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On the basis of the self-evaluation maintenance model (SEM; Tesser, 1988), it was hypothesized that
individuals give less improving information to relationally close (rather than distant) others, out of
concern for being outperformed by close others in the future. Further, this effect only occurs if diagnostic
and valid criteria for success are present. Three studies confirmed the hypotheses. In Studies 1 and 2,
participants gave less improving information to familiar than to unfamiliar others in a domain (academ-
ics) in which diagnostic assessment criteria (grades) were available. This pattern was not found in a
domain (social life) without diagnostic criteria. These results were replicated in Study 3, in which relative
performance and diagnosticity of assessment criteria were manipulated and amount of improving
information given to friends and strangers was measured. Diagnosticity of comparison information is an

important addition to the SEM model.

The process of self-evaluation, in which information relevant to
the self is sought out or scrutinized, is motivated (Sedikides &
Strube, 1995, 1997). Three motives have received the bulk of the
theoretical and empirical attention: self-assessment, or the desire
for accurate information about the self (Strube, Lott, Le-Xuan-Hy,
Oxenberg, & Deichmann, 1986; Trope, 1975); self-enhancement,
or the desire for positive information about the self (Campbell &
Sedikides, 1999; Sedikides, 1993); and self-verification, or '.¢
desire for consistency between beliefs about the self, whether
positive or negative, and new information about the self (Swann,
1983; Swann, Stein-Seroussi, & Giesler, 1992). Self-evaluation
researchers have also recently acknowledged a fourth motive,
self-improvement (Collins, 1996; Sedikides & Strube, 1997; Tay-
lor, Neter, & Wayment, 1995): Individuals seek out information
that has the potential to improve the self even when that informa-
tion is inconsistent or negative.

The main focus of self-improvement research has been the types
of information that individuals solicit. As an illustrative example,
we note that Wayment and Taylor (1995) instructed participants to
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rate the usefulness for self-improvement of three types of infor-
mation: objective information, which is characterized by clear
assessment criteria such as grades or weight; personal standards
information, which includes autobiographical memory or perfor-
m ace expectancies; and social comparison information. Partici-
pants regarded objective and personal standards information as
more useful than social comparison information in the academic
domain, whereas they regarded personal standards information as
more useful than objective or social comparison information in the
social domain.

One type of information that has escaped the attention of self-
improvement researchers is information provided directly from
other persons. Indeed, the role of others in the self-evaluation
process has been largely limited to social comparison. Besides
acting as comparison targets, however, individuals are often mo-
tivated to improve others, and they behave accordingly. For ex-
ample, teachers may set a high comparison standard for their
students, but they will also strive to improve students” knowledge
of the subject matter. Likewise, parents may set a high standard of
socially approved behavioral conduct, but they will also strive to
improve their children’s social skills.

On other occasions, though, individuals are motivated not to
improve others. To begin, individuals have a general preference
for downward social comparisons (Wills, 1981). Specifically, they
not only opt to make downward rather than upward social com-
parisons after failure but also avoid social comparisons that they
believe will be unfavorable to them (Brickman & Bulman, 1977,
Gibbons, Persson Benbow, & Gerrard, 1994). However, in certain
circumstances, upward social comparison is unavoidable. In such
circumstances, we argue, individuals will cope with the inevita-
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bility and threat of an upward comparison in the future by with-
holding information that has the potential to improve the relative
position of the other person. We test this general proposition in the
current research.

The Self-Evaluation Maintenance Model

One variable that is relevant to the aforementioned proposition
is the relationship between the individuals who give and those who
receive the improving information. The self-evaluation mainte-
nance (SEM) model (Tesser, 1988) serves as a springboard for
theorizing about this relationship. According to the SEM model,
individuals alter their reactions to social comparison in ways that
maintain their positive self-regard. These reactions vary depending
on the perceived quality of the individual’s performance, the
personal relevance of the comparison domain, and the closeness of
the individual’s relationship to the comparison target. When out-
performed by others, individuals may respond positively (i.e.,
reflection) or negatively (i.e., comparison). Individuals who are
outperformed by a close other in domains that they consider
personally irrelevant do not perceive the upward comparison as a
threat, and thus reflection occurs. Individuals do feel threatened
when they are outperformed by a close other in personally relevant
domains, however, and thus comparison occurs. In support of these
postulates, Wheeler and Miyake (1992) reported that individuals
make more upward comparisons with strangers and acquaintances
than with friends in everyday social interactions, presumably be-
cause of the impending threat in upward comparisons with close
others.

The majority of research on the SEM model has focused on
reactions to comparisons that are made in the context of past
behavior. For example, in a study by Tesser and Smith (1980; see
also Tesser & Campbell, 1986) participants provided both a friend
and a stranger with clues to help them solve a word identification
task. When participants believed that they had not performed well
on the task and if they considered the task to be personally
relevant, they gave harder clues to friends than to strangers.
Individuals will undermine the performance of a friend when they
believe that their own past performance does not compare favor-
ably with the friend’s present performance.

It seems likely, however, that current thoughts and behavior are
motivated not only by past comparisons but also by the anticipa-
tion of future comparisons. If correct, this assertion would invite
an important addition to the SEM model: Individuals will withhold
improving information on personally relevant domains from close
(but not distant) others in an attempt to minimize the likelihood of
being outperformed by close others in the future.

Testing an Addition to the SEM Model

An implicit assumption that the SEM model makes is that
individuals are well aware of how their performance compares
with the performance of others. However, there are situations in
which relative standing is difficult to gauge. One factor that
influences the accurate knowledge of relative standing is the
diagnosticity of the comparison information. If the assessment
criteria for a given comparison domain are diagnostic (e.g., grades
as a measure of academic success), individuals will be able to
pinpoint their relative standing easily. If, on the other hand, the

assessment criteria are nondiagnostic, individuals will have trouble
gauging their relative standing.

The issue of information diagnosticity has implications for the
SEM model. We postulate that when highly diagnostic criteria for
the assessment of the comparison domains are available, individ-
uals will be concerned with their relative standing to close (but not
distant) others. One way individuals will manifest this concern is
by reducing the amount of improving information that they offer to
close others. If the assessment criteria are nondiagnostic, relative
performance will be obscured, and hence there will be no differ-
ence in the amount of improving information that individuals
provide to close and distant others. We test this addition to the
SEM model by examining the amount of improving information
that individuals give to close and distant others in domains that
differ in the diagnosticity of the assessment criteria.

Wayment and Taylor (1995) differentiated between two com-
parison domains: academic achievement and social life. They
claimed that the assessment criteria in the academic domain (e.g.,
grades or grade point average) are objective and quantifiable,
whereas the assessment criteria in the social life domain are
nebulous. Given that objective and quantifiable assessment criteria
are by definition more diagnostic than are nebulous assessment
criteria, we hypothesize that individuals will be more knowledge-
able in their evaluations of success in the academic than in the
social life domain.

A second difference between the academic and social life do-
mains lies in the ambiguity of the assessment criteria. Dunning,
Meyerowitz, and Holzberg (1989) defined ambiguity as the num-
ber of behaviors or characteristics that are associated with a given
performance domain. When the domain is unambiguous, different
individuals will evaluate success on the basis of the same criteria;
hence, there will be consensus for a small number of characteris-
tics that constitute valid indicators of success. However, if the
domain is ambiguous, each individual will evaluate success on
the basis of his or her own idiosyncratic criteria; hence, there will
be little agreement about valid indicators of success. Dunning
and his colleagues reported that individuals are more accurate
in their evaluations of ability when the assessment criteria are
unambiguous.

The assessment criteria for academic success are high in diag-
nosticity, both because of the objective and quantifiable character
of grades as an indicator of academic success (Wayment & Taylor,
1995) and because of the consensus that grades constitute a valid
criterion of academic success (Dunning et al., 1989). In contrast,
the assessment criteria for success in the social life domain are low
in diagnosticity, both because of idiosyncratic indicators of success
in this domain and because of the lack of consensus regarding a
single, valid success criterion. On the basis of the proposed addi-
tion to the SEM model, we predict that individuals will give less
improving information to close (i.e., familiar) than to distant (i.e.,
unfamiliar) others within the academic domain but not within the
social life domain.

Pilot Study

We have claimed that there is consensus for grades being a
diagnostic indicator of academic success, whereas no consensus
exists regarding a single diagnostic indicator of success in the
social life domain. We examined this assumption in a pilot study



236 PEMBERTON AND SEDIKIDES

in which participants reported the criteria that they would use to
determine how successful others are in the academic and social life
domains.

We tested 22 female and 11 male participants. As in all of the
reported research, participants were introductory psychology stu-
dents at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. They
generated questions, as many or as few as they wanted, that they
believed would be useful in evaluating the quality of the academic
and social life of another student. We defined academic life as
those experiences that relate directly to a person’s academic edu-
cation. Participants generated questions that would be useful in
determining the level of the student’s academic success (i.e., how
good a student this person is). We defined social life as a person’s
social experiences. Participants generated questions that would be
useful in determining how successful a person’s social interactions
were (i.e., how good the person’s social life is). The questions
about the academic and social lives were generated separately, and
the order of question generation was counterbalanced. The ses-
sions lasted 15-20 min.

In Table 1 we display each question that was generated by 2 or
more participants, along with the proportion of participants who
generated each question. A majority of participants (.81) reported
that they would ask about grades or grade point average. Thus,
there was consensus that grades or grade point average, as well as
effort, are diagnostic indicators of academic success. It is notable
that there was no consensus regarding diagnostic indicators of
social success, as no single question was generated by a majority
of participants. Beyond the issue of reliability, the social questions
that participants generated most often were not valid, standardized
measures of social success. These results validate the use of the
academic and social life domains for testing the addition to the
SEM model.

Study 1

Participants in Study 1 recalled one of four types of interaction:
interactions with familiar or unfamiliar others related to their
academic lives, and interactions with familiar or unfamiliar others
related to their social lives. They also rated the amount of improv-
ing information that they had given to others in these interactions.

We predicted a Familiarity X Domain interaction. Within the
academic life domain, we expected that participants would give
less improving information to familiar than to unfamiliar others.
Within the social life domain, we expected that participants would
not differ significantly in the amount of improving information
that they give to familiar and unfamiliar others.

Method

Participants, Procedure, and Materials

We tested 80 female and 40 male participants. The number of partici-
pants per experimental session ranged from 4 to 20. The typical session
lasted approximately 30 min.

The procedure involved two separate stages. In the first stage, partici-
pants recalled and summarized one of four types of interactions from their
past, crossing two independent variables. One independent variable was the
domain of the interaction to be recalled. In the academic life domain,
participants recalled interactions that were related to their education. Ac-
ademic life was defined as any experiences that the participant or the other

Table 1
Proportion of Participants Who Generated Each Academic and
Social Life Question in the Pilot Study

Question Proportion
Diagnostic of a successful academic life

What are your grades? 81

How much effort do you put into your 81
schoolwork?

What is your major? 41

‘What classes are you taking this term? .38

Do you like your classes? 25

How well do you know the campus libraries? 22

How often do you miss class? .19

Are you involved in any extracurricular .19
activities? ’

How many credit hours are you taking this 16
semester?

How well do you know your professors and 13
TAs?

How often do you go out partying on school 13
nights?

Do you ever take classes that are not required? 13

Have you ever been tutored? 13

Where do you normally study? 13

Do you understand how your classes relate to the .09
“real” world?

Do you tend to procrastinate about things? 06

Do you have any nonneed based scholarships? .06

Diagnostic of a successful social life

Are you in a fraternity or sorority? 47

What do you enjoy doing in your free time? 35

How many close friends do you have? 35

Do you have a boyfriend or a girlfriend? 35

How often do you go out with friends? 31

What do you do on weekends? .28

Do you consider yourself to be shy or to be .28
outgoing?

Are you happy? 19

How often do you start conversations with .19
strangers?

Do you drink or smoke? . 19

Would you rather be in a small group or a large 19
group?

How many casual friends and acquaintances do .16
you have?

How often do you talk on the telephone? .16

Would you rather talk to someone or send them 13
an e-mail?

How often do you instigate social events? .09

How easy is it for you to make friends? .09

How often do you feel lonely? .09

Where are you from? .09

Note. TA = teaching assistant.

person had that were related directly to school. Examples include studying
with others and discussions about which classes to take in the future. In the
social life domain, participants recalled social interactions with others.
Social life was defined as any experiences that the participant or the other
person had in social situations. Examples include discussions about the
personalities of the individuals and discussions of social plans for the
upcoming weekend.

The second independent variable was familiarity with the other person.
In the familiar condition, participants recalled interactions with persons
whom they knew very well, such as close friends, family, or romantic
partners. In the unfamiliar condition, participants recalled interactions with
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persons whom they did not know well, such as acquaintances or casual
friends.

Participants were given 10 min to recall and summarize as many inter-
actions as possible. Participants were asked to provide brief, general
descriptions of the nature and location of each interaction. Next, partici-
pants added the following information for each interaction: gender of the
other person, relationship with the other person (stranger, acquaintance,
casual friend, close friend, romantic partner, spouse, parent, or other
relative), and the other person’s experience in college (current college
student, former college student, never attended college, or unknown).
Subsequently, participants provided ratings for the following questions,
all on a scale ranging from 1 (low) to 7 (high): familiarity with the other
person, importance of the interaction to participant, and amount of improv-
ing information given to the other person. Information was defined as
improving when the participant regarded it as likely to better one or more
aspects of the other person’s academic or social life.

Results
Description of the Recalled Interactions

Participants in the familiar/social condition summarized an av-
erage of 11.53 interactions. Examples are “Talking with my girl-
friend about our trip” and “Talking with my Mom about her
temper tantrums when we go out.” Participants in the familiar/
academic condition summarized an average of 7.70 interactions.
Examples are “Studying with my roommate” and “My sister
telling me what classes we should take next semester.” Participants
in the unfamiliar/social condition summarized an average of 8.83
interactions. Examples include “This boy from class asked me to
go out with him on Friday” and “We had breakfast with another
girl in my sorority.” Finally, participants in the unfamiliar/aca-
demic condition summarized an average of 6.30 interactions, with
examples including “A bunch of us from Astronomy class com-
plaining about our professor” and “Some guy borrowed my psy-
chology notes.”

The proportion of interactions that involved college students
was similar across conditions. Within the academic life domain,
an average of 85.7% of the interactions with familiar others
and 84.6% of the interactions with unfamiliar others were with
current or former college students. Within the social life do-
main, 84.2% of the interactions with familiar others and 85.2% of
the interactions with unfamiliar others were with current or former
college students.

Data Analysis Strategy

For each participant, we computed the mean amount of improv-
ing information given to the other person. This was the principal
dependent measure. We also computed the mean level of impor-
tance of the interaction to the participant.

College students naturally have interactions with professors,
teaching assistants, or tutors. Given the status differential, it is
rather unlikely for participants to contribute academic improving
information in these sitnations. Similarly, interactions in which
participants acted as tutors very likely involve giving academic
improving information. To guard against the possibility that these
types of interactions are responsible for the relative differences
between the academic and social life domains, we removed such
interactions from the data set. This practice resulted in the removal

of 3.1% of interactions in the academic domain and 0.3% of
interactions in the social domain.

Manipulation Check

To test the effectiveness of the familiarity manipulation, we
conducted a 2 (familiarity) X 2 (domain) X 2 (gender) analysis of
variance (ANOVA) with the mean familiarity rating as the depen-
dent measure. The familiarity main effect was significant, F(1,
112) = 324.31, p < .001. The reported level of familiarity was
indeed higher in the familiar (M = 6.34) than in the unfamiliar
(M = 3.57) condition. No other effects reached significance.

Gender Effects

We tested for gender effects by conducting a 2 (familiarity) X 2
(domain) X 2 (gender) ANOVA for both dependent measures. The
gender main effect was significant, F(1, 112) = 4.78, p < .032.
Women (M = 3.78) gave more improving information than did
men (M = 3.39). However, no interactions involving gender
reached significance. Thus, we excluded gender from_ subsequent
analyses.

Importance of the Interactions

The importance of the interaction to the participant emerged as
a significant predictor of the amount of improving information
given, F(1, 118) = 28.84, p < .001. However, we obtained no
interactive effects between interaction importance and the two
principal independent variables (domain and familiarity). Thus, we
did not include interaction importance as a factor in subsequent
analyses. Because of its theoretical relevance in the SEM model,
however, we included interaction importance as a covariate.

Giving Improving Information

We conducted an analysis of covariance with domain and fa-
miliarity as factors and interaction importance as a covariate. We
display in Table 2 both the adjusted means and the results of
simple-effects tests. The domain main effect was significant, F(1,
115) = 23.36, p < .001. Participants gave more social than
academic improving information. The familiarity main effect was
not significant.

The predicted Familiarity X Domain interaction was significant,
F(1, 115) = 5.82, p < .018 (Table 2). Within the academic
domain, participants gave significantly less improving information
to familiar than to unfamiliar others. Within the social domain,

Table 2
Adjusted Means for the Amount of Improving Information Given
by Participants in Study 1

Improving information

Familiarity with other Academic Social
Familiar 3.03, 4.22,
Unfamiliar 3.48, 3.87pc

Note. Means that do not share a subscript are significantly different
(p < .05).
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however, there was not a significant difference in the amount of
improving information that participants offered to familiar and
unfamiliar others.

We also tested a second set of contrasts comparing differences
between the two domains. As predicted by the addition to the SEM
model, participants provided significantly less improving informa-
tion to familiar others in the academic than in the social domain.
However, participants did not differ in the amount of academic and
social improving information that they gave to unfamiliar others.

Discussion

The results of Study 1 are consistent with the hypotheses.
Within a domain that contains a diagnostic indicator of success
(academic life), participants reported giving less improving infor-
mation to familiar than to unfamiliar others. However, within a
domain that does not contain a diagnostic indicator of success
(social life), there were no significant differences in the amount of
improving information that participants provided to familiar and
unfamiliar others. Also, participants offered less academic than
social improving information to familiar others, whereas no such
difference was evident in the case of unfamiliar others.

Nevertheless, there are alternative explanations for the findings.
One possibility is that individuals may not know enough specific
details about the academic life of familiar others or the social life
of unfamiliar others to offer improving information. Academic
interactions with casual friends and acquaintances such as class-
mates may involve the details of academic work, resulting in a
higher level of knowledge of the person’s specific academic needs.
Similarly, social interactions with close friends, family, and ro-
mantic partners may involve details of a person’s social life and a
better understanding of this person’s social needs. It may be that
individuals only give improving information if they are aware of
the specific needs of the other person. We examine the relation
between improving information offered and domain-specific
knowledge in Study 2.

Another criticism of Study 1 is that it relies on the recall of
interactions. Delayed recall of everyday interactions can differ
from recall that is based on on-line impressions of interactions and
follows shortly thereafter (Pemberton, Insko, & Schopler, 1996).
Finally, a selection bias in the recalled interactions may also have
been present. To avoid these potential pitfalls, we had participants
in Study 2 record information about their daily interactions in an
on-line fashion.

Study 2

In Study 2, participants kept records, for 6 days, of the amount
of academic and social improving information that they gave to
others in daily interactions. This methodology allows for a within-
subject replication of the results of Study 1.

Method

Participants and Materials

We tested 13 male and 10 female participants. They completed a
modified version of the Rochester Interaction Record (RIR; Reis &
Wheeler, 1991) for every eligible interaction during the 6 days of the study
(Appendix A). Participants completed one record sheet for each interac-

tion. The record sheets were bound into a booklet, with each booklet
containing 20 sheets.

Each record sheet began with information about the date, time, and
length of the interaction. Participants then judged whether the interaction
was related to the academic lives of either themselves or the other person.
If an interaction was related to the academic domain, participants answered
the two questions that followed. In the first of these questions, participants
reported the amount of improving information that they had given to the
other person in that interaction. In the second question, participants rated
their knowledge of the other person’s academic life. Next, participants
responded to the same questions about the social life domain. In the initial
training session, the experimenter explained that a given interaction could
be considered relevant to one domain, both domains, or neither domain.
The presentation order of the questions was counterbalanced.

Participants then reported the following information about the interac-
tion: gender of the other person, relationship to the other person, the other
person’s experience in college, the participants’ familiarity with the other
person, the participants’ liking of the other person, and personal impor-
tance of the interaction. The record sheet ended with a brief description of
the interaction.

Procedure

Participants attended a 45-min training session on the day before re-
cording began. The experimenter explained that the participants’ role was
to record information about (a) each interaction that they had over the
next 6 days that lasted at least 8—10 min and (b} shorter interactions that
they judged to be important. He then distributed the interaction record
booklets and explained each step of the recording process. He asked
participants to complete one interaction record sheet as soon as possible
after each eligible interaction. Detailed instructions for the recording of the
interactions were included on the inner covers of the booklet. Giving
improving information was defined as in Study 1. The experimenter
stressed the importance of accurate and prompt interaction recording, and
he attempted to motivate participants (by highlighting the expertise that
participants would gain about human interaction) and make them feel like
active contributors to the project (by soliciting feedback and encouraging
them to contact him with questions or suggestions).

Every 2nd day, participants returned completed booklets. The experi-
menter examined these booklets and contacted participants as needed to
clarify ambiguities. He also sent electronic mail messages to participants
each day inquiring about outstanding issues and reminding them of the
experimental task. At the end of the 6-day recording period, participants
attended a 30-min debriefing session in which they completed a postex-
perimental questionnaire designed to assess the accuracy of record keeping.
To ensure the accuracy of these measures, we asked participants to com-
plete them after they had received their credit for study participation.

Results

Description of the Recorded Interactions

Participants recorded an average of 37.7 interactions (range =
18—82) over the course of the study. Of those interactions, par-
ticipants judged that 35.3% were relevant to the academic domain
and 76.3% were relevant to the social domain. Participants
judged 23.2% of the total number of interactions to be relevant to
both domains. Finally, participants judged that 11.6% of interac-
tions were not relevant to either domain; we excluded these inter-
actions from the analyses.

In the postexperimental questionnaires, participants estimated
that they recorded an average of 79.5% of the eligible interactions
over the course of the study and that the average length of time
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between the completion and the recording of the interactions
was 62 min. All participants reported that they believed the data in
their record books to be an accurate summary of their interactions.

Data Analysis Strategy

In an effort to create two familiarity groups analogous to the
experimental conditions of Study 1, we divided the interactions on
the basis of familiarity with the other person. The familiar group
included interactions with familiarity ratings of 6 or 7, whereas the
unfamiliar group included interactions with ratings of 5 or below.
The familiar group consisted of 59.4% of the total interactions
recorded, with a mean rating of 6.70. The unfamiliar group com-
prised the remaining 40.6% of the interactions, with a mean rating
of 3.89.

To create two groups for the interaction domain, we used
participants’ judgments of whether each interaction was related to
the other person’s or to their own academic and social lives.
Within the academic domain, 92.6% of the familiar interactions
were with a current or former college student, as were 96.2% of the
unfamiliar interactions. Within the social domain, 92.2% of the
familiar interactions were with a current or former college student,
as were 90.8% of unfamiliar interactions. As in Study 1, we
removed interactions that involved instructors (professors, teach-
ing assistants, or tutors) from the data set. This practice led to the
elimination of 1.4% of the interactions. One participant did not
record any academic interactions with familiar others and thus was
not included in the analyses.

For each participant, we computed the mean amount of improv-
ing information that the participant gave to the other persons
within both the academic and the social domain. This rating was
the main dependent measure. We also computed (separately for
interactions with familiar and unfamiliar others) the mean rating of
each participant’s domain-specific knowledge of the other persons,
the importance of the interaction to the participant, and the par-
ticipant’s liking of the other persons.

Gender and Order Effects

We assessed gender and order effects by conducting a 2 (famil-
iarity) X 2 (domain) X 2 (gender) X 2 (order) mixed ANOVA
with familiarity and domain as within-subject factors. The mean
amount of improving information given served as the dependent
measure. No significant main effects or interactions involving
gender or order of presentation emerged. Consequently, we omit-
ted gender and order from further consideration.

Potential Covariates

To determine whether the participants’ ratings of interaction
importance and their liking of the other persons should be included
as covariates, we tested the relations between importance and
amount of improving information given and between liking and
amount of improving information given within each of the four
conditions created by crossing the domain and familiarity vari-
ables. No statistically significant relations emerged between im-
proving information given and either importance or liking. Thus,
we excluded these variables from subsequent analyses.

Giving Improving Information

We conducted a 2 (domain) X 2 (familiarity) repeated measures
ANOVA on amount of information given (top panel of Table 3).
The main effects were not significant. The predicted interaction
effect, however, was significant, F(1, 21) = 10.28, p < .005.1 As
in Study 1, participants gave less improving information to famil-
iar than to unfamiliar others in the academic domain. Contrary to
our Study 1 findings, participants gave more improving informa-
tion to familiar than to unfamiliar others in the social domain. We
revisit this contradictory finding shortly.

When interacting with familiar others, participants offered sig-
nificantly less academic improving information than social im-
proving information. There was no significant difference in the
amount of academic and social improving information given to
unfamiliar others.

Amount of Domain-Specific Knowledge

The amount of knowledge that participants had of the other
person’s academic life was a significant predictor of the amount of
academic improving information given to both familiar others,
F(1, 17) = 5.51, p < .032, and unfamiliar others, F(1, 17) = 9.09,
p < .008. To test whether the reported findings for amount of
improving information given are accounted for by the amount of
domain-specific (i.e., academic) knowledge for the other person,
we repeated the main analyses using the amount of domain-
specific knowledge as a covariate. We conducted these analyses
using hierarchical linear modeling.

The familiarity main effect was significant, F(1, 62) = 4.75,
p < .034 (bottom panel of Table 3). Participants gave less im-
proving information to familiar than to unfamiliar others. The
domain main effect was not significant. The predicted interaction
effect remained significant, F(1, 62) = 11.36, p < .002. Partici-
pants gave more improving information to familiar than to unfa-
miliar others in the academic but not the social domain. As a
reminder, we note that we had obtained a statistically significant
difference in the social life domain (i.e., participants appeared to
give more improving information to familiar than to unfamiliar
others) before controlling for the amount of domain-specific
knowledge.

These results suggest that the amount of domain-specific know!-
edge does not mediate the effects within the academic domain. In
fact, the mean differences in the amount of academic improving
information given to familiar and unfamiliar others increased after
we controlled for domain-specific knowledge. However, the
amount of domain-specific knowledge did mediate the effect
within the social domain. It may be that in domains in which
diagnostic assessment criteria are available, individuals give im-
proving information on the basis of their general familiarity with
other persons. When diagnostic criteria for success are unavail-
able, however, individuals give improving information on the basis
of specific knowledge of other persons.

! We also tested this interaction effect using hierarchical linear model-
ing. The results were very similar to those of the ANOVA, F(1,
63) = 10.77, p < .002.
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Table 3
The Unadjusted and Adjusted Mean Amount of Improving
Information Given by Participants in Study 2

Improving information

Familiarity with other Academic Social
Unadjusted means
Familiar 2.90, 3.68,
Unfamiliar 341, 3.08,,
Adjusted means®
Familiar 2.64, 3.22,
Unfamiliar : 3.79, 342, -

Note. Within each set of means (unadjusted and adjusted), means that do
not share a subscript are significantly different (p < .05).

#Means from hierarchical linear modeling analyses, adjusted for the
amount of domain-specific information.

Discussion

The results of Studies 1 and 2 are generally consistent with the
addition to the SEM model. Furthermore, the results of Study 2
suggest that the amount of domain-specific information about
familiar and unfamiliar others does not qualify as a rival
hypothesis.

Nevertheless, other rival hypotheses remain. One such hypoth-
esis is that norms dictate what individuals should discuss with
familiar and unfamiliar others. When individuals are interacting
with familiar others, social lives may be the prevalent discussion
topic, and perhaps people view helping interactants improve so-
cially as normative. In contrast, when individuals from our tar-
geted population (college students) interact with unfamiliar others,
talk about academic progress may be a prevalent discussion topic,
and perhaps they view helping interactants improve academically
as normative. Another rival hypothesis involves the history of
interactions with familiar others. Participants might bave ex-
hausted the improving information that they had to offer to famil-
iar others in previous interactions. One objective of Study 3 is to
test the addition to the SEM model in a way that rules out the
above hypotheses.

The SEM model focuses on situations in which individuals
believe that other persons have outperformed them. Consequently,
the processes that we propose in the addition to the SEM model
may only occur when individuals interact with a person who they
believe has outperformed them. We tested this possibility by
manipulating the relevant variables (i.e., familiarity, diagnosticity
of assessment information, comparison information) in a labora-
tory setting.

Study 3

Participants in Study 3 completed a bogus test that ostensibly
measured their verbal creativity. We manipulated the perceived
diagnosticity of the test and participants’ relative performance
compared with that of another person. Then we gave participants
the opportunity to share improving information with this person,
who was either a friend or a stranger.

Method

Participants, Procedure, and Materials

We tested 96 female participants. All participants reported to the labo-
ratory with a female student whom they considered to be a good friend. We
tested either two or three sets of friends in each session.

Participants reported to a suite with three rooms on each side, divided by
a common area. Each participant sat in a different room. The experimenter
asked participants to print their first and last name on the outside of a large
manila envelope and collected the envelopes.

The experimenter told participants that the study was on verbal creativ-
ity, “the combination of vocabulary skills and the capacity to seek out
novel and creative solutions to verbal problems.” Verbal creativity was
purported to be a recently discovered skill under intense empirical scrutiny
by psychologists and educators. In an effort to increase the personal
relevance of verbal creativity for participants, the experimenter stated that
(a) verbal creativity is a good predictor of some types of academic and
nonacademic performance, (b) graduate admissions tests such as the Law
School Admission Test, Graduate Record Examination, and Graduate
Management Admission Test are likely to include a measure of verbal
creativity in the near future, and (c) many large companies are considering
the addition of a measure of verbal creativity to standard job-screening and
worker placement tests. The experimenter explained that the reason par-
ticipants reported to the laboratory with a friend was that the ongoing
evaluation of verbal creativity tests requires the comparison of scores of
test takers who know each other well.

Next, the experimenter informed participants that they would take the
(fabricated) Briggs—Alston Verbal Creativity Test. At this point, we intro-
duced the diagnosticity manipulation. The experimenter instructed partic-
ipants in the high-diagnosticity condition that this test had been pretested
on a sample of 15,000 college students and had been shown to be a valid
and reliable indicator of verbal creativity in all previous studies. He told
participants in the low-diagnosticity condition that the test was new and
had not been pretested or standardized, so it was unclear whether it was a
good indicator of verbal creativity. '

The experimenter then stated that following test completion, participants
would be involved in a training session designed to help them improve
their scores on verbal creativity tests. Participants would then take a second
version of the test. Each participant would also share information about the
training session with another participant. The experimenter would deter-
mine randomly whether that person would be the friend or a stranger.

The experimenter then distributed the test, which consisted of a six-page
packet. As was the case with all handouts distributed to participants, the top
of these pages contained the letterhead of the “Academic Testing Institute:
A Division of the National Education Council.” The first page consisted of
instructions, and each of the following five pages had a target word at the
top. The target words were subterranean, discriminatory, parenthetical,
prestidigitator, and interpolation. The participants’ task was to generate
and write down other words that could be spelled from the letters of the
target word. Each generated word had to have at least three letters, and no
single letter could be used more times than it appeared in the target word.
The participants were given 3 min to generate and write these words for
each of the target words.

Following test completion, there was a 10-min break for scoring, during
which the experimenter entered the words that had been generated by the
participants into a computer. This practice was intended to increase the
believability of the test scores that we gave to participants. Next the
experimenter distributed a two-page handout containing the test results.
The first page, which the experimenter read aloud, contained a restatement
of the diagnosticity manipulation as well as instructions for interpretation
of the score or scores on the following page. The second page contained the
participant’s score and, in some conditions, the score of another person. In
the latter case, half of the participants received the friend’s score, whereas
the other half received a stranger’s score. The scores were identified on the
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sheet by the participants’ first and last name, as written on the manila
envelope at the beginning of the session.

These scores constitute the comparison information manipulation. All
participants read that their score was in the 76th percentile. One group of
participants read that the other person scored in the 91st percentile, whereas
a second group read that the other person scored in the 61st percentile. A
third group of participants received only their own score.

The experimenter then reminded participants that they would complete
a second verbal creativity test, which would be preceded by a brief training
session designed to improve scores. He stated that there were two types of
training sessions; half of the participants would learn how to identify as
many words as possible, and half would learn how to identify individual
words that scored high on the test. Participants would then share some of
this information with another person who had received the different train-
ing session. Participants who bad received the score of another person on
the first test would share information with that same person. The experi-
menter told the rest of the participants that he would randomly determine
whether they would share information with the friend or a stranger.

In actuality, all participants received the training session that was sup-
posedly designed to help them identify words that score high on the test.
This session took the form of a two-page packet. First, participants read
that they would be presented with 10 pieces of information that could help
them improve their scores on the second test. They read the following text:

You will notice that the pieces of information are rank-ordered.
Previous research has found that reading the piece of information
ranked #1 was the most helpful in improving scores on this test,
whereas reading the piece of information ranked #10 was the least
helpful. In other words, all of these contain information that can help
to improve your score, but the piece of information ranked #1 can
affect it the most, whereas the piece of information ranked #10 can
affect it the least.

Following the instructions were the 10 pieces of rank-ordered informa-
tion (Appendix B). A target word was given as well, and each item
included several additional words that could stem from that target word;
the additional words helped to illustrate the information given in each item.
The pieces of information that were ranked low were those that pilot
participants judged to be plausible suggestions that they had not considered
when completing the verbal creativity test. The participants studied these
pieces of information for 5 min.

At the end of this period, the experimenter went into each participant’s
room and distributed an 11-page packet. The 1st page contained the target
word, and the following 10 pages contained the 10 pieces of information in
the proper rank order, excluding the numbers that indicated the rank
ordering. The experimenter also distributed to each participant one of the
manila envelopes that contained the name of another person. Half of the
participants received the envelope with their friend’s name, and half
received the envelope with a stranger’s name. Those participants who had
received the score of another person after the first test received the
envelope containing the name of that same person.

The experimenter then reminded participants that there had been two
different types of training sessions and that they would now share some of
the information from their training session with another person who had
received the alternative session. Participants were to go through the 10
pieces of information again, pick the 3 that they wished to give to the other
person, and find those 3 pieces of information in the packet that they had
received. They would need to put those 3 pieces of information in the
envelope that contained the name of the other person. The experimenter
would collect the pieces of information and give them to the other person
whose name was written on the front of the envelope. Participants would
study this information before the second test began. Next the experimenter
mentioned to participants, with the exception of those in the no-comparison
information condition, that they would receive their own score and the
score of the other person after the second test. Finally, he told all partic-

ipants that they would not meet with the other person at any time to discuss
their scores or the information from the training sessions. The participants
bad 5 min to select the 3 pieces of information and place them in the
envelope.

Subsequently, the experimenter gathered the envelopes and explained
that he would like the participants to answer some questions about the test
and the training session before they began the second test. The participants
completed three questionnaires. Items on the first questionnaire included
ratings of the importance of verbal creativity as an intellectual trait, the
accuracy of the test as a measure of verbal creativity, their certainty that
their score on the first test was an accurate reflection of their verbal
creativity, their satisfaction with their score on the first test, and the
likelihood that they would take a verbal creativity test in the future. Items
on the second questionnaire included ratings of how much they thought the
training session would improve their score on the second test, how much
they thought the information that they shared with the other person would
improve their score on the second test, and an open-ended question about
how they decided on the three pieces of information to give to the other
person. Items on the third questionnaire included an open-ended question
asking how long participants had known the other person as well as ratings
of how well they knew the other person and the probability that they would
interact with this person in the future. All of the close-ended questions used
a scale from 1 (low) to 11 (high). Detailed and individual debriefing
followed.

Independent and Dependent Variables

We used three independent vadables: familiarity (friend, stranger), di-
agnosticity of assessment information (low, high), and comparison infor-
mation (participant outperformed other, other outperformed participant, no
comparison information). The dependent measure was the mean rank order
of the pieces of information that participants shared with the other person.

Predictions

We predicted that the mean rank order of the information that partici-
pants gave to the other person would be higher for friends than for
strangers in the high-diagnosticity condition but not in the low-
diagnosticity condition. Furthermore, we predicted that this difference
would only be present when the other person outperformed the participant
on the first test.

For participants who believed that they had outperformed the other
person on the first test, we expected no differences in the rank order of the
information that participants gave to friends and strangers in either the
high- or the low-diagnosticity conditions. According to the SEM model and
the proposed addition, participants should be concerned about the resuits of
comparisons with a close other more than comparisons with a distant other
only when they believe that they have been outperformed by the other in
the past. Furthermore, the reflexive effect reported by Beach et al. (1998)—
that individuals experience negative affective reactions when they outper-
form close others—has been found only with married heterosexual cou-
ples. Given that the participants were same-sex friends, there was no basis
for predicting that participants would give more improving information to
a friend than to a stranger when they believed that they had outperformed
the other.

Finally, we expected no differences in the rank order of the information
given to friends and strangers in the case in which participants received no
comparison information. The addition to the SEM model, like the SEM
model itself, is dependent on individuals comparing themseives with oth-
ers. When participants received only their own score on the first test and
expected to receive only their own score on the second test, they would
have no basis for drawing comparisons to others.
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Results and Discussion
Data Analysis Strategy

In Studies 1 and 2, the main analysis was a comparison of (a) the
amount of improving information given to close and distant others
in a domain in which there was a theoretical reason to expect a
difference (i.e., academic life) with (b) the amount of improving
information given to close and distant others in a domain in which
there was no theoretical reason to expect a difference (i.e., social
life). We followed the same strategy in Study 3.

However, in Study 3 there were five conditions in which we
expected no differences between friends and strangers. For this
reason, the crucial test was an interaction effect in which the
difference between friends and strangers in the other-outper-
formed-participant/high-diagnosticity condition was compared
with the average difference between friends and strangers in the
other five conditions. In effect, this analysis treats as controls the
five conditions in which no differences were expected, and it
compares them with the one condition in which there was a
theoretical reason to expect a difference between friends and
strangers. (For justification of such planned comparisons, see
Hays, 1973, p. 582; Keppel, 1973, p. 90; Winer, 1971, p. 384.) We
also conducted follow-up analyses to test for differences in the
amount of improving information given to friends and strangers
within these five control conditions.

Manipulation Checks and Covariates

Diagnosticity. We examined the effectiveness of the diagnos-
ticity manipulation in two ways. Participants rated the accuracy of
the test as a measure of verbal creativity as well as their certainty
that their score on the first test was an accurate reflection of their
verbal creativity. We conducted a multivariate analysis of variance
(MANOVA) on these two measures, using all three independent
variables (familiarity, diagnosticity, and comparison information)
as factors. The only significant muitivariate effect was for diag-
nosticity, multivariate F(2, 82) = 7.53, p < .001. The univariate
tests were significant for both accuracy, F(1, 84) = 9.32, p < .003,
and certainty, F(1, 84) = 11.61, p < .001. Participants in the
high-diagnosticity condition rated the accuracy of the test higher
(M = 7.04) than did those in the low-diagnosticity condition
(M = 5.90). Participants also reported more certainty in the high-
diagnosticity condition (M = 6.63) than in the low-diagnosticity
condition (M = 5.29).

Familiarity. We conducted three checks for familiarity. Par-
ticipants reported the length of time that they had known the other
person, their familiarity with the other person, and the probability
that they would interact with the other person in the future. The
multivariate effect for familiarity was significant, multivariate F(3,
81) = 525.79, p < .001. The univariate test for length of time was
significant, F(1, 83) = 16.18, p < .001. Participants in the friends
condition had known the other person for an average of 25.92
months (range = 1--180 months, Mdn = 9.5 months), compared
with 0.07 months (range = 0-1 month, Mdn = 0 months) for those
in the strangers condition. The univariate test for familiarity was
also significant, F(1, 83) = 715.86, p < .001. Participants in the
friends condition were more familiar with the other person
(M = 8.50) than were those in the strangers condition (M = 1.23).
Likewise, the univariate test for likelihood of future interactions

was significant, F(1, 83) = 1,363.49, p < .001. Participants were
more likely to interact with the other person in the future in the
friends condition (M = 10.31) than in the strangers condition
(M = 1.72).

Personal relevance. One goal of the procedure was for par-
ticipants across all experimental conditions to view verbal creativ-
ity as having high personal relevance. We tested this notion using
participants’ ratings of the importance of verbal creativity and the
likelihood that they would take a verbal creativity test in the future.
We conducted a MANOVA on these two measures using all three
independent variables as factors and found no significant effects.
Additionally, we obtained no significant univariate  effects for
either measure. It is notable that the mean for the personal impor-
tance measure was 7.96, which is significantly higher than the
scale midpoint, #95) = 12.71, p < .001. The mean for the
likelihood measure was 6.11, which is also significantly higher
than the scale midpoint, H94) = 2.27, p < .025. These results
suggest that the test was personally relevant to participants and that
personal relevance was uniform across experimental conditions.

To assess whether the questions regarding personal importance
and likelihood of taking future tests should be used as covariates in
subsequent analyses, we tested the association between these vari-
ables and the mean rank order of the information that participants
selected to give to the other person. There was a significant
association for the importance question, F(1, 92) = 7.96, p < .006,
but not for the likelihood question. There were no significant
interactions between the importance question and any of the three
independent variables. For this reason, we used the importance
question as a covariate in subsequent analyses.

Ratings of expected improvement. We have argued that the
rank order of the information that participants chose to share with
the other person was an indication of how much they wanted the
other person’s score to improve on the second test. Hence, there
should be a negative correlation between the mean rank order of
the information given and the participants’ rating of how much
they expected the information would improve the other person’s
score. This was indeed the case, r = —0.44, p < .001.

Improving Information Given

We present the mean rank orders of the information that the
participants selected .to give to the other person in Table 4. As
discussed earlier, the crucial test of our hypothesis is the differ-
ence between the mean rank order of the information given to

Table 4
Mean Rank Order of the Information Given to the Other
Participant in Study 3

Other Participant
outperformed outperformed No comparison
participant other information

Familiarity
with other High Low High Low High Low

Friend 407, 301, 237, 255, 290, 281,
Stranger 265, 315, 298, 345 334, 347,

Note. Within each column, means that do not share a subscript are
significantly different (p < .05). High and low refer to diagnosticity.
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friends and strangers in the other-outperformed-participant/high-
diagnosticity condition compared with the average of that same
difference across the remaining five conditions. To assess whether
collapsing across those five conditions is justified, we first tested
the interaction between familiarity and the five-level control fac-
tor. This effect was not significant. Furthermore, there were no
significant differences in the rank order of the information given to
friends and strangers within any of the five control conditions.
These results suggest that collapsing across those conditions is
justified.

We tested the interaction between familiarity and the two-level
variable that resulted from combining the five control conditions.
This effect was significant, F(1, 90) = 10.76, p < .002. As
predicted, the information that participants gave to friends was
ranked higher than the information that they gave to strangers in
the other-outperformed-participant/high-diagnosticity condition.
As mentioned earlier, there were no differences in rank order of the
information given to friends and strangers in any of the remaining
five conditions. When these five conditions were combined, how-
ever, the difference between friends and strangers was significant,
such that the information that participants gave to friends was
ranked lower than the information that they gave to strangers.

These data provide further support for the addition to the SEM
model. Participants gave less improving information to friends
than to strangers, but only when (a) they believed that they had
been outperformed by the other and (b) the comparison informa-
tion was a diagnostic indication of the trait in question.

General Discussion

Summary of Theoretical Orientation and
Empirical Findings

The theoretical contribution of this research rests in the addition
to the SEM model (Tesser, 1988) that we introduced. The two new
key constructs of the addition involve the level of diagnosticity of
information that individuals are willing to share with others (i.e.,
are individuals equally likely to share low- and high-diagnosticity
information?) and the temporal reference of this information (i.e.,

" are individuals concerned with the possibility that the information
they share with another person may lead them to be outperformed
by this person in a future occasion?).

We proposed that individuals are less likely to offer improving
information to a close (as opposed to a distant) other, out of
concern with being outperformed by the close other in the future.
Specifically, we hypothesized that withholding improving infor-
mation from a close other is evident in domains (such as academic
life) in which diagnostic assessment criteria are available (i.e.,
grades) but not in domains that are characterized by the relative
absence of diagnostic success criteria (e.g., social life).

We empirically evaluated the addition to the SEM model in
three studies. We tested participants’ recall of interactions in
Study 1 and participants’ recording of current interactions in
Study 2. Within the academic life domain, participants gave less
improving information to familiar than to unfamiliar others. How-
ever, within the social life domain, participants did not differ in the
amount of improving information that they offered to familiar and
unfamiliar others. In Study 3 we proceeded with manipulating the
relevant variables, including information diagnosticity, in a labo-

ratory setting. Participants gave less improving information to
friends than to strangers, but only when they believed that they had
been outperformed and that the comparison information was
highly diagnostic. The manipulation of the key variables in a
laboratory setting provides direct evidence for the specific mech-
anisms that we have hypothesized in the addition to the SEM
model.

Reconciling Studies 1 and 2 With Study 3

In Studies 1 and 2 we did not assess participants” beliefs about
how they compared with their interactants in the academic or
social life domain. Of course, many participants likely held such
beliefs. Furthermore, participants probably believed that they com-
pared favorably with some of the interactants and compared un-
favorably with others. This possibility presents a contradiction.
Why were the results of Studies 1 and 2 replicated in Study 3 only
when participants believed that they compared unfavorably with
the other person?

One resolution for the above issue is the likelihood that partic-
ipants in Studies 1 and 2 had a disproportionate number of inter-
actions with persons whom they believed to be more successful
than themselves. The self-improvement literature (Collins, 1996;
Sedikides, 1999; Taylor et al., 1995) is generally consistent with
this resolution: Individuals often realize that they have weaknesses
in certain domains and strive to improve themselves by seeking
interactions with those who have demonstrated competence in
these domains. Within the context of Studies 1 and 2, participants
may have attempted to improve their academic and social lives in
the future by seeking interactions with others who they knew had
been successful in the past. This resolution needs to be empirically
evaluated in future research by assessing participants’ beliefs
about the success of their interactants within the relevant domains,
as well as the amount of improving information that participants
received during the interaction.

Other resolutions of the contradiction originate in methodolog-
ical differences between the studies. Unlike the social interactions
in Studies 1 and 2, the interactions in Study 3 were between
participants situated in separate rooms who never saw or spoke
directly to each other. Perhaps the direct contact (e.g., nonverbal
cues, tone of voice) with the other persons in Studies 1 and 2 led
to some degree of threat from relative comparisons across all
situations, whereas threat was only present in Study 3 when the
participants were informed that they had been outperformed. Still
another resolution involves the inclusion in Study 3 of conditions
in which participants received no comparison information at all.
By eliminating the possibility of relative comparisons in these
conditions, we also eliminated the possibility of threat that could
stem from these comparisons for one third of the sample. In
addition, another third of the participants in Study 3 were explicitly
told that they had outperformed the other on the first test. Assum-
ing that this information lowers the threat that results from per-
ceived unfavorable comparisons, two thirds of the sample in
Study 3 experienced little or no threat. Of course, it is likely that
participants in Studies 1 and 2 were involved in interactions for
which they had no comparison information as well as interactions
for which they knew that they had outperformed the other in the
past. However, we believe that such interactions were not as
plentiful as in Study 3.
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One way to examine the consistency of findings among the three
studies is by testing whether the two-way interaction pattern ob-
tained in Studies ! and 2 was also present in Study 3. The
differences among the studies mentioned above suggest that the
Diagnosticity X Familiarity interaction may not be significant in
Study 3, but a consistent pattern of means across all three studies
would support the essential continuity of this investigation. We
conducted a full factorial ANOVA on the data from Study 3.
Though the Domain X Familiarity interaction was not significant,
F(2, 82) = 2,12, p < .15, the pattern of means was indeed
consistent with the pattern in Studies 1 and 2. In the high-
diagnosticity conditions, the mean rank order of the information
that participants shared was descriptively higher for friends
(M = 3.11) than for strangers (M = 2.99). However, in the
low-diagnosticity conditions, this pattern was reversed (M = 2.79
for friends, and M = 3.36 for strangers).

Implications

Our research adds to the SEM model in two critical ways. First,
we have demonstrated that the theoretical tenets of the model need
to be qualified. Processes predicted by the SEM model hold true
only when the comparison information is high in diagnosticity.
Second, we have shown that the psychological processes and
behaviors specified by the SEM model are not limited to beliefs
about past performance but can also emerge when individuals have
an eye toward future performance. Follow-up research in this
tradition will need to address how an individual’s current behavior
can be motivated by the anticipation of future comparison with
others.

One variable that follow-up research will need to consider is the
personal relevance of the informational domain. The SEM model
specifies that the threat from unfavorable comparisons with close
others occurs only when the domain in question is personally
relevant to the individual. Our objective in Study 3 was to find out
whether the diagnosticity of the comparison information affects
this threat, and as a result we kept personal relevance at a high
level in all experimental conditions. Future research will need to
further validate our addition to the SEM model by manipulating
personal relevance of the information.

Our investigation has implications for the self-evaluation liter-
ature. Previous empirical work on the self-improvement motive
has included other persons only as targets of comparison. Instead,
we conceptualized others as agents in the self-evaluation process.
Our results, in which individuals gave improving information
under some conditions and refrained from giving improving infor-
matjon under others, attest to this active role that others can have
in one’s improvement.

Individual differences will also need to be addressed in
follow-up investigations. Research by Dweck and her colleagues is
particularly relevant (Dweck, 1999). It is likely that individuals
who have learning goals (i.e., are motivated to increase their
competence on a domain) are less influenced by the diagnosticity
of assessment information than are individuals who have perfor-
mance goals (i.e., an interest in favorable external judgments of
their competence). Finally, the possible interdependence between
the giver and the receiver of the improving information is also
relevant. Although we have focused exclusively on the giver of the
information, in everyday interactions it is often the case that both

interacting parties are giving and receiving information. Individu-
als may be more likely to help each other improve in situations in
which the two interactants are dependent on one another for
success (Campbell, Sedikides, Reeder, & Elliot, 2000; Sedikides,
Campbell, Reeder, & Elliot, 1998, in press).

Our research is a demonstration of the complex interplay
among motives, behavior, and social context. Individuals are
influenced by motives (e.g., improving the self or others), and
motives do affect behavior (e.g., helping versus nonhelping
others), depending on social context (e.g., whether others are
relationally close or distant to the self). Our research suggests
that the interrelation among motives, behavior, and social con-
text is a function of a critical variable: the diagnosticity of the
information exchanged.

References

Beach, S. R. H,, Tesser, A., Fincham, F. D., Jones, D. J., Johnson, D., &
Whitaker, D. J. (1998). Pleasure and pain in doing well, together: An
investigation of performance-related affect in close relationships. Jour-
nal of Personality and Social Psychology, 74, 923-938.

Brickman, P., & Bulman, R. J. (1977). Pleasure and pain in social com-
parison. In J. Suls & R. Miller (Eds.), Social comparison processes:
Theoretical and empirical perspectives (pp. 149-186). Washington, DC:
Hemisphere.

Campbell, K. W., & Sedikides, C. (1999). Self-threat magnifies the self-
serving bias: A meta-analytic integration. Review of General Psychol-
ogy, 3, 23-43.

Campbell, K. W., Sedikides, C., Reeder, G., & Elliot, A. T. (2000). Among
friends?: An examination of friendship and the self-serving bias. British
Journal of Social Psychology, 39, 229-239.

Collins, R. L. (1996). For better or worse: The impact of upward social
comparison on self-evaluations. Psychological Bulletin, 119, 51-69.
Dunning, D., Meyerowitz, J., & Holzberg, A. (1989). Ambiguity and
self-evaluation: The role of idjosyncratic trait definitions in self-serving
assessments of ability. Journal of Personaliry and Social Psychology,

57, 1082-1090. ‘

Dweck, C. S. (1999). Self theories: Their role in motivation, personality,
and development. Philadelphia: Psychological Press/Taylor Francis.
Gibbons, F. X., Persson Benbow, C., & Gerrard, M. (1994). From top dog
to bottom half: Social comparison strategies in response to poor perfor-

mance. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 67, 638-652.

Hays, W. L. (1973). Statistics for the social sciences (2nd ed.). New York:
Holt, Rinehart and Winston.

Keppel, G. (1973). Design and analysis: A researcher’s handbook. Engle-
wood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.

Pemberton, M. B., Insko, C. A., & Schopler, J. (1996). Memory for and
experience of differential competitive behavior of individuals and
groups. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 71, 953-966.

Reis, H. T., & Wheeler, L. (1991). Studying social interaction with the
Rochester Interaction Record. In M. P. Zanna (Ed.), Advances in exper-
imental social psychology (Vol 24, pp. 270-312). San Diego, CA:
Academic Press.

Sedikides, C. (1993). Assessment, enhancement, and verification determi-
nants of the self-evaluation process. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 65, 317-338.

Sedikides, C. (1999). A multiplicity of motives: The case of self-
improvement. Psychological Inquiry, 9, 64—65.

Sedikides, C., Campbell, W. K., Reeder, G., & Elliot, A. J. (1998). The
self-serving bias in relational context. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 74, 378-386.

Sedikides, C., Campbell, W. K., Reeder, G., & Elliot, A. J. (in press). The
self in relationships: Whether, how, and when close others put the self



INFORMATION DIAGNOSTICITY AND THE SEM MODEL 245

“in its place. ” In W. Stroebe & M. Hewstone (Eds.), European Review
of Social Psychology.

Sedikides, C., & Strube, M. (1995). The multiply motivated self. Person-
ality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 21, 1330-1335.

Sedikides, C. & Strube, M. J. (1997). Self evaluation: To thine own self
be good, to thine own self be sure, to thine own self be true, and to
thine own self be better. In M. P. Zanna (Ed.), Advances in experi-
mental social psychology (Vol 29, pp. 209-269). New York: Aca-
demic Press.

Strube, M. I, Lott, C. L., Le-Xuan-Hy, G. M., Oxenberg, J., & Deichmann,
A. K. (1986). Self-evaluation of abilities: Accurate self-assessment
versus biased self-enhancement. Journal of Personality and Social Psy-
chology, 51, 16-25.

Swann, W. B,, Jr. (1983). Self-verification: Bringing social reality into
harmony with the self. In J. Suls & A. G. Greenwald (Eds.), Psycho-
logical perspectives on the self (Vol. 2, pp. 33-66). Hillsdale, NI:
Erlbaum.

Swann, W. B., Jr., Stein-Seroussi, A., & Giesler, R. B. (1992). Why people
self-verify. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 62, 392-401.

Taylor, S. E., Neter, E., & Wayment, H. A. (1995). Self-evaluation pro-
cesses. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 21, 1278-1287.

Tesser, A. (1988). Toward a self-evaluation maintenance model of social
behavior. In L. Berkowitz (Ed.), Advances in experimental social psy-
chology (Vol. 21, pp. 181-227). New York: Academic Press.

Tesser, A., & Campbell, J. L. (1986). Self-evaluation maintenance and
the perception of friends and strangers. Journal of Personality, 50,
261-279.

Tesser, A., & Smith, J. (1980). Some effects of friendship and task
relevance on helping: You don’t always help the one you like. Journal
of Experimental Social Psychology, 16, 582-590.

Trope, Y. (1975). Secking information about one’s own ability as a
determinant of choice among tasks. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 32, 1004-1113.

Wayment, H. A., & Taylor, S. E. (1995). Self-evaluation processes: Mo-
tives, information use, and self-esteem. Journal of Personality, 63,
729-757.

Wheeler, L., & Miyake, K. (1992). Social comparison in everyday life.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 62, 760-773.

Wills, T. A. (1981). Downward comparison principles in social psychol-
ogy. Psychological Bulletin, 90, 245-271.

Winer, B. 1. (1971). Statistical principles in experimental design (2nd ed.).
New York: McGraw-Hill.

Appendix A

Interaction Record Sheets Used in Study 2

Date Starting time AM pM  Length hr min

(circle one)

Was the interaction related to your or the other person’s academic lives? No Yes (if yes, answer questions below)

Academic improving information given:

None 1...2...3...4...5...6...7 Alet
Your knowledge of the other’s academic life

Very little 1...2...3...4...5...6...7 A great deal

(circle one)

‘Was the interaction related to your or the other person’s social lives? No

Social improving information given:

None 1...2...3...4...5...6...7 Alot
Your knowledge of the other’s social life

Very little 1...2...3...4...5...6...7 A great deal

Yes (if yes, answer questions below)

Gender of the other person: male female
Your relationship to other person:

Familiarity of other to you:

Your liking of other:

Importance of this interaction to you?:
Description of the interaction:

stranger acquaintance casual friend close friend romantic partner spouse parent other relative
Education of other person? Current college student Former college student
Not at all familiar 1...2...
Not at all 1...2...
Not at ali important 1...2...

Never attended coliege Don’t know

..4...5...6...7 Very familiar
.4...5...6...7 Very much
45

.6...7 Very important

(Appendixes continue)
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Appendix B

Training Packet Given to Participants in Study 3

Below are the 10 pieces of information that could help you to improve your score on the second Briggs-Alston Verbal Creativity Test.

Pay special attention to the rank orders. Remember that the piece of information ranked #1 has been shown to affect scores the most, whereas the
piece of information ranked #10 has been shown to affect scores the Jeast.

Example words are given to help clarify each piece of information. These example words are all words that can be made from the following target
word:

ECHINODERMATOUS

. If all other things are equal, words that are commonly used are worth fewer points than words that are not commonly used (i.e., ROE is worth

more than TIN).

. If all other things are equal, words that have their letters in the proper order in the target word are worth fewer points than words where letters are

not in the proper order in the target word (i.e., NEAT is worth fewer points than DARE).

. Words that differ by only one letter (i.e., HAT, RAT, CAT, MAT) are worth fewer points than those same words would be otherwise.
. Words that are derivations of other words that you have written (i.e., HINT and HINTED) are worth fewer points than those same words would

be otherwise.

. If all other things are equal, shorter words are worth fewer points than longer words (i.e., SAT is worth fewer points than NOTICE).
. If all other things are equal, words where the letters are directly next to each other in the target word are worth fewer points than words where the

letters are not directly next to each other (i.e., ARM is worth fewer points than the word MAD).

. You lose points by writing words that are not actually words in the English language (according to the Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary).
. If the entire word appears in the target word with all of its letters next to each other and in the proper order in the target word (i.e., NOD or

MAT) the word is worth fewer points than it would be otherwise.

. You lose some points for each word you write that cannot really be made from the letters of the target word.
. If all other things are equal, ‘slang’ terms (i.e., NERD) are worth fewer points than other words.
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