complexity, and when both tension reduction
and behavioral aggression measures are in-
cluded in the same study (e.g., Geen, Ston-
ner, & Shope, 1975), they show completely
different results. Clearly, different processes
are involved in these disparate findings. Re-
cent reviewers of this literature (e.g., Geen
& Quanty, 1977) have concluded that it
bears little relationship to a test of the ca-
tharsis hypothesis. Because of the tenuous
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relationship between these experiments and
aggressive-drive theory, the following dis-
cussion focuses on measures of subjective
tension.

The subjective-tension studies create con-
siderable difficulty for aggressive-drive the-
ory because they show that catharsis effects
can occur on a vicarious basis; that is, pro-
voked subjects exhibit tension reduction
when they observe harm being done to the
provoker by a third party. This has been
demonstrated in at least three studies.7 In
a study by Berkowitz, Green, and Macaulay
(1962), subjects received either favorable or
unfavorable evaluations from an experimen-
tal partner, either were or were not given the
opportunity to shock the partner, and then
were shown by the experimenter that the
partner's work was either poor or excellent.
Results indicated that among provoked sub-
jects, those observing poor work by the part-
ner scored higher on a self-rating of mood,
compared with those who observed good
work. (A noteworthy aspect of this study is
that in absolute terms, the subjects who
rated themselves as feeling best were those
who had been provoked, had not shocked the
partner, and had observed poor work.) A
study by Bramel, Taub, and Blum (1968)
found that provoked subjects who heard a
recording indicating that the provoker was
in a state of misery rated themselves as hap-
pier, compared with those who heard a re-
cording indicating that the provoker was in
a state of euphoria. (A noteworthy aspect
of this study is that the provoker's suffering
was not concurrent with the experiment, but
rather was presented as having occurred sev-
eral months previously.) Baker and Schaie
(1969) compared the tension-reducing ef-
fects (indexed by physiological measures) of
direct retaliation against the provoker versus
retaliation by a third party; results indicated
that the direct and vicarious conditions were
equally effective.

Because of the finding of vicarious ten-
sion-reduction effects, all of the literature
on direct aggression is rendered equivocal,
and there is a basic question about whether
the effect observed in the direct-aggression
studies derives from the same process as the
effect observed in the vicarious studies.
Moreover, the latter demonstrate that it is

not necessary for the subject to hurt the pro-
voker, that tension reduction occurs even
when the target person's suffering is not con-
current with the experiment, and that ten-
sion reduction is greatest when the subject
does not aggress against the provoker, It is
not at all obvious how these facts would be
countenanced by aggressive-drive theory,

These findings raise a basic question:
What process causes tension reduction in the
vicarious conditions? A tenable explanation
is a downward comparison process; angered
subjects who have the opportunity to com-
pare with a person who is now worse off than
themselves (i.e., is receiving harm) feel bet-
ter, irrespective of whether they personally
deliver the harm.8 The next implication is
that the process involved in the vicarious
studies is the same as that involved in the
direct-aggression studies. This is unresolved
because the issue has not been specifically
tested, but there would seem no a priori rea-
son to believe that different processes are
involved. A further question that arises is
whether the target person need be the orig-
inal provoker. This issue has been examined
in the literature on displacement effects.

Displacement Effects

Both conceptually and empirically, liter-
ature on displacement has been the most
confused area of research on aggression.
Much of the research on what has been
termed displaced aggression or scapegoating
is better described as a threat-derogation
effect, and the relevant literature has been
reviewed in a previous section of this article.
Research based on Miller's similarity-gra-
dient model has produced a good number of
"unexpected" findings (Fitz, 1976, p. 731;

7 Another study (Fromkin, Goldstein, & Brock, i 977)
found a vicarious effect for at t i tudinal measures but not
for behavioral measures. Several studies are not dis-
cussed here because the dependent variable measure is
of questionable relevance (e.g., Rosenbaum & de-
Charms, 1960; Wheeler & Smith, 1967). There is one
nonreplication of the vicarious effect (Gccn, Stonner,
& Shope, 1975); the probable reasons are discussed by
Geen and Quanty (1977).

8 Note that equity theory can also handle vicarious
effects: If the provoker deserves punishment (because
of norm violation), then it does not particularly matter
who delivers the punishment.
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Hewitt, 1975, p. 44) and a patterning of re-
sults so ambiguous that it could be used to
support almost any conceivable position. In
several other studies (Frost & Holmes, 1979;
Gambaro & Rabin, 1969; Hokanson, Bur-
gess, & Cohen, 1963), subjects were angered
by a provoker, given an opportunity to ad-
minister shocks to a third party, and then
tested for evidence of reduction in subjective
tension or behavioral aggression against the
original provoker; in these studies no dis-
placement effects were observed. One major
difficulty with these studies is that the orig-
inal provoker apparently was sitting in the
same room, watching the subject administer
shock to the alternate target. It hardly seems
a fair test to provide the subject a displace-
ment opportunity in which the original pro-
voker is present and watching.

These problems notwithstanding, studies
that have provided a straightforward test of
displacement effects have produced positive
findings. In a study by Fenigstein and Buss
(1974), subjects either were or were not an-
gered by a person who then left the exper-
iment, and subjects subsequently partici-
pated in a purported learning experiment in
which they administered electric shocks to
two other persons. Results indicated that
angered subjects, relative to nonangered
ones, administered more intense shocks to
the target persons; this occurred irrespective
of whether the target was presented as a
friend of the original provoker. Positive find-
ings occurred in another study (Nacci &
Tedeschi, 1977) that was a replication and
extension of an earlier study by Holmes
(1972). Subjects either were or were not
angered by being forced to wait for the ex-
periment to begin and subsequently were
given an opportunity to administer electric
shocks to another subject, who was presented
as either being or not being the cause of the
delay. Results indicated that angered sub-
jects administered a greater number of
shocks to the target person, irrespective of
whether the person was responsible for the
delay. A noteworthy aspect of this study is
that angered subjects gave more shocks to
innocent as well as guilty parties, but it also
was the case that angered subjects gave
fewer shocks to an innocent party who had

endured the same amount of inconvenience
as themselves (i.e., a fellow sufferer) than
to an innocent party who had not been in-
convenienced. Whether the latter finding
should be construed as an equity effect or
a shared-fate effect is unclear and should be
resolved through further research.

Displacement effects are easily counte-
nanced by downward comparison theory
and, indeed, are inherent in the basic prin-
ciple: If threatened subjects can enhance
their subjective well-being through compar-
ison with another's misfortune, it does not
matter in principle whether the target person
is the original provoker. Thus in comparison
theory terms, displacement effects are con-
strued as an active process of self-enhance-
ment through comparison with a worse off
other. This process was described by a mem-
ber of a motorcycle club noted for its bru-
tality against innocent victims, who stated:
"We were all losers. We were unhappy and
we wanted to have other people be unhappy.
We did anything evil that any of us could
think of to do" (Turner, 1979).

Although equity theory provides a reason-
able fit for the typical experiment on direct
retaliatory aggression, displacement effects
would seem to be simply impossible in terms
of equity theory; if a person has been mis-
treated by a provoker, it is not logically ob-
vious how equity could be restored by caus-
ing harm to a third party. Some investigators
have tried to deal with this problem by pos-
tulating that people maintain "equity with
the world" in addition to person-specific eq-
uity (e.g., Moschetti & Kues, 1978; Nacci
& Tedeschi, 1977) and have advanced the
proposition that deprived persons will at-
tempt to restore equity against the universe
as a whole. Without questioning the power
of equity theory in other areas (see, e.g.,
Berkowitz & Walster, 1976), I suggest that
the notion of construing displacement effects
as equity restoration is an ad hoc formula-
tion.

Symmetry of Prejudice and Aggression
Effects

Corollaries 2a and 2b imply that there is
a symmetry of responses to ego threat, in
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that downward comparison can be effected
either by derogating another person (i.e.,
prejudice) or by causing harm to another
person (i.e., aggression). It follows also that
the target person can be either guilty or in-
nocent. Although this issue has been gen-
erally obscured in the literature, studies em-
ploying multiple dependent variable
measures, summarized in Table 3, clearly
demonstrate the postulated symmetry of ef-
fects. In one study (Berkowitz & Holmes,
1960), there was a direct-aggression effect,

a threat-derogation effect, and a displace-
ment effect. In another study (Berkowitz
& Green, 1962), a threat-derogation effect
occurred for both a guilty target (the neg-
atively evaluating partner) and an innocent
target (the neutral confederate). In one
study (Berkowitz et al., 1962), there was a
direct-aggression effect and a vicarious ca-
tharsis effect. In the Nickel (1974) study
there was a direct catharsis effect and a
threat-derogation effect, both of which were
determined entirely by the perceived inten-

Table 3
Symmetry of Effects in Aggression Studies

Study Citation Result Type of effect

Berkowitz & Holmes Table 2
(1960)

Table 3

Table 3

Berkowitz & Green Table 1
(1962)

Table 1

Berkowitz, Green, &
Macaulay (1962)

Nickel (1974)

p. 28

Table 2

p. 487

p. 487; Figure 1

p. 488

Subjects who received negative
evaluation from partner der-
ogated experimenter.

Subjects who received negative
evaluation from partner
gave more shocks to partner
(Baseline data).

Subjects insulted by experi-
menter gave more shocks to
partner (Time 2 data, Time
3 data).

Subjects insulted by experi-
menter derogated partner.

Subjects who received negative
evaluation from partner der-
ogated neutral confederate.

Subjects who received negative
evaluation from partner
gave more shocks to part-
ner.

Among angered subjects those
who observed poor work by
partner scored higher on a
self-rating of mood.

Subjects who received higher
level of shock from partner
gave more intense shock to
partner.

Subjects who aggressed
against provoker showed re-
duction in self-rating of an-
ger.

Subjects who were provoked
by partner advocated more
punit ive treatment for juve-
nile delinquent.

Threat-derogation

Direct aggression

Displacement

Threat-derogation
(guilty target)

Threat-derogation
(innocent target)

Direct aggression

Vicarious catharsis

Direct aggression

Direct catharsis

Threat-derogation
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tionality of the partner's shock delivery and
were unrelated to the actual physical level
of shock received by the subject. There was
also a direct-aggression effect, strongly de-
termined by perceived intentionality. These
findings are complemented by a considerable
body of literature showing a relationship
between (a) prejudice measures and (b)
physical aggression against various targets
(e.g., Dustin & Davis, 1967; Genthner &
Taylor, 1973; Lipetz & Ossorio, 1967; Smith,
1967).

Requirements for a Complete Theory of
Aggression

The traditional attraction of aggressive-
drive theory was that it seemed to account
for both direct aggression effects and dis-
placement effects, (In the latter case it was
postulated that if aggression against the pro-
voker were not possible, then the "blocked
aggressive drive" would be redirected against
a substitute target.) Yet in view of the failure
of aggressive-drive theory to countenance
the empirical evidence on aggressive behav-
ior (noted by Bandura, 1973; Tedeschi et al.,
1974; and this article), it is clear that this
formulation is not workable and that hy-
draulic models are not an appropriate de-
scription of the basic process involved.

Recent successors to aggressive-drive the-
ory have their strengths and their limita-
tions. Social learning theory (Bandura, 1973)
has the advantage of describing learning in-
fluences on aggressive behavior and provides
a successful formulation for instrumental
aggressive behaviors; however, this theory
has not provided a good account of hostile
aggression. Equity theory provides a reason-
able account of retaliatory aggression, but
equity constructs must be stretched thin to
cover displacement effects. Downward com-
parison theory offers several advantages in
accounting for the empirical evidence on
hostile aggression. It posits from first prin-
ciples the crucial role of ego threat for evok-
ing aggressive responding. It accounts for
both the literature on direct aggression and
the literature on scapegoating, which was
traditionally presumed to support a hy-

draulic model of aggression.9 Within the
area of hostile aggression, downward com-
parison theory provides a plausible account
for direct aggression, vicarious effects, and
displacement effects, whereas other theories
have difficulty in covering all of these phe-
nomena. In addition, comparison theory
points out that tension reduction (catharsis)
effects are not limited to the literature on
aggression, but have been observed in social
comparison studies of several kinds. By vir-
tue of comprehensiveness it would seem that
downward comparison theory provides a for-
mulation for the motivational basis of hostile
aggression that is at least as tenable as other
theories.

It should be noted that downward com-
parison principles are not sufficient for a
complete theory of aggression. Social learn-
ing principles are necessary to describe how
aggressive behaviors are learned and how
they are influenced by modeling, stimulus
cues, and reinforcement (cf. Bandura, 1973).
In addition, an understanding of the role of
generalized physiological arousal is essential
for a theory of aggressive behavior (cf. Tan-
nenbaum & Zillmann, 1975). However, hu-
man behaviors of many kinds are subject to
influence by modeling, reinforcement, and
generalized arousal, and these processes by
themselves do not provide an account of the
basic motivational process in hostile aggres-
sion.

Humor

It has long been recognized that there is
a connection, in some sense, between aggres-
sion and humor; for example, Levine (1969)
noted that "the aggressive component in hu-
mor is clearly perceptible even in mitigated
or distorted form" (p. 12). The problem has
been to derive a formulation that provides
a theoretical link between the two areas.

9 Neither social learning theory nor equity theory has
addressed the scapegoating literature, except to try to
debunk it by criticizing one or two studies (Bandura,
1973, p. 35; Tedeschi, Smith, & Brown, 1974, p. 544).
The threat-derogation effect has been observed, how-
ever, in vir tual ly every study where the issue has been
examined (see Table 2), and the symmetry of prejudice
and aggression effects can sometimes be observed within
a single study (see Table 3).
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Theories positing a "catharsis" or "tension
release" seem particularly unsuccessful in
the case of humor, where there is no prior
discomfiture to the subject.

In considering the theory of humor, the
essential task is to distinguish between pri-
mary and secondary issues. I submit that the
primary issue for a theory of humor is res-
olution of two apparently paradoxical facts:
(a) The stimulus for humor depicts a neg-
ative occurrence to a person,10 and (b) the
response to this stimulus (by the audience)
is one of positive affect. This issue is im-
mediately resolved by downward comparison
theory, which construes the phenomenon of
humor as another type of process involving
comparison with a less fortunate other. In
these terms the essence of humor creation
is to provide a sophisticated way of present-
ing the occurrence of misfortune; the essence
of humor appreciation (from the audience's
standpoint) is that the misfortune is occur-
ring to someone else. This formulation fol-
lows directly from downward comparison
theory, exemplifying Corollary 1, and shows
the relationship between prejudice, humor,
and other phenomena involving self-en-
hancement through favorable comparison."

The difference between humor and other
downward comparison phenomena is that it
often occurs in the absence of overt threat
to the participants. Note, however, that hu-
mor stimuli commonly involve something
about which the audience feels insecure:
boss-employee relationships, marital dissat-
isfaction or family discord, job security, crit-
icism or ridicule from others, and last but
not least, sex. In comparison terms humor
affords the audience an opportunity to as-
suage their own insecurities through favor-
able comparison with another person's
misfortune, frustration, foolishness, im-
perfection, blundering, embarrassment, pos-
turing, or stupidity. As the popularity of
humor shows, people are quite willing to take
advantage of such opportunities.

The present formulation is similar to the
superiority theory of humor (see, e.g., Zill-
mann & Cantor, 1976), but in addition,
downward comparison theory delineates the
properties that humor has in common with
other comparison processes. In the following
sections, these properties are noted.

Target Selection

A basic fact about humor is that it is con-
ducted at someone's expense, and for humor
as for other comparison processes, there is
the problem of selecting a safe target. A
common solution to this problem is selection
of lower status targets; this is exemplified by
the long and sorry history of jokes about
minority ethnic or religious groups. Note
that in this case the humor may be well re-
ceived by the audience, but it is not appre-
ciated by members of the derogated target
group. (For a review of relevant studies see
Zillmann & Cantor, 1976.) Perhaps the saf-
est solution is for a humorist to use himself
or herself as a target, and among profes-
sional humorists self-references are a com-
mon type of joke (e.g., Woody Allen's fa-
mous metaphor comparing his life to a
restaurant where the food is terrible "and
not only that, but the portions are small").
Another alternative is to select a target who
is disliked by the audience; this usage has
received considerable experimental confir-
mation (see Zillmann & Cantor, 1976).

Threat Arousal

As previously noted, humor presentations
typically occur in the absence of overt threat.
It has been shown, however, that threat ma-
nipulations do affect humor preferences, In
particular, persons who have been angered
are subsequently more receptive to aggres-
sive types of humor (e.g., Dworkin & Efran,
1967; Strickland, 1959).

Individual Differences

There are wide individual differences in
reactions to humor, and studies have shown

10 In the great majority of cases, the humor stimulus
depicts a person experiencing negative affect, engaging
in behavior that is inept or pretentious, being insulted
or ridiculed, or enduring situations that are aggravating
and wearisome (e.g., committee meetings).

'' Humor is a complex phenomenon, and although the
present formulation has wide applicability, it docs not
cover every conceivable instance of humor in children
and adults. There is a type of "pure" humor that seems
to reside in whimsicality or incongruity. It remains that
the great majority of instances of popular humor involve,
either explicitly or implicitly, invidious comparison with
a target person.
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consistent individual differences in humor
preferences (see Levine, 1969). A compari-
son theory formulation suggests that humor
appreciation will be greatest for areas where
a person feels threatened or insecure. This
formulation is supported by the develop-
mental evidence on humor appreciation (see
McGhee, 1979), which shows that children's
humor is related to specific threatening sit-
uations such as parental prohibitions (e.g.,
toilet functions), getting wrong answers in
school, or being laughed at by peers. Such
evidence led McGhee (1979) to note that
"the tendentious aspects of humor develop-
ment reflect children's common tensions,
conflicts, and anxieties" (p. 81).

Ambivalence

In theories of humor considerable atten-
tion has been given to the fact that humor
involves an element of incongruity, exagger-
ation, surprise, subtlety, or cleverness.
Downward comparison theory suggests that
these are merely technical devices, serving
to obscure the process of presenting another
person's misfortune for the enjoyment of the
audience (cf. Gollob & Levine, 1967). Thus
devices such as surprise or incongruity are
construed as a way of circumventing the am-
bivalence that people feel about downward
comparison. From this perspective there is
the suggestion that theories emphasizing in-
congruity-resolution aspects of humor (e.g.,
Nerhardt, 1976) may be focusing on a sec-
ondary issue and ignoring important aspects
of humor as it is commonly pursued.

A similar point can be made about the
fact that humor commonly involves hypo-
thetical situations. This also is construed as
a solution to the ambivalence problem.
Viewed in these terms, the difference be-
tween misfortune and humor is the differ-
ence between watching an elderly lady slip
on a banana peel and watching Charlie
Chaplin slip on a banana peel.

Predictors of Humor Behavior

Developmental evidence shows that hu-
mor behavior and aggressive behavior have
exactly the same predictors. Indeed, an anal-

ysis of longitudinal data from the Pels study
(McGhee, 1979, chap. 7) showed that one
of the best predictors of humor behavior in
middle childhood was an early history of
physical and verbal aggressiveness in peer
interactions. This finding, in combination
with evidence previously discussed, suggests
an essential identity between humor, aggres-
sion, and other downward comparison phe-
nomena.12

General Discussion

The evidence reviewed in this article con-
sistently supports the basic principle and cor-
ollaries of downward comparison theory. It
has been found across several areas of re-
search that persons enhance their own sub-
jective well-being through comparison with
less fortunate others, that this can occur on
either a passive or an active basis, and that
downward comparison processes are reliably
evoked by negative affect. Some simple
methodological principles provide a straight-
forward account for apparent inconsistencies
in results. Specific evidence of the tension-
reducing effect of downward comparison has
been found in a number of areas of research
(fear-affiliation, social comparison choice,
projection, hostile aggression), and there is
every reason to expect that tension reduction
will be observed in other areas (e.g., threat-
derogation studies) if investigators seriously
look for it. The fact that tension reduction
has been observed across a wide range of
social comparison studies is an additional
demonstration of the limitation of catharsis
formulations of aggression.

It should be noted that downward com-
parison is not a universal response to mis-
fortune. The evidence indeed shows that
downward comparison processes are most
prevalent among those persons who are most
unhappy and least fortunate. In addition, the

12 This section should not be construed as arguing that
humor is without redeeming value. I believe that it has
value, part icularly in its more innocent and humane
forms. Perhaps nobody expressed the goals of humor
better than the great comedian Red Skelton: "Watch
your fellow man, notice his quirks and mistakes, and
love him enough to mimic him without hurting him"
(Haberman & Krebs, 1979).
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various downward comparison processes are
learned cognitive strategies, hence are sub-
ject to the same individual-differences vari-
ation as other learned behaviors, and in ev-
eryday life one can observe a wide range of
response tendencies. I have known some
wonderful persons who wished to hear only
good news about others; a number of people
who discreetly perked up their ears when the
conversation turned to others' embarrass-
ments or misfortunes; a few malicious gos-
sips who (secretly) delighted in hearing news
about others' problems and spreading it as
widely as they could, sometimes in the pro-
cess claiming that "people have a natural
urge to gossip" and they were just doing
what comes naturally.

Self-Enhancement and Psychological
Theory

A fundamental problem for social-psy-
chological theory has been the type of be-
havior that without providing any material
reward, produces pleasurable subjective sen-
sations from displeasurable occurrences to
others. Theorists have tried to deal with this
problem by invoking drives that are then
"reduced" or "catharted," but it is clear that
drive theories and hydraulic models do not
provide a successful account of the empirical
evidence.

Many theoretical problems are resolved
when the phenomena are construed gener-
ally as self-enhancement processes and spe-
cifically as comparison processes. Downward
comparison theory elucidates the fact that
the psychological benefit from these pro-
cesses is enhancement of subjective well-
being; this removes the problem of invoking
various drives to account for the behavior.
The self-enhancement process of course is
not overt and must largely be inferred from
the observed properties of the phenomena.
In fact the literature is pervaded by evidence
that various phenomena are motivated by
self-enhancement through favorable com-
parison and that this does produce enhance-
ment of subjective well-being, usually indi-
cated as tension reduction, since well-being
was lowered in the first place.

Downward comparison theory provides a

successful account of relevant findings from
social comparison research and clarifies the
fact that motivated derogation of others
(scapegoating) is a self-enhancement pro-
cess, not a hydraulic rechanneling of
aggressive drive. This formulation also ac-
counts for the literature on aversive
environmental events and attraction, which
follows exactly the same methodological
principles observed in the scapegoating lit-
erature, and provides an explication of pro-
jection studies—which are essentially iden-
tical in design with scapegoating studies—
that is less complex than existing formula-
tions. Construing the ingroup-outgroup ef-
fect as a self-enhancement process provides
the most plausible explanation for the fact
that the effect occurs under quite minimal
conditions; since self-enhancement is in-
volved, it follows that people will take ad-
vantage of the opportunity. Similarly, ca-
tharsis theories of humor have been forced
to deal with the phenomenon by invoking
"tensions" that are then "released," an ap-
proach that seems particularly cumbersome
in the case of humor. It seems more straight-
forward to posit that people are often in the
market for a little self-enhancement, even
at the expense of others, and are not averse
to taking advantage of an available oppor-
tunity. This formulation accounts for all of
the basic properties of popular humor.

The thing that makes downward compar-
ison often difficult to recognize as such is
that people are ambivalent about it. People
do not necessarily regard misfortune to oth-
ers as a desirable occurrence or view com-
parison with less fortunate others as a wholly
admirable process; yet the psychological
benefit of doing so is substantial, thus the
temptation is strong, and all of the evidence
suggests that people yield frequently to this
temptation. Because of the basic ambiva-
lence about downward comparison, a num-
ber of mechanisms have evolved to keep
comparison private and implicit or to lower
the visibility of the process; what this amounts
to is doing something without being very
candid about what is being done. Consider
an example in which a person did violate a
fundamental rule of adult social life by mak-
ing an explicit comparison. The incident in-
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volved several dinner companions, one of
whom was severely wounded in World War
II, and Mel Brooks (himself a combat vet-
eran). A participant described the incident
as follows:

One night, Mandel told us in detai l how lie had been
wounded. There was a long pause, and then Mel did
something typical. He said, very slowly, "I'm sure glad
that happened to you, and not to me." He wasn't being
cruel, he was being honest. He just blurted out what we
were all thinking but didn't dare to say. (Tynan, 1978,
p. 101)

Downward Comparison Theory in
Relation to Other Theories

In addition to tenability the advantage of
downward comparison theory is coverage.
Constructs that have been proposed for spe-
cific areas (e.g., consensual validation, pro-
jection, catharsis) have some plausibility,
but do not have much value outside their
particular area and sometimes do not even
cover the evidence within their area. Down-
ward comparison theory, in contrast, is a
general formulation that provides a success-
ful account for several areas and in each case
is able to cover the relevant evidence.

It should be emphasized that downward
comparison is a theory of basic motivational
processes, is not intended to cover secondary
issues, and does not always provide a com-
plete treatment of complex phenomena. With
regard to social prejudice, it is evident that
several independent processes are involved,
and a particular instance of derogatory
expression might be influenced primarily by
sheer conformity, by economic competition,
or by general dislike of dissimilar others. It
remains that downward comparison princi-
ples provide a tenable account for the basic
phenomena of prejudice, replacing the
scapegoating formulation (which was essen-
tially a hydraulic model) and the prejudiced
personality hypothesis (which viewed prej-
udice as an expression of psychopathology).
With respect to the latter model, the evi-
dence reviewed in the present article indi-
cates that the threat-derogation effect is not
a manifestation of pathology among a few
deranged individuals, but has been observed
to a greater or lesser extent in virtually the
entire population.

In the area of hostile aggression, there is
a plausible alternative formulation. Equity
theory does provide a good account of the
typical experiment on retaliatory aggression
and is able to cover perceived-intentionality
effects and vicarious tension-reduction ef-
fects. Yet equity theory falters when it comes
to displaced aggression and has not even
addressed the symmetry of prejudice and
aggression effects. It seems unlikely that the
theory of lesser coverage will prove to be the
best formulation for direct aggression.

It is evident that an overall equity effect
is superimposed on results from studies of
hostile aggression, the degree of response
being generally proportional to the degree
of provocation. The fact that there is an ef-
fect superimposed on a process, however, is
no guarantee that it provides a correct de-
scription of the basic nature of the process.
It is noteworthy that humor appreciation
also is consistent with equity principles
(e.g., Zillmann & Bryant, 1974), but equity
theory does not begin to account for the
properties of humor. Also, in the one study
where subjects were given a choice between
equity and downward comparison (Brick-
man, 1975), they showed a clear preference
for downward comparison. Thus, although
equity theory has considerable power in
some areas, it has definite limitations, and
the areas of limitation for equity theory are
the areas where downward comparison the-
ory is successful.

A similar point must be made about ad-
aptation-level theory, which postulates that
the value of a given reward is not absolute
but is relative to the other rewards with
which it is compared (see, e.g., Brickman
& Campbell, 1971). This principle has re-
ceived considerable empirical support, es-
pecially with regard to the issue of compar-
ison with more fortunate others and the
construct of relative deprivation, which itself
explains several paradoxical observations
(see Cook, Crosby, & Hennigan, 1977).
Adaptation-level theory does not, however,
address motivational issues such as self-en-
hancing processes in social comparison. Thus
although adaptation level has value as a spe-
cific principle and should be included in any
social comparison theory, it is essentially a
corollary in a more general formulation.
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Normative Theories and Motivational
Theories

Social norm theories have been popular
in social psychology, applied to prejudice,
aggression, and other areas. The fundamen-
tal problems of norm theories, however, have
not been completely resolved. One problem
from a theoretical standpoint is that one can
invoke a "generic norm" to explain anything,
and when the existence of the norm is in-
ferred from the behavior that it is invoked
to explain, there is considerable danger of
circularity. Indeed, the normative theory of
ingroup-outgroup effects just does not fit the
empirical evidence (see Brewer, 1979) and
probably should be regarded as a secondary
process.

Another problem for norm theories is the
existence of contradictory norms. For ex-
ample, it is easy to find recorded instances
of the norm of negative reciprocity ("An eye
for an eye, a tooth for a tooth"), but just as
easy to find the exact opposite ("Turn the
other cheek," "Do good to those who per-
secute you"). This leaves the theorist with
the task of explaining why one of the con-
tradictory norms was actually selected rather
than the other. This is an unresolved problem
for normative theories of aggression. With
regard to hostile aggression, it has been
shown that downward comparison theory
provides a formulation that is at least as ten-
able as the equity theory approach, which
is essentially a normative theory.

The other crucial issue concerns the mat-
ter of adherence to social norms. It is clear
that there is a social norm exhorting persons
to help others, but the empirical research has
shown that adherence to this norm is at best
weak and erratic (see, e.g., Berkowitz, 1972),
and theorists have spent a good deal of effort
trying to explain why people do not help
(e.g., Berkowitz, 1973). In contrast, numer-
ous experiments demonstrate that provoked
subjects will go out of their way to cause
harm to the provoker. Surely more is in-
volved in these processes than simple adher-
ence to social norms, and it seems advisable
to recognize the difference between the fee-
ble adherence to helping norms and the pow-
erful psychological benefit derived from ag-
gressive behavior. In terms of comparison

theory, this contrast reflects the difference
between placing others in a more fortunate
position than the self and placing others in
a less fortunate position. This issue is im-
portant and is delineated only by downward
comparison theory.

Ego Threat, Aversive Stimulation, and
Downward Comparison

Any theory of prejudice and aggression
must recognize that these behaviors are in
some sense responses to negative affect. The
evidence reviewed in the present article,
however, has shown the inadequacy of for-
mulations that construe aggression as a con-
sequence of aversive stimulation. Downward
comparison theory has the advantage of de-
lineating the crucial role of ego threat in the
evocation of aggressive behavior. The labo-
ratory evidence on aggressive behavior (e.g.,
Nickel, 1974) indeed shows that the aggres-
sion-evoking effect of ego threat is stronger
by orders of magnitude than the evoking
effect of physical aversive stimulation.

It goes without saying that people dislike
aversive experiences, but this is a far cry
from positing that physical aversive stimu-
lation evokes a drive to hurt others. If aver-
sive conditions are present, people will do
what they can to terminate the aversive stim-
ulation; if it cannot be terminated, they will
attempt to endure it (and people will stoi-
cally endure high levels of physical aversive
stimulation if they have a rationale for so
doing). As endurance is worn down, how-
ever, people will pay increasingly more at-
tention to ways to make themselves feel bet-
ter—even if it is at the expense of other
persons. Probably hostile aggression some-
times occurs after long-term exposure to
frustration or physical aversive stimulation.
It is surely true that individuals in a highly
negative subjective state are strongly moti-
vated to place other persons in a worse off
position and are not too scrupulous about
their choice of a target (cf. Zillmann, Bryant,
Cantor, & Day, 1975). I shall simply observe
that in naturalistic settings, the events that
commonly evoke hostile aggression are ex-
actly those that present ego threat to the
offended party.
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Conclusion

A basic fact about human life is that peo-
ple experience frustration, failure, or mis-
fortune. The theory of downward compari-
son elucidates the fact that a way to make
oneself feel better (aside from putting the
matter out of mind and turning to other
things) is to compare oneself with other per-
sons who are equally unfortunate or more
unfortunate. Put differently, people who are
unhappy like to see others who are unhappy.
They may not necessarily go out of their way
to produce unhappiness in others, but some-
times they do.

It might seem that there is something ar-
bitrary about the basic principle and corol-
laries presented in the introduction. One can
think of a number of possible responses to
negative affect that are not included: People
could respond by accepting misfortune as a
part of life and viewing it as a challenge to
their strength; by laughing at their own fail-
ings and limitations; by ignoring insults and
provocations; by seeking only positive infor-
mation about others; by recognizing that in
absolute terms they are relatively fortunate
and accepting their own misfortunes more
gracefully. In the best of all worlds, these
probably would be the dominant responses,
and I hope that in the experimental litera-
ture, the extent to which these responses
occur has been obscured. However, the basic
principle and its corollaries cover the
evidence; on the evidence, this is what
people do.
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