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Abstract 

Many individuals perceive their lives as becoming increasingly satisfying over time. Drawing on 

social comparison theory and research based on the better/worse-than-average effects, the 

present research investigated comparisons to the average other as a potential cause of how 

individuals evaluate their past, current, and anticipated future life satisfaction, as well as their 

affective reactions and motivation to achieve their future goals. In two studies, participants were 

randomly assigned to describe their current life (Study 1; N = 382; M age = 30.01 years; 43% 

female) or their life as unfolding over time (Study 2; N = 451; M age = 30.89; 54% female) in a 

manner that is either better (better-than-average) or worse (worse-than-average) than the average 

person their age and gender, or a third ‘no comparison’ group (control) that provided no 

description (Study 1) or a description without reference to others (Study 2). Dependent measures 

for both studies included ratings of recollected past, current, and anticipated future life 

satisfaction, positive and negative affect, and motivation for the future (commitment, 

confidence). In addition, self-esteem was assessed as an exploratory moderator. In both studies, 

participants in the better-than-average conditions (vs. the other two conditions) reported greater 

perceived improvement in life satisfaction over time (from the past to the future), as well as 

higher positive and lower negative affect. Participants in the worse-than-average conditions (vs. 

controls) reported less perceived improvement in life satisfaction over time, as well as lower 

positive and higher negative affect. Additionally, participants in the better (vs. worse) than 

average conditions reported greater (vs. lesser) commitment and confidence to achieve future 

goals. There was little evidence for the moderating role of self-esteem. Thus, present findings 

suggest that comparison involving individuals’ current lives or their progress in life relative to 

others influences how they view their lives as unfolding over time, as well as their affective 



 
 

reactions and motivation. Specifically, viewing one’s current life or one’s progress in life over 

time as better (vs. worse) than average results in more favourable life evaluations, affective 

responses, and motivation. 
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Introduction 

Life satisfaction (LS) refers to an individual’s global evaluation of their life and is 

considered to be a key component of subjective well-being (Diener, 1984). Most individuals, 

with good reason, strive to live a satisfying life (Diener, 2008; Hornsey et al., 2018). Indeed, 

empirical investigations have identified high LS as a useful indicator of positive functioning for 

individuals (Diener & Chan, 2011; Diener & Ryan, 2009) as well as for societies (Carlisle & 

Hanlon, 2007; Dolan & White, 2006). For example, with respect to individual differences, higher 

LS is linked with less chance of unemployment, increased productivity at work, higher income, 

increased likelihood of future marriage without divorce, increased quality of life, as well as 

greater mental and physical health, including fewer health conditions and more positive social 

relationships (Diener, 1984; Diener & Diener, 1995; Keyes, 2005; Luhmann, Lucas, Eid, & 

Diener, 2013; Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005; Singh & Junnarkar, 2015). In addition, with 

respect to societal and national differences, higher LS is associated with an increase in citizens’ 

political freedom and involvement, less political corruption, more advocacy for human rights, 

including the availability of basic human needs such as food and water, greater national wealth, 

lower addiction rates, as well as fewer physical health conditions, such as heart disease and 

diabetes (Diener, 2000; Diener & Oishi, 2000; Haller & Hadler, 2006; Helliwell, Huang, Grover, 

& Wang, 2014; Lawless & Lucas, 2011; Radcliff, 2013; Sachs, 2019; Tay & Diener, 2011; 

Ward, 2019). Ultimately, therefore, high LS is considered a key component of optimal human 

functioning (Diener, Oishi, & Lucas, 2015; Keyes, 2005; Ryan & Deci, 2001). 

As discussed in detail below, young adults typically believe that life gets better and better 

over time (Busseri, 2013; Peetz & Wilson, 2008; Staudinger, Bluck, & Herzberg, 2003). In this 

thesis, I examine individuals’ beliefs about how their life satisfaction is unfolding over time 
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based on a social comparison perspective and the ‘better-than-average’ and ‘worse-than-average’ 

effects (Festinger, 1954; Gerber, Wheeler, & Suls, 2018; Guenther & Alicke, 2010; Kruger, 

1999; Moore, 2007b; Moore & Small, 2007; Zell, Strickhouser, Sedikides, & Alicke, 2019). 

Specifically, using an experimental approach in two studies, I investigate whether individuals’ 

evaluations of their recollected past, current, and anticipated future life satisfaction are impacted 

by how they view their own life relative to the lives of their peers (i.e., better or worse than the 

average peer their age and gender). This work thus provides new insights concerning social 

comparisons as a causal factor for why individuals hold the wide-spread belief that life gets 

better and better over time, as well as the implications of such beliefs in terms of affect and 

motivation. 

The Belief that Life Gets Better and Better 

Most research on LS focuses on individuals’ evaluations of their lives at present or 

overall. A related approach to examining LS employs a subjective temporal perspective, based 

on individuals’ evaluations of their recollected past, current, and anticipated future lives 

(Busseri, Choma, & Sadava, 2009a; Kilpatrick & Cantril, 1960; Lachman, Rocke, Rosnick, & 

Ryff, 2008; Pavot, Diener, & Suh, 1998). Such beliefs can be assessed with respect to LS based 

on separate evaluations of each of three subjective temporal periods (i.e., STPs: recollected past, 

current, and anticipated future). A common way to accomplish this is to have individuals rate 

their recollected past (my life five years ago), current (my life right now), and anticipated future 

(my life five years from now) LS separately. Interestingly, individuals’ evaluations of their 

current LS are positively correlated with evaluations of their recollected past and anticipated 

future LS (e.g., Busseri, Choma, & Sadava, 2012). Such findings suggest an underlying 
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commonality among the STP evaluations, wherein individuals with higher ratings of current LS 

also tend to report higher recollected past and anticipated future LS (Pavot et al., 1998). 

Despite this underlying commonality, when examined together, ratings from each STP 

can be used to derive a ‘subjective trajectory’ indicating how one views their LS as unfolding 

from the past, to the current, and into the future (Busseri et al., 2009a; Shmotkin, 2005). Indeed, 

studies have shown that most individuals perceive improvement in their LS from the past to the 

present, and anticipate even more improvement into the future – forming an inclining subjective 

LS trajectory (Busseri et al., 2009a; Lachman et al., 2008). Importantly, some evidence suggests 

that between 70% and 90% of younger adults (i.e., ages 18 to 40 years) rate their anticipated 

future LS as higher than their current LS (Busseri et al., 2009a; Harris & Busseri, 2020). Such 

results are consonant with findings from research based on temporal self-evaluations indicating 

that many individuals perceive self-improvement over time in various aspects of the self – 

including the belief that one has had a worse past and will have a brighter future (Peetz & 

Wilson, 2008; Ross & Newby-Clark, 1998; Wayment & Taylor, 1995). 

Importantly, the slope of the subjective LS trajectory differs across individuals, and thus 

can be employed as a way to extend our understanding of LS beyond individuals’ evaluations of 

their current lives or their lives overall. For example, the subjective LS trajectory slope varies as 

a function of age. Specifically, inclining subjective LS trajectories are typical among younger 

adults, whereas flatter subjective trajectories are common among middle-aged adults (i.e., ages 

41 to 65 years), and declining subjective LS trajectories are characteristic of older adults (i.e., 

ages 66+ years) (Busseri, 2013; Lachman et al., 2008; Rocke & Lachman, 2008; Staudinger et 

al., 2003). 
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The wide-spread nature of beliefs regarding how LS unfolds over time raises important 

questions about their accuracy. Indeed, contrary to the widely-held view that life gets better and 

better over time, longitudinal research indicates that LS is relatively stable across the lifespan, 

despite shorter-term variability in response to major life events and experiences (e.g., Fujita & 

Diener, 2005; Lachman et al., 2008; Lucas, 2007; Lucas & Donnellan, 2012; Luhmann, 

Hofmann, Eid, & Lucas, 2012). Consequently, individuals’ beliefs about how their LS is 

changing over time are typically biased. More specifically, younger adults tend to rate their 

recollected past LS as being worse than it actually was, and anticipate their future LS to be better 

than it actually will be (Busseri et al., 2009a; Harris & Busseri, 2020; Lachman et al., 2008; 

Rocke & Lachman, 2008). 

Implications of subjective LS trajectories. 

Given the general inaccuracy of individuals’ beliefs about how their LS is unfolding over 

time, it is important to understand the implications of holding such beliefs. Research on this issue 

has provided a nuanced picture based on differences in when the perceived improvement is 

believed to occur and consequences of such beliefs. More specifically, greater (vs. lesser) 

perceived improvement from one’s recollected past to current LS is linked with various 

indicators of adaptive functioning, including more positive mental, physical, and interpersonal 

functioning (Busseri et al., 2009a, 2009b, 2012; Busseri & Merrick, 2016; Busseri & Peck, 2015; 

Choma, Busseri, & Sadava, 2014). Such findings are consistent with temporal self-appraisal 

theory (Wilson & Ross, 2001; see also, Peetz & Wilson, 2008), according to which individuals 

derogate their past selves in order to enhance (or maintain) their current self-regard. Such 

perceived self-improvement has been linked with more effective self-regulation and goal pursuit 
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(Busseri & Naisani Samani, 2019; Conway, 2005; Sutin & Robins, 2008), as well as more 

positive self-regard (Wilson & Ross, 2001). 

In contrast, greater (vs. lesser) perceived improvement from one’s current to anticipated 

future LS is linked with less positive mental, physical, and interpersonal functioning (Busseri et 

al., 2009a; Busseri & Peck, 2015; Choma et al., 2014; Lachman et al., 2008; Rocke & Lachman, 

2008), as well as less effective self-regulation and goal striving (Busseri & Naisani Samani, 

2019). Thus, holding the belief that a better future is ‘yet to come’ might actually be a form of 

wishful thinking and promote less effective goal pursuit. Indeed, although clinically depressed 

(vs. non-depressed) and dispositionally pessimistic (vs. optimistic) individuals tend to view their 

lives (past, current, future) in a negative light, such individuals also tend to envision a future life 

that is considerably more positive than their lives at present (Busseri et al., 2009b; Busseri & 

Peck, 2015). In contrast, individuals who are functioning in a more adaptive manner typically 

view their lives in relatively positive light, and perceive stability from their current to future lives 

(Keyes & Ryff, 2000; Lachman et al., 2008). 

It appears, therefore, that the optimal subjective LS trajectory – particularly among 

younger adults – combines (a) perceived improvement from one’s recollected past to current life 

(i.e., typically improving from moderate to high LS), and (b) anticipated stability (i.e., in 

relatively high LS) from one’s current to anticipated future life (Busseri et al., 2012; Choma et 

al., 2014). Individuals who perceive past inclines in LS may be conveying widely-held implicit 

beliefs about self-improvement, including the notion that one’s current life has become more 

satisfying than their past (Busseri et al., 2009b; Ross, 1989; Ross & Newby-Clark, 1998). Such 

beliefs with respect to changes in one’s traits, characteristics, and experiences have been linked 

with more positive affective and motivational outcomes (Wilson & Shanahan, 2019). Further, the 
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expectation that one’s future life will remain just as satisfying as one’s current life may be 

optimal because it helps satisfy individuals’ fundamental need for self-consistency (Keyes, 2005; 

Keyes & Ryff, 2000), and as such, this belief may be more realistic, that is, grounded in reality 

(Busseri et al., 2009a). Taken together, perceiving past improvement in one’s life might benefit 

individuals by providing a sense of having gotten better as well as being better off at present, 

potentially outweighing negative consequences of violating the need for self-consistency. In 

contrast, anticipating too much future improvement in one’s life may be detrimental as such 

beliefs could signal that individuals are derogating their life at present compared to their 

anticipated future life, as well as violating self-consistency needs. 

In contrast, individuals who perceive past-current stability in relatively low LS may be 

conveying their disappointment or frustration with the lack of progress in their lives to date 

(Abramson et al., 1989; Busseri & Peck, 2015). Further, the expectation of a substantially 

brighter future among such individuals may represent a future self-standard that is too difficult to 

attain (or altogether unattainable), and thus not a realistic goal, that is, not grounded in reality 

(Bashir, Wilson, Lockwood, Chasteen, & Alisat, 2014; Busseri et al., 2009a; Busseri & Merrick, 

2016; Peetz & Wilson, 2008). 

Why do younger adults believe that life gets better and better? 

Given the implications and the widespread nature of the belief that life gets more 

satisfying over time (i.e., from the recollected past into the anticipated future), understanding 

why many individuals think this way is important. One potential reason is that the belief that life 

gets increasingly satisfying over time is a form of self-improvement, which has been identified 

as a basic motive that guides self-evaluation (Ross & Wilson, 2002; Taylor, Neter, & Wayment, 

1995; Wilson & Ross, 2000). From this perspective, individuals’ evaluations of their lives (as 
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reflected in their LS ratings) may be influenced, in part, by the motivation to see self-

improvement over time. 

In addition, from a developmental perspective, various aspects of the self are expected to 

improve during adolescence and younger adulthood, given the importance of growth, gains, and 

accumulation of resources during these life stages (Baltes, 1987). Indeed, there are widely shared 

beliefs about human development, including perceptions of improvement in various 

characteristics and qualities (e.g., intelligence, personality) during younger adulthood (Fleeson & 

Heckhausen, 1997; Heckhausen, Dixon, & Baltes, 1989; Newby-Clark & Ross, 2003; Ryff, 

1991). Younger adults’ evaluations of their lives (and their LS) as improving over time, 

particularly from the past into the future (i.e., regardless of the shape of this inclining subjective 

trajectory), are consistent with these beliefs about development. 

The belief that life gets better and better over time may also reflect a cultural or social 

norm specifying how life should (or will) unfold over time (Cialdini & Trost, 1998). For 

example, according to cultural life script theory (Berntsen & Rubin, 2003; Bohn, 2010), people 

within a culture share beliefs concerning the types, timings, and valences of milestones and 

transitions in a typical life. Based on this notion, some studies have shown a link between 

information conveyed by the cultural life script and the belief that life gets increasingly 

satisfying during young adulthood (Shanahan & Busseri, 2016). This research has shown that 

young adults’ beliefs about an increasingly satisfying life are related to perceptions concerning 

an increasingly positive series of major events that are commonly believed to occur in a typical 

life, such as becoming an adult, having a career, getting married, and having children. Such 

findings are consistent with the notion that information related to beliefs about social norms may 

impact individuals’ evaluations of how their lives are unfolding over time. 
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Relatedly, it has been proposed that people compare themselves to the average of their 

same-age peers when forming evaluations of their own lives (Busseri, 2013; Fleeson & 

Heckhausen, 1997). In support of this idea, it was found that the slope of young adults’ 

subjective LS trajectories (i.e., the degree of the perceived change in an individual’s own LS 

from recollected past to anticipated future) for their own lives was positively correlated with the 

slope of the subjective LS trajectory derived from their ratings of normative others (i.e., peers of 

the same age and gender; Choma et al., 2014; DeGagne & Busseri, under review). These 

findings suggest that information about normative others may play a role in shaping individuals’ 

beliefs about their own LS. To test this notion directly, DeGagne and Busseri (under review) 

evaluated whether manipulating information about normative others’ LS trajectories (i.e., LS 

generally increases, remains stable, or decreases over time) impacted participants’ evaluations of 

their own LS as unfolding over time. Findings indicated that informing individuals of how LS 

typically unfolds over time for normative others directly impacted their evaluations of their own 

lives as unfolding over time. Moreover, this effect was strongest for the contrast between 

experimental conditions conveying social normative information that LS increases versus 

decreases over time. Such results indicate that information about social norms can impact 

individuals’ self-evaluations (Cialdini, 2007) and provide evidence of a causal relationship 

whereby individuals rely on information about normative others when evaluating their own LS 

as unfolding over time. 

One possible explanation for the above findings is that individuals assimilate the social 

norm information they are provided when forming evaluations of their own lives. For example, 

from the research reported above by DeGagne and Busseri (under review), when provided 

information indicating that LS generally increases over time, individuals appeared to assimilate 
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this information into their own lives, resulting in ascending ratings of LS from their past to their 

future and an overall subjective LS trajectory slope that was more steeply inclining compared to 

that found in the control condition (as well as the stable and declining conditions). However, 

when provided information that LS is generally stable over time, individuals appeared to reject 

such information and instead reported, on average, an inclining subjective LS trajectory that was 

not significantly different from the control condition. Further, when provided information that 

LS generally decreases over time, individuals, on average, reported a stable (rather than 

declining) subjective LS trajectory for their own lives (see also Shanahan & Busseri, 2016, Study 

3). Such findings demonstrate that young adults’ beliefs about how their lives become 

increasingly satisfying over time can be amplified or dampened by messages conveying LS as 

increasing or decreasing, respectively, over time. Thus, these findings suggest that rather than 

simply assimilating the social norm information, participants may have assimilated and/or 

contrasted their lives differently with/against the information depending on the type of 

information. This insight concerning the potential relevance of assimilating and contrasting 

social norm information suggests a possible role that social comparisons may play in how 

individuals come view their lives as unfolding over time. 

Social Comparison 

Social comparisons typically involve assessing oneself relative to another individual and 

are frequently used as a basis for self-evaluation (Festinger, 1954; Gerber et al., 2018). Social 

comparisons occur on a daily basis (Wilson & Shanahan, 2019), often automatically or 

spontaneously (Mussweiler, Ruter, & Espstude, 2004; Wood, 1989), and can even occur outside 

of conscious awareness (Wheeler & Miyake, 1992; Wood, 1996). According to social 

comparison theory (Festinger, 1954), one can compare oneself to another person who is (a) 
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worse off (downward social comparison), (b) of similar standing (lateral comparison), or (c) 

better off (upward social comparison) than themselves. The standard (i.e., comparison other) 

serves as a reference point such that a comparison to a superior (vs. inferior) standard creates a 

higher (vs. lower) reference point (Diener & Fujita, 1997). Different reference points have 

important implications for self-evaluations, affect, and motivation. 

Social comparisons and self-evaluations, including LS. 

With respect to self-evaluations, downward (vs. upward) social comparisons typically 

have a positive impact, including higher self-esteem (Blanton, Crocker & Miller, 2000), more 

positive self-ratings of physical appearance (Haferkamp & Kramer, 2011), and higher subjective 

well-being (Wheeler & Miyake, 1992). However, other studies demonstrate how both downward 

and upward social comparisons can be associated with positive and/or negative effects on self-

evaluations. For example, upward social comparisons can result in improved self-evaluations 

when participants perceive the level of success characteristic of the standard as attainable 

(Lockwood & Kunda, 1997). Additionally, downward social comparisons can result in worsened 

self-evaluations when, for example, similarities between the target and the standard are made 

salient (i.e., assimilation effects) resulting in self-evaluations being ‘pulled’ toward the (lower) 

standard (Markman & McMullen, 2003; Morse & Gergen, 1970). Nonetheless, meta-analytic 

evidence concerning how individuals typically react to downward versus upward social 

comparisons suggests that the dominant response to a social comparison manipulation is that of 

contrast, whereby self-evaluations are ‘pushed’ away from the standard (Gerber et al., 2018), 

regardless of whether the standard is more or less positive than the self. Thus, downward (vs. 

upward) social comparisons typically result in more (vs. less) positive self-evaluations. 
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Previous research demonstrates that social comparison is a psychological process that 

underlies individual differences with respect to one’s satisfaction in life (e.g., friends, family, 

love life). For example, individuals’ self-ratings of how well they are doing in various life 

domains, relative to others, are positively correlated with their ratings of how satisfied they are 

with their lives in these domains (Emmons & Diener, 1985). Further, individuals’ perceptions of 

higher (vs. lower) income, relative to others, is associated with higher (vs. lower) levels of 

happiness (e.g., Dumludag, Gokdemir, & Giray, 2016). Moreover, experimental evidence 

suggests that ratings of LS are higher following a downward social comparison versus an upward 

social comparison (Frieswijk, Buunk, Steverink & Slaets, 2004) or versus no comparison 

(Strack, Schwarz, Chassein, Kern, & Wagner, 1990). More generally, the cognitive processes 

that people engage in when forming evaluations of their lives are thought to be inherently 

comparative, such that when individuals evaluate their lives, they do so by assessing aspects of 

their lives relative to relevant personal standards (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985; 

Diener & Fujita, 1997; Margolis, Schwitzgebel, Ozer, & Lyubomirsky, 2018; Steffel & 

Oppenheimer, 2009). Ultimately, therefore, not only are social comparisons to others positively 

related to LS, but they are also an important part of how individuals form global evaluations of 

their lives. 

Social comparisons and affect and motivation. 

With respect to the impact of a social comparisons on affect and motivation, the direction 

of comparison (i.e., downward vs. upward) is not intrinsically linked to any specific outcome 

(Collins, 1996, 2000; Markman & McMullen, 2003). Instead, these outcomes may depend on a 

variety of moderating factors. Supporting this notion, whereas downward social comparisons can 

result in more positive and less negative affect (Wheeler & Miyake, 1992; Wills, 1981), they can 
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also result in less positive and more negative affect among individuals with lower self-esteem 

(Buunk, Collins, Taylor, VanYperen, & Dakof, 1990). With respect to motivation, downward 

social comparisons can result in higher self-reported motivation (in general and with respect to 

personal goals), among higher (vs. lower) self-esteem individuals (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1993). 

Similarly, although upward social comparisons can result in less positive and more negative 

affect, as well as lower motivation, for example, to perform well in class at school (Haferkamp & 

Kramer, 2011; Lane & Gibbons, 2007), they can also lead to more positive and less negative 

affect, as well as greater motivation for achievement among individuals who view the 

comparison standard as attainable (Lockwood & Kunda, 1997; Taylor & Lobel, 1989; Tesser, 

1988). Again, however, meta-analytic evidence suggests that the dominant response to a social 

comparison manipulation is that of contrast (Gerber et al., 2018) – suggesting that downward 

social comparisons typically lead to more positive outcomes than upward comparisons. 

Comparing Oneself to a Group or the Average Peer 

The better-than-average effect. 

Whereas social comparison research often involves a comparison between two 

individuals (i.e., the self and a single target), it can also involve a comparison between the self 

and a larger aggregate (e.g., the average peer or a group of ‘others’; Alicke & Govorun, 2005). 

Research on this latter type of comparison often investigates the ‘better-than-average effect’ 

(BTAE), a robust phenomenon whereby individuals tend to evaluate themselves more positively 

and less negatively than others (particularly for personal traits, but also for abilities and 

attributes; Alicke, 1985; Codol, 1975; Guenther & Alicke, 2010; Suls, Lemos, & Stewart, 2002; 

Zell & Alicke, 2010a; Zell et al., 2019). 
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Two methods commonly employed to measure the BTAE (Alicke & Govorun, 2005; Zell 

et al., 2019) are the direct and indirect methods. The direct method has individuals rate how they 

compare to the larger aggregate (e.g., the average peer) on a single scale that uses “average” as 

the midpoint (although sometimes the midpoint is not explicitly labeled so) and terms such as 

“considerably above average” and “considerably below average” as extremes. The BTAE, with 

this method, is understood as the difference between the mean ratings and the midpoint on the 

scale. Alternatively, the indirect method has individuals rate themselves and the larger aggregate 

on separate scales. Here, the BTAE is calculated by subtracting ratings of others from ratings of 

the self, such that higher scores indicate greater bias. 

The BTAE has been conceptualized as a self-serving judgement (Roese & Olson, 2007) 

and is often thought to reflect a motivated form of self-enhancement, that is, a general drive to 

view oneself in a positive light (Brown, 1986; Chambers, 2008; Taylor & Brown, 1988). Indeed, 

individuals downplay the importance of unattainable, yet desirable, outcomes (Tesser, 1988). 

Further, individuals typically demonstrate a stronger BTAE on important attributes (Brown, 

2012). The BTAE is also generally stronger among individuals who view themselves in a 

positive light, including individuals with low depression, low anxiety, high self-esteem, and high 

levels of subjective well-being, compared to those who do not (Alicke, 1985; Brown, 1991, 

2012; Dufner et al., 2012; Marshall & Brown, 2007; Suls et al., 2002; Taylor & Brown, 1988, 

1994; Taylor, Lerner, Sherman, Sage, & McDowell, 2003a, 2003b; Zell et al., 2019). 

Alternatively, in addition to motivational accounts for the BTAE, other theories 

emphasize cognitive explanations. For instance, when making comparative judgements between 

the self and others, individuals tend to focus more on their own abilities or beliefs rather than on 

those with whom they are comparing (Chambers & Windschitl, 2004; Kruger, 1999). 



14 
 

Additionally, research demonstrates that it is difficult to form an accurate impression of a larger, 

more abstract, aggregate such as the average of one’s peers, and that individuals might simply 

view everyone as being better than average (Klar, 2002; Klar & Giladi, 1997). Overall, therefore, 

there is evidence supporting both motivational and non-motivational accounts of the BTAE (Zell 

et al., 2019). 

With respect to present purposes, an important consideration is that researchers typically 

treat the BTAE as an outcome, seeking to understand the factors or conditions that create or 

modify this effect (e.g., Hoorens, 1995; Kanten & Tiegen, 2008; Klar & Giladi, 1997; Kruger, 

1999; Zell & Alicke, 2011), rather than examining the outcomes associated with, or the effects 

of, the BTAE (i.e., treating the BTAE as a predictor or causal factor that impacts various 

outcomes). Again, however, there is a general recognition that the BTAE may reflect – at least in 

part – a general tendency toward self-enhancement (e.g., Bonanno, Field, Kovacevic, & 

Kaltman, 2002; Codol, 1975; Guenther & Alicke, 2010). Moreover, research suggests that self-

enhancement, including viewing oneself as superior to one’s peers, is associated with a host of 

positive outcomes, including more positive self-appraisals, higher LS, higher positive affect, 

lower negative affect, and greater motivation (Alicke & Sedikides, 2009; Dufner, Gebauer, 

Sedikides, & Denissen, 2019; Felson, 1984; Taylor & Brown, 1988; Taylor & Gollwitzer, 1995; 

Taylor & Sherman, 2008). Indeed, a recent meta-analysis of the BTAE literature indicates that 

viewing oneself as better than average is moderately and positively correlated with self-esteem 

and LS (Zell et al., 2019). 

Also of note is that some researchers posit that the BTAE is a “social projective bias” 

(Alicke, 1985; Krueger & Clement, 1994) as the comparison standard is a group, not a single 

individual, and thus, is distinct from traditional social comparisons (e.g., Gerber et al., 2018). 
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However, other researchers contend that the BTAE is a particular type of social comparison (e.g., 

Alicke & Govorun, 2005; Zell et al., 2019; Zell & Alicke, 2020) and research on the BTAE from 

this perspective is frequently framed in the context of social comparison research (e.g., Hinsz & 

Matz, 1997; Moore, 2007b; Zell & Alicke, 2009, 2010). 

In support of this latter perspective, studies have shown that self-assessments following 

social comparison manipulations using a larger aggregate as the standard (i.e., a comparison to a 

group, general comparisons) are comparable to self-assessments following social comparison 

manipulations involving a single individual as the standard (i.e., local comparisons; for reviews, 

see Zell & Alicke, 2010a, 2020). Interestingly, when participants are provided information 

concerning how they compare to an individual (e.g., a co-actor/confederate) as well as 

information concerning how they compare to a larger group (e.g., the average other), individuals 

tend to rely more heavily on the former, though both types of information indeed impact self-

evaluations (e.g., Alicke, Zell, & Bloom, 2010; Buckingham & Alicke, 2002; Huguet et al., 

2009; Marsh, Kong, & Hau, 2000; Zell & Alicke, 2009, 2013, 2020). Of note, some research 

suggests that discrete and general comparisons both impact subsequent responses; however, they 

do so in opposite directions (i.e., contrast vs. assimilation; Dijksterhuis, Spears, & Lépinasse, 

2001). Other research demonstrates that when participants are given just one type of information 

(i.e., discrete or general), the effects of each type of information on self-evaluation are similar to 

each other (Zell & Alicke, 2009, Study 3). Further, in some instances, the effects are stronger for 

comparisons to larger aggregates than to individuals (Klein, 2003; Locke, 2007). Ultimately, 

therefore, social comparisons to a single individual versus a larger aggregate may have similar 

impacts on a wide variety of outcomes (Delaval, Michinov, Le Bohec, & Le Hénaff, 2017). 

The worse-than-average effect. 
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Notwithstanding the emphasis on the BTAE in research involving comparisons between 

the self and a larger aggregate, studies have also found evidence of a ‘worse-than-average effect’ 

(WTAE) whereby individuals’ self-assessments are less positive than their assessment of the 

average of their peers (e.g., Guenther & Alicke, 2010; Kruger, 1999; Moore, 2007b; Moore & 

Small, 2007). Although less common than the BTAE, the WTAE is a phenomenon whereby 

individuals tend to evaluate themselves (i.e., their abilities, attributes, personality traits) less 

positively and more negatively than others (Alicke & Govorun, 2005; Zell et al., 2019). As with 

the BTAE, the WTAE is commonly calculated using direct and indirect methods, and it is 

characterized by a difference between ratings whereby self-evaluations are less positive than 

evaluations of others (Kolovelonis, & Dimitriou, 2018; Suls et al., 2010). 

Research on the WTAE typically investigates what predicts this effect (i.e., treating the 

WTAE as an outcome) as well as reasons for why such an effect would be found versus a BTAE 

(as discussed below; e.g., Kruger, 1999; Zell & Alicke, 2011). Importantly, just as the BTAE can 

be explained by both motivational and non-motivational accounts, so too can the WTAE. With 

respect to motives that guide self-evaluation, research highlights the importance of self-

verification (e.g., Fiske & Taylor, 2013; Sedikides, 1993; Swann, 2012). Interestingly, in support 

of motivational accounts of the WTAE, research demonstrates that certain individuals are willing 

to accept negative information about the self because it is seen as being consistent with their 

already established negative self-conceptions, such as the case with low self-esteem individuals 

(Bosson, Swann, & Pennebaker, 2000; Chung, Schriber, & Robins, 2016). Indeed, according to 

self-verification theory, not only are individuals willing to accept self-consistent information, 

individuals are motivated to expose themselves to information that support beliefs about oneself 

(Swann, 2012). As such, individuals higher in self-esteem actively seek out and accept 
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information indicating that they are better than average and those low in self-esteem actively 

seek out and accept information indicating that they are worse than average (Zell et al., 2019). 

Thus, holding the belief that one is worse than average might reflect a motivation to reinforce 

already established views of the self which, in turn, satisfy a self-verification motivation (Swann, 

1983, 1990; Swann & Brooks, 2012; Taylor et al., 1995). 

In addition to motivational accounts of the WTAE, there are several proposed cognitive 

explanations (Moore, 2007a; Moore & Small, 2007). Two related cognitive accounts for the 

WTAE pertain to a ‘differential’ in the availability of information concerning the self and others 

as well as a general tendency for individuals to focus more on themselves than others (i.e., 

egocentrism; Moore, 2007a; Zell & Alicke, 2011). With respect to difficult tasks or rare 

dimensions, for example, individuals may have more information indicating that they are 

generally unsuccessful or ‘bad’, such as with the ability to juggle or program computers, and less 

information concerning the success of others with respect to such tasks or dimensions. Moreover, 

given the abundance of self-relevant information compared to information available for others, it 

makes sense that individuals rely more heavily on the former (Kruger, 1999; Moore & Healy, 

2008). This information differential coupled with a tendency to place more weight on the self 

than others when making these types of evaluations typically result in individuals rating 

themselves as being worse than average for difficult tasks or on rare dimensions (Moore & 

Small, 2007; Windschitl, Kruger, & Simms, 2003; Zell et al., 2019). Moreover, individuals often 

provide assessments that are more extreme for oneself than for others (Fiedler, 1996, 2000; 

Miller & McFarland, 1987) which serves to strengthen the WTAE if individuals hold negative 

beliefs oneself relative to others. Of note, these explanations are also likely relevant to explaining 

why the BTAE is frequently found for comparative evaluations of performance on simple (rather 
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than difficult) tasks as well as on common (rather than rare) abilities/dimensions such as 

evaluating one’s skill in driving a car (Kruger, 1999) or comparing one’s morals relative to 

others (i.e., holier than thou beliefs; Epley & Dunning, 2000), respectively. Ultimately, therefore, 

both the BTAE and WTAE can be accounted for by both motivational and cognitive 

explanations. 

Few studies have examined outcomes associated with the WTAE. Rather the WTAE is 

typically studied as an outcome itself (e.g., Betts, Croom, & Lu, 2011; Kolovelonis & Dimitriou, 

2018; Kruger, 1999; Moore & Small, 2007; Roy, Liersch, & Broomell, 2013; Zell & Alicke, 

2009). Nonetheless, the WTAE has been characterized as a form of self-derogation (Kruger, 

1999), and self-derogation has been linked with various negative outcomes. Such outcomes 

include increased anxiety, increased drug and alcohol use, greater depressive affect and suicidal 

ideations, as well as an increased need for medical resources (Epstein, Griffin, & Botvin, 2004; 

Harlow, Newcomb, & Bentler, 1986; Kaplan & Pokorny, 1969). Moreover, studies examining 

outcomes associated with the BTAE (and self-enhancement more generally) often ask 

participants to rate themselves relative to others on a single continuum, from ‘much worse than’ 

to ‘much better than’ others (e.g., Alicke & Govorun, 2005; Suls et al., 2010; Zell et al., 2019). 

Consequently, the positive outcomes typically associated with seeing oneself as better than 

average (e.g., higher self-esteem, more positive affect, greater LS; e.g., Diener & Fujita, 1997; 

Emmons & Diener, 1985; Zell et al., 2019) imply a negative link between such outcomes and 

seeing oneself as worse than average. 

Better/worse than average and subjective trajectories for LS, affect, and motivation. 

Overall, many individuals rely on information about their standing relative to the average 

other when making self-assessments resulting in better-or worse-than-average effects (Alicke & 
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Govorun, 2005; Moore & Small, 2007; Zell et al., 2019). Given the relationship between the 

better (vs. worse) than average effects and self-enhancement (vs. self-derogation; Zell et al., 

2019), greater enhancement of one’s life relative the average other should result in higher (vs. 

lower) current LS. Moreover, based on underlying commonalities between recollected past, 

current, and anticipated future LS (Busseri & Choma, 2016), these systematic variations in 

current LS should also apply to individuals’ subjective LS trajectories. In addition, given the link 

between self-enhancement (vs. self-derogation) and more (vs. less) positive outcomes (Dufner et 

al., 2019), viewing one’s life as better (vs. worse) than average should result in more (vs. less) 

PA, less (vs. more) NA, and greater (vs. lesser) motivation to achieve future plans and goals. 

Overview of Present Studies 

Drawing on the perspectives discussed above, the present thesis comprises two 

experiments investigating the impact of manipulating comparison direction (better vs. worse than 

others) on young adults’ beliefs about how their lives are unfolding over time – as reflected in 

their subjective LS trajectories. Previous research investigating the consequences of social 

comparisons mostly involves individuals’ current standing relative to others (Gerber et al., 

2018). Further, studies examining the BTAE are typically limited to focusing on comparisons 

between oneself and others with respect to one’s current attributes (Zell et al., 2019). Thus, 

Study 1 manipulated participants’ standing relative to others by asking them to describe how 

their current lives are either better (better-than-average) or worse (worse-than-average) than the 

average person their age and gender. A control condition was also included in order to gauge 

whether individuals in the better-than-average condition boosted their LS evaluations, and/or 

participants in the worse-than-average condition deflated their LS evaluations, relative to a group 

of individuals who were not asked to compare their lives to the average other. 
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Whereas Study 1 employed a static comparison between one’s current life versus others’ 

current lives, Study 2 made use of a temporal social comparison (Reh, Tröster, & Van 

Quaquebeke, 2018) between how one’s life versus how others’ lives are unfolding over time. 

(Additional information about such comparisons is provided below in the introduction to Study 

2.) Thus, Study 2 manipulated participants’ standing relative to others by asking them to describe 

how their lives are unfolding over time in a manner that is either better than (better-than-average) 

or worse than (worse-than-average) the average peer their age and gender. An ‘active’ control 

condition was also included whereby participants provided a description that was not with 

reference to others (i.e., no comparison). 

In each study, I examined the impact of these manipulations on individuals’ subjective 

LS trajectories, based on their ratings of their recollected past, current, and anticipated future 

lives (Kilpatrick & Cantril, 1960). I also evaluated the impact on participants’ positive and 

negative affect, consistent with the separation between these two components of affective 

reactions in research on well-being (Busseri, 2018; Busseri & Sadava, 2011; Diener, 1984). In 

addition, I assessed the impact of the manipulation on participants’ motivation for achieving the 

anticipated future based on key components of goal-striving, including confidence and 

commitment (Oettingen et al., 2009; Oettingen, Mayer, Thorpe, Janetzke, & Lorenz, 2005). 

Further, research has demonstrated that both the impact of social comparisons and the 

magnitude of the BTAE and WTAE may differ depending on individuals’ level of self-regard 

(Brown, 2010; Zell et al., 2019); accordingly, self-esteem was assessed as a moderating factor. 

Based on self-verification theory (Swann, 2012), for example, individuals prefer information that 

supports, rather than challenges, their self-beliefs. Thus, whereas high self-esteem individuals 

typically accept, and even seek out, positive information about themselves, low self-esteem 



21 
 

individuals generally accept and seek out information that supports their negative self-views. 

Accordingly, I anticipated that the impact of viewing one’s life as better than average would be 

more positive among individuals with higher (vs. lower) self-esteem, and the impact of viewing 

one’s life as worse than average would be more negative among individuals with lower (vs. 

higher esteem). Hypotheses are presented below in the description of each study. 

Study 1 

The goal of Study 1 was to evaluate the impact of a manipulation concerning 

participants’ current lives on how they view their lives as unfolding over time, as well as their 

current affect and motivation for achieving the anticipated future. To do this, participants 

described their current lives as being either better (better-than-average condition) or worse 

(worse-than-average condition) than the average peer their age and gender. A third group of 

participants did not provide a description (control condition). Dependent measures included 

participants’ ratings of their recollected past, current, and anticipated future LS, as well as 

current affect (positive and negative), and motivation (commitment and confidence) to achieve 

their anticipated future lives. In addition, as summarized above, self-esteem has been shown to 

moderate the effects of social comparisons and self-enhancement (Brown, 2010; Dufner et al., 

2012; Zell et al., 2019); accordingly, self-esteem was assessed as a potential moderator. 

Consistent with the wide-spread belief held by young adults that life gets better and better 

over time, I expected inclining subjective LS trajectories overall (i.e., recollected past vs. 

anticipated future LS) in all three conditions (i.e., better-than-average condition, worse-than-

average condition, control condition; Hypothesis 1). Further, consistent with the notion that 

individuals rely on information about their standing relative to others when making self-

assessments, I predicted that individuals’ subjective LS trajectories would vary as a function of 
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comparison direction (i.e., better or worse than average). Specifically, I predicted that 

participants who described their current lives as being better than the average person their age 

and gender would report higher current LS compared to participants who provided no description 

of their current lives (i.e., control condition), who in turn would report higher current LS than 

those who described their current lives as being worse than the average person their age and 

gender (Hypothesis 2). Further, because individuals’ current LS is positively correlated with their 

recollected past and anticipated future LS, I expected that participants in the better-than-average 

condition would also report higher ratings of recollected past and anticipated future LS compared 

to the other two conditions, and that participants in the worse-than-average condition would 

report lower ratings of recollected past and anticipated future LS compared to their counterparts 

in the control condition (Hypothesis 3). Finally, considering the manipulation involves 

information concerning individuals’ current lives compared to their average peers, I anticipated 

that differences in LS between conditions would be strongest with respect to ratings of current 

(vs. recollected past and anticipated future) LS (Hypothesis 4). 

I also expected an impact of comparison direction on positive affect, negative affect, and 

motivation toward the anticipated future. Consistent with research on better-and worse-than-

average effects, I expected that individuals who described their current lives as being better than 

others would report greater positive affect, lower negative affect, and greater motivation to 

achieve their anticipated futures compared to those in the other two conditions; additionally, I 

expected those who described their current lives as being worse than others to report lower 

positive affect, greater negative affect, and lower motivation to achieve their anticipated futures 

compared to those in the control condition (Hypothesis 5). 
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Finally, consistent with extant research examining social comparisons, BTAEs, and 

WTAEs, self-esteem was explored as a moderating variable by evaluating whether the effects of 

experimental condition would differ as a function of participants’ level of self-esteem. First, with 

respect to how individuals view their lives as unfolding over time, I expected those with higher 

(vs. lower) self-esteem to report higher (vs. lower) recollected past, current, and anticipated 

future LS (Hypothesis 6). Second, I expected more positive affect, less negative affect, and 

greater motivation to achieve the anticipated future among individuals with higher (vs. lower) 

self-esteem (Hypothesis 7). Third, I expected a moderating effect of self-esteem, including a 

more positive impact of a better-than-average comparison on the subjective trajectories, affect, 

and motivation among individuals with higher (vs. lower) self-esteem, as well as a more negative 

impact of a worse-than-average comparison on these three dependent variables among 

individuals with lower (vs. higher) self-esteem (Hypothesis 8). 

Method 

Note that all hypotheses, procedures, exclusion criteria, and plans for statistical analyses 

were pre-registered online through the aspredicted.org portal (see Appendix A). 

Participants and Procedures 

A community sample of adults were recruited on-line through Turk Prime (Litman, 

Robinson, & Abberbock, 2016), a research platform integrated with Amazon’s Mechanical Turk 

(MTurk). MTurk is an on-line recruiting platform and is an alternative to other methods of 

recruiting participants (e.g., in-person at a university). Previous research has found that data 

collected from MTurk samples are as reliable as those collected from traditional methods 

(Berinsky, Huber, & Lenz, 2012; Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011; Coppock, 2019). 

Further, MTurk workers have been shown to be more attentive than college students to survey 
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instructions (Hauser & Schwarz, 2016). In the present study, participants gave consent, 

completed the study questionnaire and, upon completion, were provided a debriefing form and 

received $1.00. The target sample size was 100 participants per condition (300 total). 

A total of 780 participants initially provided consent, of whom 613 completed the study. 

Of these, 462 were in the target age range (i.e., 18-40 years), of whom 450 completed the study 

within the predetermined range of acceptable completion times (i.e., 1 min to 20 min). Some of 

these participants were excluded from subsequent analysis because: they failed to complete all 

study measures (n = 2); failed to provide a response to the independent variable check or the 

manipulation check (n = 4); or failed to provide a coherent/codable written description of their 

life (n = 27), leaving a total of 417 participants.1 Consistent with the preregistered screening 

steps (see Appendix A), additional participants were removed if they did not correctly answer an 

independent variable check (n = 6) and the manipulation check (n = 29) – both described below. 

Analyses thus pertained to the remaining sample of 382 participants (M age = 30.01, SD = 5.21; 

43% female).2,3 

 
1 Means ratings on the manipulation check item were 5.5 (SD = 1.0) in the better-than-average condition, indicating 

a general tendency for participants in this condition to report thinking about how their current lives are better than 

average, and 2.6 (SD = 1.3) in the worse-than-average condition, indicating a general tendency for participants in 

this condition to report thinking about how their current lives are worse than average. Note that those in the control 

condition did not complete this measure. 
2 Sample sizes by condition were as follows: 126 (better-than-average), 162 (control), and 94 (worse-than-average). 

Given that participants were randomly assigned to condition after providing consent, but before the manipulation 

materials, such unequal sample sizes are indicative of differential attrition. Specifically, participants were more 

likely to complete the study if they were in the control condition than in the experimental conditions, and least likely 

to complete the study if they were in the upward comparison condition. One reason for this could be that participants 

(correctly) predicted that they would feel worse following a description of how their current life is worse than 

average. 
3 Results based on the sample of 417 respondents (i.e. prior to screening participants based on their responses to the 

independent variable and manipulation check items) were consistent with results presented in the main text based on 

the 382 respondents, with the following exceptions: The marginally significant main effect of condition on 

confidence in the 382 sample (p = .090) was not statistically significant in the 417 sample (p = .265); in addition, 

whereas the interactions between condition and self-esteem on both positive affect and confidence in the 382 sample 

were not statistically significant (ps = .233, .124, respectively), they were statistically significant and marginally 

statistically significant, respectively, in the 417 sample (ps = .044, .089, respectively). The choice of sample size for 

the main analysis (i.e., 382 vs. 417) was determined by the preregistered screening steps (see Appendix A), which 
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Manipulation and Materials 

Participants were randomly assigned to one of three conditions: better-than-average, 

worse-than-average, or control. Participants in the better-than-average condition described how 

their current life is better than the average person their age and gender. Participants in the worse-

than-average condition described how their current life is worse than the average person their age 

and gender. Participants in the control condition did not describe their current lives compared to 

others, and directly completed all of the outcome measures (described below). 

Participants’ open-ended descriptions of their current lives from the better-and worse-

than-average conditions were coded by two independent coders. Participants were excluded from 

further analysis if they did not provide codable/coherent comments about their lives (94.6% 

agreement; kappa = .66, p < .001). Note that disagreements in coding were resolved through 

discussion. 

Participants in better-and worse-than-average conditions also completed independent 

variable and manipulation check questions following the manipulation materials. Specifically, 

with respect to the independent variable check, they were asked to identify, from three options 

corresponding to the three experimental conditions, the instructions that they received (better-

than-average condition: “I was asked to think about and describe how my current life is better 

than the average person my age and gender”; worse-than-average condition: “I was asked to 

think about and describe how my current life is worse than the average person my age and 

gender”; “I was not asked to think about either of the above options”). Consistent with the study 

preregistration, participants from the better-and worse-than-average conditions were screened out 

from further analysis if they did not select the appropriate box. With respect to the manipulation 

 
were intended to ensure that the online participants had understood what they were asked to do and completed the 

experimental tasks as instructed. 
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check, participants were asked to indicate on a 7-point scale (1 = extremely worse than and 7 = 

extremely better than) the option that best described what they were thinking about, in terms of 

how their current life compares to the average person their age and gender. Consistent with the 

study preregistration, participants in the worse-than-average condition were screened out from 

further analysis if they did not select a rating below the scale midpoint; participants in the better-

than-average condition were screened out if they did not select a rating above the scale midpoint. 

Following the manipulation, participants evaluated their recollected past, current, and 

anticipated future LS, as well as their positive affect, negative affect, and motivation for 

achieving their anticipated future lives. 

Measures 

Subjective trajectories for life satisfaction. Participants completed three single-item 

ratings (in the following order) pertaining to their current (right now), recollected past (five years 

ago), and anticipated future (five years from now) LS, each rated on an 11-point scale (0 = worst 

life possible and 10 = best life possible; Kilpatrick & Cantril, 1960). The reliability and validity 

of this measure has been well-documented (Lucas & Donnellan, 2007, 2012; McIntosh, 2001; 

Pavot et al., 1998). 

Affect. Using the Scale of Positive and Negative Affective Experiences (SPANE), 

participants rated how much they were currently feeling six positive (e.g., good, pleasant) and six 

negative (e.g., bad, unpleasant) affective experiences on a 7-point scale (1 = slightly or not at all 

and 7 = extremely; Diener, 2010). Ratings for the positive and negative affective experiences 

were averaged to form separate composite ratings for positive and negative affect (α = .95 and 

.93, respectively), such that higher scores indicated greater positive and negative affect (PA and 

NA), respectively. 
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Motivation. Participants’ general motivation for the future and their perceived likelihood 

of achieving specific future plans were measured separately (following measures employed by 

Busseri & Naisani Samani, 2019). First, participants rated how motivated they were to achieve 

their envisioned future life using four items (e.g., “How committed are you to making the future 

that you anticipate having come true?”) on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all and 7 = extremely). 

Ratings were averaged to form a composite score, such that higher scores indicated greater 

commitment to achieving one’s future (α = .92). Following this, participants briefly described up 

to five different plans they have for their future. They then rated how likely they were to achieve 

each plan, using a 7-point scale (0 = not at all likely and 6 = extremely likely). Ratings were 

averaged such that higher scores indicated greater confidence in achieving one’s plans (α = .76). 

Self-esteem. Self-esteem was measured using Rosenberg’s (1965) self-esteem scale, 

comprising five positively framed items (e.g., “I feel that I have a number of good qualities”) and 

five negatively framed items (e.g., “I certainly feel useless at times”) each rated on a 4-point 

scale (1 = strongly disagree and 4 = strongly agree). Negative items were reverse-coded, and 

ratings were then averaged such that higher scores were indicative of higher levels of self-esteem 

(α = .92). 

Results 

Descriptive statistics are shown in Table 1 for the sample overall and by condition. 

Correlations among the study measures are shown in Table 2.
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Table 1 

Mean ratings for study measures for sample overall and by condition – Study 1. 

 Sample  BTA  Control  WTA 

Variable M SD  M SD  M SD  M SD 

LS – past 5.17 2.50  4.75 2.26  5.26 2.64  5.57 2.49 

LS – current 6.13 2.32  6.97 1.84  6.16 2.33  4.94 2.40 

LS – future 8.03 1.96  8.71 1.53  8.06 1.74  7.09 2.40 

Positive Affect 4.58 1.61  5.23 1.37  4.73 1.40  3.46 1.69 

Negative Affect 2.39 1.44  1.84 1.09  2.47 1.42  3.00 1.60 

Commitment 5.84 1.11  6.06 1.01  5.82 1.03  5.56 1.31 

Confidence 4.69 1.01  4.82 0.94  4.68 1.01  4.52 1.09 

Self-Esteem 2.88 0.68  3.12 0.59  2.82 0.68  2.67 0.70 

Note. N = 382 (ns = 126, 162, and 94, respectively, for better-than-average, control, and worse-than-average conditions). LS = life 

satisfaction; BTA = better-than-average; WTA = worse-than-average. 
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Table 2 

Associations between study measures for the sample overall – Study 1. 

Variable  LS - P LS - C LS - F PA NA CMT CON SE 

LS – past (P)      --        

LS – current (C)     .06 --       

LS – future (F)    -.02  .54** --      

Positive Affect    -.03  .66**  .52** --     

Negative Affect     .02 -.41** -.40** -.52** --    

Commitment     .00  .26**  .48**  .39** -.26** --   

Confidence    -.03  .29**  .38**  .34** -.27**  .51** --  

Self-Esteem     .07  .51**  45**  .57** -.50**  .38**  .37** -- 

Note. N = 382. LS = life satisfaction; PA = positive affect; NA = negative affect; CMT = commitment; CON = confidence; SE = self-

esteem. ** Correlation is significant at the p < .01 level. 
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Effect of Condition on Subjective Trajectories for Life Satisfaction 

To test for differences between conditions in the subjective LS trajectories, a 3 

(condition, between-subjects: better-than-average, worse-than-average, control) x 3 (STP, 

within-subjects: recollected past, current, anticipated future) mixed-model ANOVA was 

conducted. The main effect of condition was statistically significant; F(2,379) = 11.08, p < .001, 

η2 = .06, indicating that, when collapsing across STP, there was a significant difference in mean 

ratings of LS between conditions. Mean LS was significantly higher in the better-than-average 

condition versus the worse-than-average condition (p < .001) and marginally significantly higher 

than the control condition (p = .072), and significantly higher in the control condition versus the 

worse-than-average condition (p = .001). In addition, the main effect of STP was statistically 

significant; F(2,758) = 184.89, p < .001, η2 = .33, indicating that, when collapsing across 

condition, there was a significant difference in mean ratings of LS across STPs. Consistent with 

an inclining subjective LS trajectory, mean anticipated future LS was significantly higher than 

current and recollected past LS (ps < .001), and current LS was significantly higher than 

recollected past LS (p < .001).4 

Further, the interaction between condition and STP was statistically significant; F(4,758) 

= 16.43, p < .001, η2 = .08,indicating that, on average, subjective LS trajectories differed across 

condition. To investigate this interaction, a series of one-way repeated measures ANOVAs was 

conducted to test the simple effect of STP within each condition. The effect of STP was 

significant within each condition (all ps < .001). However, the magnitudes of these effects varied 

across condition: η2 = .38 (better-than-average condition), .22 (worse-than-average condition), 

 
4 Of interest, 80.6% of participants were characterized by a positive (i.e., inclining) current-future subjective LS 

trajectory slope (including 84.9% of participants in the better-than-average condition; 79.0% in the control 

condition, and 77.7% in the worse-than-average condition). 
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and .35 (control condition). As shown in Figure 1, inclining subjective LS trajectories were 

found in each condition, however, the shapes of these trajectories differed. In the better-than-

average condition, a linear and inclining subjective trajectory was observed wherein mean 

ratings of anticipated future LS were significantly higher than current and recollected past LS, 

and mean ratings of current LS were significantly higher than recollected past LS (all ps < .001). 

Similarly, in the control condition, a linear and inclining subjective trajectory was observed 

wherein mean ratings of anticipated future LS were significantly higher than current and 

recollected past LS, and mean ratings of current LS were significantly higher than recollected 

past LS (all ps < .001). In the worse-than-average condition, a non-linear but inclining subjective 

trajectory was found wherein mean ratings of anticipated future LS were significantly higher 

than current and recollected past LS (ps < .001), but mean ratings of current LS were 

significantly lower than recollected past LS (p = .049) – demonstrating the specificity of the 

effect of the manipulation on this piece of the subjective LS trajectory. 
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Figure 1. Mean life satisfaction ratings by condition and subjective temporal period – Study 1. 

Better-than-average condition: dashed line, unfilled circles; control condition: solid line, filled 

triangles; worse-than-average condition: dotted line, unfilled squares. Standard error bars display 

95% confidence intervals. 

 

In addition, a series of one-way repeated measures ANOVAs was conducted to test the 

simple effect of condition within each STP. The effect of condition was significant within each 

STP (all ps < .043). However, the magnitudes of these effects varied across STP: η2 = .02 

(recollected past), .11 (current), and .10 (anticipated future). For recollected past LS, mean 

ratings were significantly higher in the worse-than-average condition than in the better-than-

average condition (p = .015) but not the control condition (p = .328); mean ratings in the better-

than-average condition were marginally significantly lower than in the control condition (p = 

.082). For current LS, mean ratings were significantly higher in the better-than-average condition 
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than in the upward and control conditions (ps < .003), and significantly higher in the control 

condition than in the worse-than-average condition (p < .001). For anticipated future LS, mean 

ratings were significantly higher in the better-than-average condition than in the worse-than-

average and control conditions (ps < .004), and significantly higher in the control condition than 

in the worse-than-average condition (p < .001). 

Effect of Condition on Affect and Motivation 

To test for differences between conditions in affect and motivation, four one-way 

ANOVAs (condition, between-subjects: better-than-average, worse-than-average, control) were 

conducted. The effect of condition on PA was statistically significant; F(2,379) = 40.85, p < 

.001, η2 = .18. Follow-up pairwise comparisons revealed significant differences between each 

condition (ps < .005). As shown in Figure 2, mean ratings of PA were higher in the better-than-

average condition than in the control and worse-than-average conditions, and higher in the 

control condition than in the worse-than-average condition. 
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Figure 2. Mean ratings of positive affect by condition – Study 1. Better-than-average condition: 

black bar; control condition: white bar; worse-than-average condition: grey bar. Standard error 

bars display 95% confidence intervals. 

 

The effect of condition on NA also was statistically significant; F(2,379) = 19.87, p < 

.001, η2 = .10. Follow-up pairwise comparisons revealed significant differences between each 

condition (ps < .004). As shown in Figure 3, mean ratings of NA were lower in the better-than-

average condition than in the control and worse-than-average conditions, and lower in the control 

condition than in the worse-than-average condition. 
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Figure 3. Mean ratings of negative affect by condition – Study 1. Better-than-average condition: 

black bar; control condition: white bar; worse-than-average condition: grey bar. Standard error 

bars display 95% confidence intervals. 

 

The effect of condition on commitment was statistically significant; F(2,379) = 5.69, p = 

.004, η2 = .03. Follow-up pairwise comparisons revealed a significant difference between the 

better-than-average and the worse-than-average conditions (p = .001) and a marginally 

significant difference between the control condition and both the better-and worse-than-average 

conditions (both ps = .066). As shown in Figure 4, mean ratings of commitment were higher in 

the better-than-average condition than in the control and worse-than-average conditions, and 

higher in the control condition than in the worse-than-average condition. 
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Figure 4. Mean ratings of commitment by condition – Study 1. Better-than-average condition: 

black bar; control condition: white bar; worse-than-average condition: grey bar. Standard error 

bars display 95% confidence intervals. 

 

The effect of condition on confidence was marginally statistically significant; F(2,379) = 

2.42, p = .090, η2 = .01. Follow-up pairwise comparisons revealed a significant difference 

between the better-and worse-than-average conditions (p = .028); however, differences between 

the control condition and the two experimental conditions were not statistically significant (ps > 

.211). As shown in Figure 5, mean ratings of confidence were higher in the better-than-average 

condition than in the worse-than-average condition, with the control condition falling in between 

these two experimental conditions. 

 

  

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Better  Control  Worse

C
o

m
m

it
m

en
t

Experimental condition



37 
 

 

Figure 5. Mean ratings of confidence by condition – Study 1. Better-than-average condition: 

black bar; control condition: white bar; worse-than-average condition: grey bar. Standard error 

bars display 95% confidence intervals. 

 

Self-Esteem as a Moderator 

As shown in Table 2, self-esteem was significantly and positively correlated with current 

and anticipated future (but not recollected past) LS. In addition, self-esteem was significantly 

positively correlated with PA, commitment, and confidence, as well as significantly and 

negatively correlated with NA. I also tested whether self-esteem moderated the effect of 

experimental condition on the subjective LS trajectories and the other study outcomes. 

The effect of condition on subjective trajectories for life satisfaction. 

Exploratory analysis evaluated the moderating role of self-esteem on the effect of 

experimental condition on STP using mixed-model ANOVA with three factors: condition 
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(between-subjects: better-than-average, worse-than-average, control), STP (within-subjects: 

recollected past, current, anticipated future) and self-esteem (between-subjects: continuous). The 

three-way interaction was statistically significant; F(4,752) = 2.65, p = .032, η2 = .01, indicating 

that the interaction between experimental condition and STP varied according to participants’ 

level of self-esteem. 

To unpack this three-way interaction, separate 3 (STP, within-subjects: recollected past, 

current, anticipated future) by self-esteem (between-subjects: continuous) mixed-model 

ANOVAs were conducted for each condition. In the better-than-average condition, the main 

effect of STP was statistically significant; F(2,248) = 3.96, p = .020, η2 = .03, as was the main 

effect of self-esteem; F(1,124) = 33.39, p < .001, η2 = .21; and the interaction between STP and 

self-esteem was not statistically significant; F(2,248) = 1.84, p = .162, η2 = .02. In the control 

condition, the main effect of STP was statistically significant; F(2,320) = 6.47, p = .002, η2 = .04, 

as was the main effect of self-esteem; F(1,160) = 33.10, p < .001, η2 = .17; and the interaction 

between STP and self-esteem was statistically significant; F(2,320) = 4.03, p = .019, η2 = .03. In 

the worse-than-average condition, the main effect of STP was statistically significant; F(2,184) = 

13.19, p < .001, η2 = .13, as was the main effect of self-esteem; F(1,92) = 36.25, p < .001, η2 = 

.28; and the interaction between STP and self-esteem was statistically significant; F(2,184) = 

13.41, p < .001, η2 = .13. 

To illustrate these findings, participants were separated into low (mean ratings less than 3 

on the 1 to 4 scale; 55% of participants) and high (mean ratings of 3 or greater on the 1 to 4 

scale; 45% of participants) self-esteem groups. As shown in Figure 6, in the better-than-average 

condition, inclining subjective LS trajectories were found among high and low self-esteem 

groups; further, mean ratings of current and anticipated future LS were higher for the high (vs. 
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low) self-esteem group. In the control condition, inclining subjective LS trajectories were found 

among high and low self-esteem groups; further, mean ratings of current and anticipated future 

LS were higher for the high (vs. low) self-esteem group. In the worse-than-average condition, 

non-linear inclining subjective LS trajectories were typical for high self-esteem individuals, 

whereas a different pattern of non-linear inclining subjective LS trajectories was found in the low 

self-esteem group (i.e., declining from past to current, inclining from current to future); further, 

mean ratings of LS were higher for current and anticipated future LS for the high (vs. low) self-

esteem group. Taken together, differences in subjective LS trajectories between high and low 

self-esteem groups were similar in the better-than-average and control conditions, but not in the 

worse-than-average condition. Such findings suggest that whereas high self-esteem individuals 

did not appear to benefit from describing their current lives as being better than average, low 

self-esteem individuals appeared to suffer from describing their current lives as being worse than 

average. 
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Figure 6. Mean life satisfaction ratings by self-esteem and subjective temporal period for participants in the better-than-average 

condition (left panel), control condition (middle panel), and worse-than-average condition (right panel) – Study 1. High self-esteem 

group: solid lines, filled circles; low self-esteem group: dashed lines, unfilled squares. Standard error bars display 95% confidence 

intervals. 
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The effect of condition on affect and motivation. 

Additional exploratory analysis evaluated the moderating role of self-esteem on the effect 

of experimental condition on affect and motivation using four mixed-model ANOVAs, with two 

factors: condition (between-subjects: better-than-average, worse-than-average, control) and self-

esteem (between-subjects: continuous). For PA, the interaction between condition and self-

esteem was not statistically significant; F(2,376) = 1.46, p = .233, η2 = .01. For NA, the 

interaction between condition and self-esteem was not statistically significant; F(2,376) = 0.60, p 

= .548, η2 = .00. For commitment, the interaction between condition and self-esteem was not 

statistically significant; F(2, 376) = 0.15, p = .863, η2 = .00. For confidence, the interaction 

between condition and self-esteem was not statistically significant; F(2, 376) = 2.10, p = .124, η2 

= .01. The lack of statistically significant interactions indicate that the effect of experimental 

condition on each of these outcomes did not differ according to participants’ level of self-esteem. 

Discussion 

Subjective Trajectories for Life Satisfaction 

In support of Hypothesis 1, participants in Study 1, on average, reported inclining 

subjective LS trajectories. This finding is consistent with extant literature demonstrating that the 

belief that one’s life will improve over time is robust (Busseri & Merrick, 2016; Busseri & Mise, 

2019; DeGagne & Busseri, under review; Shanahan & Busseri, 2016). Extending this previous 

work, the present study demonstrates that regardless of whether individuals described their 

current lives as being better or worse than their average peer, they anticipated greater LS in the 

future. 

Drawing on previous social comparison research, it was also anticipated that individuals 

would rely on information about their standing relative to others when making self-assessments 
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(Festinger, 1954; Gerber et al., 2018; Zell et al., 2019), including with respect to their life 

satisfaction (Emmons & Diener, 1985). Consistent with these predictions, in the present study it 

was found that manipulating participants’ current standing relative to the average person their 

age and gender impacted their evaluations of their LS. Specifically, as predicted under 

Hypothesis 2, mean ratings of current LS were significantly higher in the better-than-average 

than in the control and worse-than-average conditions, and higher in the control condition than in 

the worse-than-average condition. This finding replicates previous research highlighting the self-

enhancing benefits of viewing oneself as better off than others as well as the self-detrimental 

consequences of viewing oneself as worse off than others (Dufner et al., 2019; Zell et al., 2019). 

Indeed, manipulating better and worse than average descriptions of individuals’ current lives 

impacted their ratings of current LS in opposite directions relative to the control group, and with 

similar magnitudes. These findings thus provide a valuable extension to previous research 

examining either the BTAE or the WTAE separately (Alicke & Govorun, 2005; Guenther & 

Alicke, 2010), by considering them together and demonstrating the relatively equal impact of 

both effects. 

Also as expected (Hypothesis 3) based on the established link between ratings of current 

and anticipated future LS (Busseri, 2013; Busseri et al., 2012; Choma et al., 2014), mean ratings 

of anticipated future LS in the better-than-average condition were significantly higher than in the 

control and worse-than-average conditions, and higher in the control condition than in the worse-

than-average condition. Further, as expected under Hypothesis 3, there was a positive correlation 

between ratings of current and anticipated future LS. Together, these findings demonstrate that a 

manipulation involving individuals’ current lives can also impact their beliefs about their future 

lives. These findings are consistent with the proposal that individuals rely on evaluations of their 
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current self to inform their views about their future selves (Albert, 1977; Wilson & Ross, 2000, 

2001), and with a more general underlying commonality among individuals’ evaluations of their 

current and future lives (Busseri & Choma, 2016). Such results also extend previous research on 

the impact of social comparisons, as well as research examining the consequences of BTAE and 

WTAE, given that such studies typically focus on individuals’ evaluations of their current selves 

(Gerber et al., 2018; Zell et al., 2019) or their current LS (Emmons & Diener, 1985). 

Findings concerning mean ratings of recollected past LS, however, were contrary to 

Hypothesis 3. Specifically, in the better-than-average condition, mean ratings of recollected past 

LS were significantly lower (rather than higher) than in the worse-than-average condition. The 

opposite pattern was anticipated, however, based on proposals of robust and positive 

interconnections among all three subjective temporal periods (Busseri, 2013; Busseri et al., 2012; 

Choma et al., 2014). According to this notion, higher current LS in the better (vs. worse) than 

average condition should have led to higher (rather than lower) levels of recollected past LS in 

that condition. Yet ratings of recollected past LS were not significantly correlated with current 

(or anticipated future) LS. Such findings suggest that the impact of the manipulation on 

individuals’ recollected past LS was independent of its impact on their current LS. Although 

unanticipated, one explanation for this may be that, following a comparison to better (vs. worse) 

off others, individuals may be inclined to self-enhance (vs. self-derogate) in two distinct ways. 

Specifically, when asked to view their current lives as better than average, individuals may 

bolster views about their current lives by reporting higher current LS relative to what is typical 

(i.e., control condition) as well as report greater improvement in LS from the past to the present 

than is typical (i.e., relative to the control condition). With respect to individuals’ reactions when 

asked to view their current lives as worse than average, individuals may denigrate views about 
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their current lives by reporting lower current LS relative to what is typical as well as report 

declines in LS from the past to the present. Together, such notions suggest that individuals 

compare their current lives to the current lives of others (Festinger, 1954) as well as compare 

their progress over time to the progress of others (Reh et al., 2018). Indeed, the apparent 

implementation of both forms of social comparison at the same time gives rise to the idea that 

individuals may employ whatever means they have at their disposal to support beliefs they hold 

regarding their lives. Further, this notion supports the idea that individuals are willing to accept 

or make use of self-affirming information (good or bad) in order to ensure that their beliefs are 

not so easily challenged (Swann, 2012). 

Further, consistent with Hypothesis 4 based on the manipulation involving individuals’ 

current (rather than past or future) lives, the impact of the experimental manipulation was 

strongest with respect to mean ratings of current LS. One reason for this may be that focusing on 

life at present (their own and others’) increased the salience of that STP which in turn, increased 

the between-condition differences in mean ratings of current LS (Chambers & Windschitl, 2004; 

Kruger, 1999; Moore, 2007a). Such notions are consistent with cognitive accounts highlighting 

the tendency many individuals have to focus more on themselves than others (Chambers, 2008; 

Chambers & Windschitl, 2004; Moore & Small, 2007). In addition, the greater salience of 

individuals’ current lives, relative to their past and future, may also have existed prior to the 

manipulation. Indeed, previous non-experimental research on subjective LS trajectories also 

found the largest differences between individuals (e.g., those with high vs. low self-esteem; 

dispositional optimists vs. pessimists; clinically depressed vs. non-depressed) with respect to 

current LS (vs. past and future; Busseri, 2013; Busseri & Peck, 2015; Choma et al., 2014). In 

addition, it may be the case that the equal and opposite reactions to the manipulation among 
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participants in the experimental conditions are responsible for the large differences in ratings of 

current LS. Specifically, individuals may have employed multiple methods to bolster and 

denigrate their evaluations of their current lives after viewing their current lives as better and 

worse than average, respectively, resulting in exaggerated mean differences between conditions 

in current LS. As such, this large impact could be a result of exaggerated self-enhancement or 

self-derogation (Zell et al., 2019); a notion in line with accounts suggesting individuals are 

motivated to see themselves in a manner consistent with their self-views (Swann, 2012). 

Affect and Motivation 

With respect to the impact of the manipulation on participants’ affective responses, in 

support of Hypothesis 5 based on research suggesting different reactions to downward (vs. 

upward) social comparisons (Gerber et al., 2018; Wheeler & Miyake, 1992; Wills, 1981) as well 

as differences in viewing oneself as being better (vs. worse) than average (Moore, 2007a; Zell et 

al., 2019), manipulating comparison direction impacted mean ratings of PA and NA. 

Specifically, mean ratings of PA were higher (and mean ratings of NA were lower) in the better-

than-average condition than the control condition; further, mean ratings of PA were higher (and 

mean ratings of NA were lower) in the control condition than the worse-than-average condition. 

Such findings suggest that describing oneself as being better (vs. worse) off than others makes 

individuals feels good (vs. bad) about themselves and their lives. Such a direct effect is 

consistent with previous findings demonstrating that comparisons to worse (vs. better) off others 

are associated with higher ratings of LS (Emmons & Diener, 1985; Zell et al., 2019), as well as 

the moderate to strong relationship between higher current LS, higher PA, and lower NA 

(Busseri, 2018). 
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 Further, with respect to the impact of the manipulation on participants’ motivational 

responses, manipulating comparison direction impacted individuals’ commitment and confidence 

to achieve their plans and goals for the future. Specifically, in support of Hypothesis 5, mean 

ratings of both general commitment and confidence regarding specific plans for the future were 

higher in the better-than-average versus worse-than-average condition. Such findings are 

consistent with previous research emphasizing greater (vs. lesser) motivation following 

downward (vs. upward) social comparisons and in the context of better (vs. worse) than average 

effects (Haferkamp & Kramer, 2011; Hinsz & Matz, 1997; Lane & Gibbons, 2007). Given that 

commitment refers to more general, and confidence to more specific, thoughts regarding 

individuals’ future goals, such findings highlight the wide-ranging motivational impacts of a 

social comparison direction manipulation. Therefore, present findings suggest that both 

individuals’ general and specific goals for their futures vary as a function of viewing their 

current life as being better or worse than average. Such findings are important because they 

suggest that viewing one’s current life as better (vs. worse) than others’ actually bolsters (vs. 

diminishes) motivation to achieve one’s goals for the future – indicating a motivational linkage 

across subjective temporal periods (i.e., current to future; Bashir et al., 2014; Choma et al., 2014; 

Peetz & Wilson, 2008; Peetz, Wilson, & Strahan, 2009). Indeed, it may be the case that the belief 

that one’s current life is better (vs. worse) than others leads to perceptions of greater (vs. lesser) 

success and competence, which could positively (vs. negatively) impact individuals’ beliefs 

about what they will be able to accomplish in the future (Taylor & Sherman, 2008) and their 

effort to do so (Felson, 1984; Hinsz & Matz, 1997). 

Additional insights concerning the impact of the manipulation on motivation were 

gleaned from the inclusion of the control condition. Specifically, in partial support of Hypothesis 
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5, mean ratings of commitment in the control condition were marginally statistically higher than 

the worse-than-average condition, and marginally statistically lower than the better-than-average 

condition. Also, contrary to Hypothesis 5, mean ratings of confidence were not significantly 

higher in the better-than-average versus control condition, and not significantly lower in the 

worse-than-average versus control condition. Such findings suggest that the impact of the 

manipulation on motivation was relatively weak, and observed primarily with respect to 

differences between the two experimental conditions. This issue is addressed further in the 

General Discussion. 

Self-Esteem as a Moderator 

In support of Hypothesis 6 and Hypothesis 7, self-esteem was positively associated with 

current and anticipated future LS, PA, as well as greater commitment and confidence for 

achieving future goals. In addition, higher self-esteem was negatively related to ratings of NA. 

Contrary to Hypothesis 6, however, self-esteem was not positively related to recollected past LS. 

In all, such findings are consistent with the idea that higher (vs. lower) self-esteem is associated 

with more positive (vs. negative) outcomes (for review, see Sedikides, Gaertner, & Cai, 2015). 

Further, in support of Hypothesis 8 based on previous research highlighting the role of 

self-esteem as a moderating factor when determining the impact of comparing oneself to others 

(Alicke, & Govorun, 2005; Alicke & Sedikides, 2009; Aspinwall & Taylor, 1993; Buunk et al., 

1990; Gerber et al., 2018; Suls et al., 2002; Zell et al., 2019), a significant three-way interaction 

between condition, STP, and self-esteem was observed. Specifically, the positive impact of 

participants viewing their current life as better than average on their subjective LS trajectories 

was even more positive for those high (vs. low) in self-esteem. Such findings provide support for 

self-enhancement theories (Alicke & Sedikides, 2009; Taylor & Sherman, 2008) according to 
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which high self-esteem individuals are more likely than low self-esteem individuals to accept 

and use positive information about themselves in order to bolster perceptions of their lives. 

Further, the negative impact of participants viewing their current life as worse than average on 

their subjective LS trajectories was even more negative for those low (vs. high) in self-esteem. 

These findings are consistent with self-verification theory (Swann, 2012) according to which low 

(vs. high) self-esteem individuals are more willing to accept negative information about their 

lives because such information is congruent with their negative self-concepts. Thus, present 

findings provide some novel insights concerning how the impact of viewing one’s current life as 

better versus worse than average on individuals’ beliefs about how their LS is unfolding over 

time varies according to their level of self-esteem. 

Regarding the moderating role of self-esteem in participants’ affective responses and 

motivation following the comparison manipulation, Hypothesis 8 was unsupported. Indeed, the 

positive impact of viewing one’s current life as better than average on mean ratings of PA, NA, 

commitment, and confidence was not more beneficial for individuals with high self-esteem than 

it was for participants low in self-esteem. Moreover, the negative impact of viewing one’s 

current life as worse than average was not more detrimental for those with low self-esteem than 

it was for participants with high self-esteem. Such findings thus suggest that the impact of the 

manipulation on affect and motivation generalized across individuals, regardless of their level of 

self-esteem. 

Summary 

In summary, manipulating whether participants viewed their current lives as better or 

worse than average impacted their subjective trajectories for LS, affect, and motivation to 

achieve future goals. Study 1 thus provides new and direct support for the hypothesized impact 
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of comparison direction on individuals’ recollected past, current, and anticipated future LS. 

Findings additionally provide evidence of the consequences of comparing oneself to others for 

individuals’ positive and negative affect, as well as their commitment and confidence to achieve 

future plans and goals. Moreover, whereas self-esteem moderated the impact of the manipulation 

on participants’ subjective LS trajectories, such moderation was not found for the impact of the 

manipulation on affect and motivation. As such, Study 1 contributes to the literature highlighting 

the positive (vs. negative) impact of viewing oneself favourably (vs. unfavourably) compared to 

others, and provides direct evidence for the influence of social comparisons and the better/worse-

than-average effects on how individuals view their lives as unfolding over time. 

Consideration should be given to the potential impact of differential attrition (see 

Footnote 2). In particular, participants were least likely to complete the study if they were 

randomly assigned to the worse-than-average condition. Further, the sample size was smallest 

and less than the target size of 100 in this condition. One implication is that the statistical power 

to detect differences involving the worse-than-average condition may have been attenuated. 

Another implication is that the individuals remaining in the worse-than-average condition may 

have differed in some non-random fashion from individuals in the other conditions, as well as 

those participants who did not complete the study from the worse-than-average condition. As a 

consequence, estimates of group differences may be inaccurate such that they do not reflect the 

results that would have been obtained from (fully) random assignment of participants to 

conditions. 

In light of these issues and given that Study 1 was the first to show this direct (causal) 

link, it is important to test the replicability of such findings with a more robust methodology. 

Further, the manipulation in Study 1 was based on a static social comparison in that participants 
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compared themselves to others with respect to their current lives. However, given the focal 

interest in understanding how individuals view their lives as unfolding over time (i.e., temporal) 

as well as the relevance of the past and future in comparison processes in general (Redersdorff & 

Guimond, 2006), a temporal social comparison (Reh et al., 2018; Zell & Alicke, 2010b) may 

provide even more valuable insights. Such a comparison integrates the concepts of social 

comparison (Festinger, 1954) and status momentum (Pettit, Sivanathan, Gladstone & Marr, 

2013) – a concept suggesting that past changes in status have implications for future expectations 

(Markman & Guenther, 2007). Such temporal social comparisons have been studied in terms of 

individuals’ evaluations of their development over time relative to others (Alicke, Zell, & 

Guenther, 2013; Kanten & Tiegen, 2008; Reh et al., 2018; Zell & Alicke, 2010b). Previous 

studies have shown that individuals are sensitive to information concerning their own and others’ 

changes from the past and anticipated progress into the future, above and beyond current 

standing (Reh et al., 2018). Based on these notions, Study 2 employed a temporal social 

comparison manipulation to replicate and extend Study 1. 

Study 2 

The goal of Study 2 was to evaluate the impact of a comparison manipulation concerning 

the progress participants are making in their lives on how they view their lives as unfolding over 

time, as well as their current affect and motivation for achieving the anticipated future. To this 

end, participants described how their lives are unfolding over time in a manner that is better 

(better-than-average condition) or worse (worse-than-average condition) than that of the average 

person their age and gender. A third group of participants provided a description of how their 

lives are unfolding over time (control condition); however, this description was not with 

reference to others. Dependent measures included participants’ ratings of their recollected past, 
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current, and anticipated future LS, current affect (positive, negative), as well as motivation to 

achieve their anticipated future goals. In addition, self-esteem was assessed as a potential 

moderator. Hypotheses were the same as those in Study 1. 

Note that in order to address the differential attrition observed in Study 1, several minor 

methodological changes were made in Study 2. Specifically, payment was increased to $2.00 

(from $1.00) to provide greater incentive for study completion. An ‘active’ (rather than passive) 

control condition was employed in order to determine whether a more comparable workload 

across conditions would result in a more comparable completion rate. Finally, in order to provide 

sample sizes of at least 100 participants per condition (after all screening steps), the target 

sample size for Study 2 was 600 (i.e., 200 per condition), rather than 100 per condition as in 

Study 1. 

Method 

Note that all hypotheses, procedures, exclusion criteria, and plans for statistical analyses 

were pre-registered online through the aspredicted.org portal (see Appendix B). 

Participants and Procedures 

A community sample of adults were recruited on-line through Turk Prime (Litman et al., 

2016). Participants provided consent, completed the study questionnaire and, upon completion, 

were provided a debriefing form and received $2.00. The target sample size was 200 participants 

per condition (600 total). 

A total of 849 participants initially provided consent, of whom 602 completed the study. 

Of these, 600 were in the target age range (i.e., 18-40 years), of whom 549 completed the study 

within the predetermined range of acceptable completion times (i.e., 1 min to 20 min). Some of 

these participants were excluded from subsequent analysis because: they failed to complete all 
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study measures, provide a response to the independent variable check, or provide a response to 

the manipulation check (n = 6); or failed to provide a coherent/codable written description for 

how their lives are unfolding over time relative to others (described below; n = 1), leaving a total 

of 532 participants.5 Consistent with the preregistered screening steps (see Appendix B), 

additional participants were removed if they did not correctly answer an independent variable 

check (n = 41) and the manipulation check (n = 40) – both described below. Analyses thus 

pertained to the remaining sample of 451 participants (M age = 30.89, SD = 5.15; 54% 

female).6,7 

Manipulation and Materials 

Participants were randomly assigned to one of three conditions: better-than-average, 

worse-than-average, or control. Participants in the better-than-average condition described how 

their lives are unfolding over time in a manner that is better than the average person their age and 

gender. Participants in the worse-than-average condition described how their lives are unfolding 

over time in a manner that is worse than the average person their age and gender. Participants in 

 
5 Mean ratings on the manipulation check item were 5.5 (SD = 1.2) in the better-than-average condition, 2.7 (SD = 

1.4) in the worse-than-average condition, and 4.1 (SD = 1.3) in the control condition. These ratings indicate that 

participants in the better-and worse-than-average conditions reported themselves as thinking about their lives as 

unfolding over time in a manner that is better and worse, respectively, than the average person their age and gender, 

with those in the control condition falling in between. 
6 Sample sizes by condition were as follows: 151 (better-than-average), 159 (control), and 141 (worse-than-average). 

As such, the methodological approach of Study 2 appears to have addressed the differential attrition observed in 

Study 1. Specifically, participants were relatively equally likely to complete the study regardless of which condition 

they were (randomly) assigned. 
7 Results based on the sample of 532 respondents (i.e. prior to screening participants based on their responses to the 

independent variable and manipulation check items) were consistent with results presented in the main text based on 

the 451 respondents, with the following exceptions: The significant main effect of condition on confidence in the 

451 sample (p = .044) was marginally statistically significant in the 532 sample (p = .054); in addition, whereas both 

the three-way interaction between subjective trajectories for life satisfaction, condition, and self-esteem and the two-

way interaction between condition and self-esteem on confidence were marginally statistically significant in the 451 

sample (ps = .091, .075, respectively), they were not statistically significant in the 532 sample (ps = .532, 218, 

respectively). The choice of sample size for the main analysis (i.e., 451 vs. 532) was determined by the preregistered 

screening steps (see Appendix B), which were intended to ensure that the online participants had understood what 

they were asked to do and completed the experimental tasks as instructed. 
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the control condition described how their lives are unfolding over time, but not relative to the 

average person their age and gender. 

Participants’ open-ended descriptions of how their lives are unfolding over time within 

each condition were coded by two independent coders. Participants were excluded from further 

analysis if they did not provide codable/coherent comments about their lives (98.5% agreement, 

kappa = .59, p < .001). Note that disagreements in coding were resolved through discussion. 

Participants in each condition also completed independent variable and manipulation 

check questions following the manipulation materials. Specifically, with respect to the 

independent variable check, they were asked to identify, from three options corresponding to the 

three experimental conditions, the instructions that they received (better-than-average condition: 

“I was asked to think about and describe how my life is unfolding over time in a manner that is 

better than the average person my age and gender”; worse-than-average condition: “I was asked 

to think about and describe how my life is unfolding over time in a manner that is worse than the 

average person my age and gender”; control condition: “I was not asked to think about either of 

the above options”). Consistent with the study preregistration, participants were screened out 

from further analysis if they did not select the appropriate box. 

With respect to the manipulation check, participants were asked to indicate on a 7-point 

scale (1 = extremely worse than and 7 = extremely better than) the option that best described 

what they were thinking about, in terms of how their life is unfolding over time compared to the 

average person their age and gender. Consistent with the study preregistration, participants in the 

better-than-average condition were screened out from further analysis if they did not select a 

rating above the scale midpoint, and participants in the worse-than-average condition were 
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screened out if they did not select a rating below the scale midpoint. Participants in the control 

condition were not screened out based on their responses to the manipulation check. 

Following participants’ descriptions involving their lives as unfolding over time, they 

evaluated their recollected past, current, and anticipated future LS, as well as their positive 

affect, negative affect, and motivation for achieving their anticipated future lives. 

Measures 

Participants in Study 2 completed the same measures as Study 1. Specifically, they 

provided ratings for recollected past, current, and anticipated future LS; positive and negative 

affect (α = .96 and α = .93, respectively); commitment to achieve future goals (α = .96); 

confidence to achieve future plans (α = .76); as well as self-esteem (α = .93). 

Results 

Descriptive statistics are shown in Table 3 for the sample overall and by condition. 

Correlations among the study measures are shown in Table 4. 
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Table 3 

Mean ratings for study measures for sample overall and by condition – Study 2. 

 Sample  BTA  Control  WTA 

Variable M SD  M SD  M SD  M SD 

LS – past 5.36 2.30  5.52 2.11  5.18 2.33  5.40 2.47 

LS – current 6.11 2.17  6.76 1.80  6.23 2.04  5.28 2.40 

LS – future 7.90 2.13  8.50 1.55  7.98 2.15  7.18 2.42 

Positive Affect 4.44 1.58  4.99 1.38  4.65 1.45  3.63 1.60 

Negative Affect 2.73 1.47  2.20 1.33  2.63 1.37  3.41 1.46 

Commitment 5.85 1.28  6.11 0.85  5.80 1.39  5.63 1.48 

Confidence 4.63 0.99  4.73 0.88  4.67 1.01  4.47 1.06 

Self-Esteem 2.86 0.67  3.02 0.58  2.87 0.68  2.68 0.69 

Note. N = 451 (ns = 151, 159, and 141 respectively, for better-than-average, control, and worse-than-average conditions). LS = life 

satisfaction; BTA = better-than-average; WTA = worse-than-average. 
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Table 4 

Associations between study measures for the sample overall – Study 2. 

Variable  LS - P LS - C LS - F PA NA CMT CON SE 

LS – past (P)  --        

LS – current (C)       .21** --       

LS – future (F)   .07  .59** --      

Positive Affect   .03  .69**  .61** --     

Negative Affect   .03 -.56** -.47** -.68** --    

Commitment  -.04  .32**  .62**  .50** -.36** --   

Confidence  -.03  .27**  .43**  .43** -.37** .51** --  

Self-Esteem      .16**  .58**  .55**  .66** -.61** .48** .44** -- 

Note. N = 451. LS = life satisfaction; PA = positive affect; NA = negative affect; CMT = commitment; CON = confidence; SE = self-

esteem. ** Correlation is significant at the p < .01 level. 
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Effect of Condition on Subjective Trajectories for Life Satisfaction 

To test for differences between conditions in the subjective LS trajectories, a 3 

(condition, between-subjects: better-than-average, worse-than-average, control) x 3 (STP, 

within-subjects: recollected past, current, anticipated future) mixed-model ANOVA was 

conducted. The main effect of condition was statistically significant; F(2,448) = 14.59, p < .001, 

η2 = .06, indicating that, when collapsing across STP, there was a significant difference in mean 

ratings of LS between conditions. Mean LS was significantly higher in the better-than-average 

condition versus the other two conditions (ps < .009), and significantly higher in the control 

condition versus the worse-than-average condition (p = .004). In addition, the main effect of STP 

was statistically significant; F(2,896) = 224.09, p < .001, η2 = .33, indicating that, when 

collapsing across condition, there was a significant difference in mean ratings of LS across STPs, 

consistent with an inclining subjective LS trajectory overall. Mean anticipated future LS was 

significantly higher than current and recollected past LS (ps < .001), and current LS was 

significantly higher than recollected past LS (p < .001).8 

Further, the interaction between condition and STP was statistically significant; F(4,896) 

= 6.98, p < .001, η2 = .03, indicating that, on average, the subjective LS trajectories differed 

across condition. To investigate this interaction, a series of one-way repeated measures 

ANOVAs was conducted to test the simple effect of STP within each condition. The effect of 

STP was significant within each condition (all ps < .001). However, the magnitudes of these 

effects varied across condition: η2 = .30 (better-than-average condition), .24 (worse-than-average 

condition), and .29 (control condition). As shown in Figure 7, inclining subjective LS trajectories 

 
8 Note that 80.0% of participants were characterized by a positive (i.e., inclining) current-future subjective LS 

trajectory slope (including 84.1% of participants in the better-than-average condition; 81.8% in the control 

condition, and 73.8% in the worse-than-average condition). 
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were found in each condition, however, the shapes of these trajectories differed across 

conditions. In the better-than-average condition, a linear and inclining subjective trajectory was 

observed wherein mean ratings of anticipated future LS were significantly higher than current 

and recollected past LS, and mean ratings of current LS were significantly higher than 

recollected past LS (all ps < .001). Similarly, in the control condition, a linear and inclining 

subjective trajectory was observed wherein mean ratings of anticipated future LS were 

significantly higher than current and recollected past LS, and mean ratings of current LS were 

significantly higher than recollected past LS (all ps < .001). In the worse-than-average condition, 

a non-linear but inclining subjective trajectory was found wherein mean ratings of anticipated 

future LS were significantly higher than current LS and recollected past LS (both ps < .001), but 

mean ratings of current LS were not significantly different from recollected past LS (p = .604). 
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Figure 7. Mean life satisfaction ratings by condition and subjective temporal period – Study 2. 

Better-than-average condition: dashed line, unfilled circles; control condition: solid line, filled 

triangles; worse-than-average condition: dotted line, unfilled squares. Standard error bars display 

95% confidence intervals. 

 

In addition, a series of one-way repeated measures ANOVAs was conducted to test the 

simple effect of condition within each STP. The effect of condition was not statistically 

significant for ratings of recollected past LS (p = .419). In contrast, the effect of condition was 

statistically significant for current and anticipated future LS (both ps < .001), indicating that for 

these STPs the mean ratings of LS varied by condition. Of note, the magnitudes of the effect of 

condition varied across STP: η2 = .00 (recollected past), .08 (current), and .06 (anticipated 

future). With respect to pair-wise differences between conditions, for current LS, mean ratings 
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control conditions (ps < .027), and significantly higher in the control condition than in the worse-

than-average condition (p < .001). For anticipated future LS, mean ratings were significantly 

higher in the better-than-average condition than in the worse-than-average and control conditions 

(ps < .028), and significantly higher in the control condition than in the worse-than-average 

condition (p = .001). 

Effect of Condition on Affect and Motivation 

To test for differences between conditions in affect and motivation, four one-way 

ANOVAs (condition, between-subjects: better-than-average, worse-than-average, control) were 

conducted. The effect of condition on PA was statistically significant; F(2,448) = 33.52, p < 

.001, η2 = .13. Follow-up pairwise comparisons revealed significant differences between each 

condition (ps < .044). As shown in Figure 8, mean ratings of PA were higher in the better-than-

average condition than in the control and worse-than-average conditions, and higher in the 

control condition than in the worse-than-average condition. 
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Figure 8. Mean ratings of positive affect by condition – Study 2. Better-than-average condition: 

black bar; control condition: white bar; worse-than-average condition: grey bar. Standard error 

bars display 95% confidence intervals. 

 

The effect of condition on NA also was statistically significant; F(2,448) = 28.57, p < 

.001, η2 = .11. Follow-up pairwise comparisons revealed significant differences between each 

condition (ps < .008). As shown in Figure 9, mean ratings of NA were lower in the better-than-

average condition than in the control and worse-than-average conditions, and lower in the control 

condition than in the worse-than-average condition. 
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Figure 9. Mean ratings of negative affect by condition – Study 2. Better-than-average condition: 

black bar; control condition: white bar; worse-than-average condition: grey bar. Standard error 

bars display 95% confidence intervals. 

 

The effect of condition on commitment was statistically significant; F(2,448) = 5.48, p = 

.004, η2 = .02. Follow-up pairwise comparisons revealed significant differences between the 

better-than-average condition and the control and worse-than-average conditions (ps < .033); 

however, the difference between the control and worse-than-average conditions was not 

statistically significant (p = .240). As shown in Figure 10, mean ratings of commitment were 

higher in the better-than-average condition than in the control and worse-than-average 

conditions, but the control and worse-than-average conditions did not statistically differ. 
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Figure 10. Mean ratings of commitment by condition – Study 2. Better-than-average condition: 

black bar; control condition: white bar; worse-than-average condition: grey bar. Standard error 

bars display 95% confidence intervals. 

 

The effect of condition on confidence was marginally statistically significant; F(2,448) = 

2.96, p = .053, η2 = .01. Follow-up pairwise comparisons revealed a statistically significant 

difference between the better-than-average and worse-than-average conditions (p = .020) but the 

difference between the better-than-average and control conditions was not statistically significant 

(p = .576). In addition, the difference between the control and worse-than-average conditions 

was marginally statistically significant (p = .071). As shown in Figure 11, mean ratings of 

confidence were higher in the better-than-average than worse-than-average condition (but not 

control), and marginally lower in the worse-than-average than control condition.  
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Figure 11. Mean ratings of confidence by condition – Study 2. Better-than-average condition: 

black bar; control condition: white bar; worse-than-average condition: grey bar. Standard error 

bars display 95% confidence intervals. 
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(between-subjects: better-than-average, worse-than-average, control), STP (within-subjects: 

recollected past, current, anticipated future) and self-esteem (between-subjects: continuous). The 

three-way interaction was marginally statistically significant; F(4,890) = 2.01, p = .091, η2 = .01, 

indicating that the effect of the experimental manipulation on the subjective LS trajectories 

marginally varied according to participants’ level of self-esteem. 

To unpack this three-way interaction, separate 3 (STP, within-subjects: recollected past, 

current, anticipated future) by self-esteem (between-subjects: continuous) mixed-model 

ANOVAs were conducted for each condition. In the better-than-average condition, the main 

effect of STP was statistically significant; F(2,298) = 5.20, p = .006, η2 = .03, as was the main 

effect of self-esteem; F(1,149) = 32.70, p < .001, η2 = .18, and the interaction between STP and 

self-esteem was statistically significant; F(2,298) = 4.35, p = .014, η2 = .03. In the control 

condition, the main effect of STP was statistically significant; F(2,314) = 7.22, p = .001, η2 = .04, 

as was the main effect of self-esteem; F(1,157) = 77.64, p < .001, η2 = .33; and the interaction 

between STP and self-esteem was statistically significant; F(2,314) = 11.55, p < .001, η2 = .07. In 

the worse-than-average condition, the main effect of STP was statistically significant; F(2,278) = 

8.14, p < .001, η2 = .06, as was the main effect of self-esteem; F(1,139) = 97.64, p < .001, η2 = 

.41; and the interaction between STP and self-esteem was statistically significant; F(2,278) = 

13.34, p < .001, η2 = .09. 

To illustrate these findings, participants were separated into low (mean ratings less than 3 

on the 1 to 4 scale; 55% of participants) and high (mean ratings of 3 or greater on the 1 to 4 

scale; 45% of participants) self-esteem groups. As shown in Figure 12, in the better-than-average 

condition, linear and inclining subjective LS trajectories were found among high and low self-

esteem groups; further, mean ratings of current and anticipated future LS were higher for the 
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high (vs. low) self-esteem group. In the control condition, linear inclining subjective LS 

trajectories were found among the high self-esteem group, whereas non-linear inclining 

subjective LS trajectories were common in the low self-esteem group (i.e., flat from past to 

current, inclining from current to future); further, mean ratings of current and anticipated future 

LS were higher for the high (vs. low) self-esteem group. In the worse-than-average condition, 

linear and inclining subjective LS trajectories were typical for high self-esteem individuals, 

whereas a pattern of non-linear inclining subjective LS trajectories was found in the low self-

esteem group (i.e., declining from past to current, inclining from current to future); further, mean 

ratings of LS were higher for current and anticipated future LS for the high (vs. low) self-esteem 

group. Taken together, whereas the low self-esteem group largely differed in their subjective LS 

trajectories across conditions, the high self-esteem group was relatively consistent across 

conditions. These findings suggest that low (vs. high) self-esteem individuals were particularly 

vulnerable to viewing their lives as worse than average and high self-esteem individuals did not 

particularly benefit from viewing their lives as better than average. 
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Figure 12. Mean life satisfaction ratings by self-esteem and subjective temporal period for participants in the better-than-average 

condition (left panel), control condition (middle panel), and worse-than-average condition (right panel) – Study 2. High self-esteem 

group: solid lines, filled circles; low self-esteem group: dashed lines, unfilled squares. Standard error bars display 95% confidence 

intervals. 
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The effect of condition on affect and motivation. 

Additional exploratory analysis evaluated the moderating role of self-esteem on the effect 

of experimental condition on affect using two mixed-model ANOVAs, with two factors: 

condition (between-subjects: better-than-average, worse-than-average, control) and self-esteem 

(between-subjects: continuous). For PA, the interaction between condition and self-esteem was 

not statistically significant; F(2,445) = 0.42, p = .658, η2 = .00. For NA, the interaction between 

condition and self-esteem was not statistically significant; F(2,445) = 0.56, p = .571, η2 = .00. 

These non-significant interactions indicate that the effect of experimental condition on PA and 

NA did not differ according to participants’ level of self-esteem. 

In addition, the moderating role of self-esteem on the effect of experimental condition on 

motivation was also tested using two mixed-model ANOVAs, with two factors: condition 

(between-subjects: better-than-average, worse-than-average, control) and self-esteem (between-

subjects: continuous). For commitment, the interaction between condition and self-esteem was 

statistically significant; F(2,445) = 6.00, p = .003, η2 = .03. To probe this interaction, three one-

way ANOVAs, treating self-esteem as a continuous between-subjects factor, were conducted 

separately for each condition. The effect of self-esteem on commitment was statistically 

significant in the better-than-average condition; F(1,149) = 14.44, p < .001, η2 = .09, the control 

condition; F(1,157) = 60.09, p < .001, η2 = .28, as well as the worse-than-average condition; 

F(1,139) = 47.06, p < .001, η2 = .25. As shown in Figure 13, in each condition, those high (vs. 

low) in self-esteem reported greater commitment to achieve their future goals. This difference in 

commitment between high and low self-esteem groups was substantially larger in the control and 

worse-than-average conditions, relative to the better-than-average condition. 
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Figure 13. Mean ratings of commitment by self-esteem for participants in the better-than-average condition (left panel), control 

condition (middle panel), and worse-than-average condition (right panel) – Study 2. High self-esteem group: white bars; low self-

esteem group: black bars. Standard error bars display 95% confidence intervals. 
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With respect to the moderating role of self-esteem on the effect of condition on 

participants’ confidence in achieving their future plans, the interaction between condition and 

self-esteem was marginally statistically significant; F(2,445) = 2.61, p = .075, η2 = .01. To 

investigate this, three one-way ANOVAs, treating self-esteem as a continuous between-subjects 

factor, were conducted separately for each condition. The effect of self-esteem on confidence 

was statistically significant in the better-than-average condition; F(1,149) = 20.75, p < .001, η2 = 

.12, the control condition; F(1,157) = 22.94, p < .001, η2 = .13, as well as the worse-than-average 

condition; F(1,139) = 60.15, p < .001, η2 = .30. As shown in Figure 14, in each condition, those 

high (vs. low) in self-esteem reported greater confidence to achieve plans for their futures. This 

difference in confidence between high and low self-esteem groups was substantially larger in the 

worse-than-average condition, relative to the control and better-than-average conditions. 
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Figure 14. Mean ratings of confidence by self-esteem for participants in the better-than-average condition (left panel), control 

condition (middle panel), and worse-than-average condition (right panel) – Study 2. High self-esteem group: white bars; low self-

esteem group: black bars. Standard error bars display 95% confidence intervals. 
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Discussion 

Subjective Trajectories for Life Satisfaction 

In support of Hypothesis 1, participants in Study 2, on average, reported inclining 

subjective LS trajectories. This finding is consistent with findings from Study 1 as well as other 

extant literature demonstrating that the belief that one’s life will improve over time is robust 

(Busseri & Merrick, 2016; Busseri & Mise, 2019; DeGagne & Busseri, under review; Shanahan 

& Busseri, 2016). Extending this previous work, the present study demonstrates that regardless 

of whether individuals described their lives as unfolding over time in a manner that is better or 

worse than their average peer, they anticipated greater LS in the future. 

Drawing on previous temporal social comparison research, it was also anticipated that 

individuals would rely on information about their progress in life relative to that of others when 

making self-assessments (Kanten & Teigen, 2008; Pettit et al., 2013). Consistent with these 

predictions, in the present study it was found that manipulating participants’ perceived progress 

in life relative to the average person their age and gender impacted their evaluations of their LS. 

As predicted under Hypothesis 2, mean ratings of current LS were significantly higher in the 

better-than-average than in the control and worse-than-average conditions, and higher in the 

control condition than in the worse-than-average condition. This finding provides support for 

previous research demonstrating individuals’ sensitivities to changes in status over time, relative 

to others (Markman & Guenther, 2007; Reh et al., 2018; Zell & Alicke, 2010b). Moreover, such 

a finding provides support for extant research highlighting the self-enhancing benefits of 

perceiving greater progress in one’s life relative to that of others as well as the self-detrimental 

consequences of perceiving less progress in one’s life relative to that of others (Pettit et al., 

2013). Indeed, the present study extends previous research on social comparisons and better-and 
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worse-than-average effects by incorporating a temporal component to comparisons involving the 

average other (Gerber et al., 2018; Zell et al., 2019). In so doing, Study 2 demonstrated an equal 

and opposite impact of this manipulation, relative to the control group. Ultimately, present 

findings provide an informative extension concerning the impact of relying on comparisons to 

the average other when evaluating their own lives as unfolding over time. 

Also as expected (Hypothesis 3) based on the established link between ratings of current 

and anticipated future LS (Busseri, 2013; Busseri et al., 2012; Choma et al., 2014), mean ratings 

of anticipated future LS in the better-than-average condition were significantly higher than in the 

control and worse-than-average conditions; and significantly higher in the control condition than 

in the worse-than-average condition. Further, as expected under Hypothesis 3, there was a 

positive correlation between ratings of current and anticipated future LS. Together, these 

findings suggest that the impact of a manipulation involving individuals’ lives as unfolding over 

time can also impact their beliefs about their future lives. 

Also possible is that given the temporal nature of the manipulation, individuals may have 

anticipated brighter or dimmer futures based on the perception of their lives as unfolding in a 

manner that is better or worse, respectively, than the lives of others. This notion is consistent 

with the concept of psychological momentum (Markman & Guenther, 2007) which posits that 

individuals’ perceptions of how things (e.g., their lives) are progressing will continue to progress 

in a similar fashion into the future. As such, Study 2 results extend previous research on the 

impact of comparisons in a better/worse than average context by supporting the notion that 

individuals’ evaluations of their future lives are impacted by such comparisons (Pettit et al., 

2013). 
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Findings concerning mean ratings of recollected past LS, however, were contrary to 

Hypothesis 3. Specifically, mean ratings of recollected past LS did not significantly differ 

between conditions. The anticipated pattern was based on proposals of robust and positive 

interconnections among all three subjective temporal periods (Busseri, 2013; Busseri et al., 2012; 

Choma et al., 2014). According to this notion, it was expected that mean ratings of recollected 

past LS would be higher (vs. lower), relative to the control condition, among those who 

described their lives as unfolding over time in a manner that is better (vs. worse) than the average 

other. However, contrary to this, higher (vs. lower) current LS in the better (vs. worse) than 

average condition did not lead to corresponding levels of recollected past LS. Indeed, this pattern 

was not observed despite ratings of recollected past LS being significantly correlated with 

current LS. Such findings thus suggest that, regardless of how individuals describe their lives as 

unfolding over time relative to others (i.e., better than, worse than, or no comparison), they 

perceive their past as being equally satisfying. 

Although unanticipated, one explanation for this may be that thinking about how one’s 

life is unfolding over time encourages individuals to frame evaluations of their lives at each STP 

in a larger temporal context. Specifically, it may be the case that beliefs about the past is no 

longer focal per se; rather, individuals may have been more focused on how their LS has 

changed from the past to the current. This notion is consistent with theories concerning the 

psychological significance of perceived self-improvement from the past to the present (Peetz & 

Wilson, 2008; Taylor et al., 1995; Wilson & Ross, 2001), wherein greater (vs. lesser) perceived 

improvement is associated with more positive (vs. negative) outcomes (Busseri et al., 2009a). 

Consistent with this, individuals may have been more inclined to center this improvement around 
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their perceptions of their current (rather than past) LS, given the relevance of individuals’ current 

lives when considering progress from the past to the future. 

Further, consistent with the Hypothesis 4 based on the anticipated heightened salience of 

individuals’ current (rather than past or future) lives, the impact of the experimental 

manipulation was strongest with respect to mean ratings of current LS. Indeed, previous non-

experimental research on subjective LS trajectories also found the largest differences between 

individuals (e.g., those with high vs. low self-esteem; dispositional optimists vs. pessimists; 

clinically depressed vs. non-depressed) with respect to current LS (vs. past and future; Busseri, 

2013; Busseri & Peck, 2015; Choma et al., 2014). One reason for this may be that individuals are 

particularly sensitive about how their lives are at present, and thus primarily focus on their 

current LS even when evaluating how their progress over time relative to others. Indeed, 

individuals’ reactions to the manipulation may have encouraged them to employ multiple 

methods to convey their beliefs about their lives at each STP in relation to their current LS. That 

is to say that individuals may have bolstered (vs. denigrated) evaluations of their current lives, as 

well as report past LS improvement (vs. stability) following downward (vs. upward) temporal 

social comparisons, as both are directly relevant to how their current lives are evaluated. Such 

notions are consistent with previous research demonstrating the concrete (vs. abstract) nature of 

individuals’ current (vs. past and anticipated future) lives (Peetz & Wilson, 2008; Wilson & 

Ross, 2001). This tendency to focus and place greater weight on one’s current (vs. past and 

anticipated future) lives may thus underly the relatively large mean differences between 

conditions in current (vs. recollected past or anticipated future) LS. 

Affect and Motivation 
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With respect to the impact of the manipulation on participants’ affective responses, in 

support of Hypothesis 5 based on research suggesting different reactions to downward (vs. 

upward) social comparisons (Gerber et al., 2018; Wheeler & Miyake, 1992; Wills, 1981) as well 

as differences in viewing oneself as being better (vs. worse) than average (Moore, 2007a; Zell et 

al., 2019), manipulating comparison direction impacted mean ratings of PA and NA. 

Specifically, mean ratings of PA were higher (and mean ratings of NA were lower) in the better-

than-average condition than the control condition; further, mean ratings of PA were higher (and 

mean ratings of NA were lower) in the control condition than the worse-than-average condition. 

Such findings suggest that describing how one’s life is unfolding over time in a manner that is 

better (vs. worse) than others makes individuals feels good (vs. bad) about themselves and their 

lives. Such direct effects are consistent with previous findings demonstrating negative reactions 

to upward temporal social comparisons as such comparisons may cause individuals to feel 

threatened (Reh et al., 2018), as well as positive reactions to downward temporal social 

comparisons as these comparisons involve greater ascensions in status or rank, relative to others 

(Pettit et al., 2013; Tröster, Van Quaquebeke, & Aquino, 2018). Further, these findings are 

consistent with previous research demonstrating a moderate to strong relationship between 

higher current LS, higher PA, and lower NA (Busseri, 2018). 

 With respect to the impact of the manipulation on participants’ motivational responses, 

manipulating comparison direction impacted individuals’ commitment and confidence to achieve 

their plans and goals for the future. Specifically, in support of Hypothesis 5, mean ratings of both 

general commitment and confidence regarding specific plans for the future were higher in the 

better-than-average than worse-than-average condition. Such findings are consistent with 

previous research emphasizing greater (vs. lesser) motivation following downward (vs. upward) 
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temporal social comparisons (Pettit et al., 2013; Reh et al., 2018; Zell & Alicke, 2010b). 

Moreover, these findings are consistent with those found in the context of static social 

comparisons and in the context of better (vs. worse) than average effects (Haferkamp & Kramer, 

2011; Hinsz & Matz, 1997; Lane & Gibbons, 2007). Such findings are important because they 

suggest that viewing one’s life as unfolding over time in a manner that is better (vs. worse) than 

others’ actually bolsters (vs. diminishes) motivation to achieve one’s goals for the future – 

indicating consistency between how individuals view their lives as unfolding over time (from the 

past, to the current, and into the future) and their plans and goals for the future. Indeed, it may be 

the case that the belief that one’s life is unfolding over time in a manner that is better (vs. worse) 

than others provides individuals with greater (vs. lesser) feelings of self-efficacy and 

psychological momentum, thus resulting in between-condition differences in their motivation to 

achieve future goals (Markman & Guenther, 2007; Taylor & Sherman, 2008). 

Additional insights concerning the impact of the manipulation on motivation were 

gleaned from the inclusion of the control condition. Specifically, in partial support of Hypothesis 

5, mean ratings of commitment were higher in the better-than-average than control condition (as 

expected), whereas mean ratings in the control condition were not higher than the worse-than-

average condition. Also, contrary to Hypothesis 5, mean ratings of confidence were not 

significantly higher in the better-than-average than control condition, and only marginally 

significantly lower in the worse-than-average than control condition. 

Self-Esteem as a Moderator 

In support of Hypothesis 6 and Hypothesis 7, self-esteem was positively associated with 

recollected past, current and anticipated future LS, PA, as well as greater commitment and 

confidence for achieving future goals. In addition, higher self-esteem was negatively related to 
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ratings of NA. Such findings are consistent with the idea that higher (vs. lower) self-esteem is 

associated with more positive (vs. negative) outcomes (for review, see Sedikides et al., 2015). 

Further, in partial support of Hypothesis 8 based on previous research highlighting the 

role of self-esteem as a moderating factor when determining the impact of comparing oneself to 

others (Alicke, & Govorun, 2005; Alicke & Sedikides, 2009; Aspinwall & Taylor, 1993; Buunk 

et al., 1990; Gerber et al., 2018; Suls et al., 2002; Zell et al., 2019) and results from Study 1, the 

three-way interaction between condition, STP, and self-esteem was marginally statistically 

significant. It was expected that high (vs. low) self-esteem participants would particularly benefit 

in the better-than-average condition, whereas low (vs. high) self-esteem participants would 

particularly suffer in the worse-than-average condition. And yet the findings suggested that the 

differences in the subjective trajectories for those high self-esteem only slightly varied across 

conditions, whereas differences in the subjective trajectories appeared to vary more substantively 

for low self-esteem individuals. 

With respect to the high self-esteem group, the absence of such differences could be due 

to underlying mechanisms at work, regardless of experimental condition. Specifically, across 

experimental conditions, high self-esteem participants reported similar increases in LS from the 

recollected past to current and from the current to the anticipated future. The consistency of these 

trends across conditions is congruent with high self-esteem individuals’ general tendency to self-

enhance (Dufner et al., 2019). 

Further, across experimental conditions, low self-esteem individuals were consistent in 

rating their anticipated future LS as higher than their current LS. Such findings are consonant 

with the proposal that individuals who are struggling with their lives tend to expect an 

unrealistically satisfying future (Busseri et al., 2009a, 2009b). However, with respect to low self-
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esteem participants’ beliefs about their past, either relative stability/slight inclines (better-than-

average and control conditions) or declines (worse-than-average condition) in LS were reported. 

Such variability in low self-esteem individuals’ past-current subjective trajectories for LS 

appears to have driven the observed marginally significant three-way interaction. One reason for 

this is that whereas low self-esteem individuals were provided an opportunity to self-enhance 

following the positive comparison in the better-than-average condition, they were particularly 

susceptible to the negative comparison in the worse-than-average condition. Such notions are 

congruent with previous research, including results from Study 1, demonstrating the benefits of 

viewing oneself as being better than average (Emmons & Diener, 1985; Zell et al., 2019) as well 

as research on self-verification theory (Swann, 2012), according to which individuals with low 

self-esteem are generally more willing to accept negative self-affirming information. 

Regarding the moderating role of self-esteem in participants’ affective responses 

following the comparison manipulation, Hypothesis 8 was unsupported. Indeed, the positive 

impact of viewing their lives as unfolding over time in a manner that is better than average on 

mean ratings of PA and NA was not even more beneficial for those high (vs. low) in self-esteem. 

Moreover, the negative impact of viewing their lives as unfolding over time in a manner that is 

worse than average on mean ratings of PA and NA was not even more detrimental for those low 

(vs. high) in self-esteem. 

However, with respect to the moderating role of self-esteem in participants’ motivation to 

achieve their future goals following the comparison manipulation, Hypothesis 8 was partially 

supported. Specifically, self-esteem significantly moderated the impact of comparison on 

participants’ commitment to achieve their future goals, and marginally significantly moderated 

the impact of comparison on participants’ confidence to achieve their future plans. Contrary to 
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predictions, the positive impact of viewing their lives as unfolding over time in a manner that is 

better (vs. worse) than average on mean ratings of commitment and confidence was not more 

beneficial for those high in self-esteem (i.e., mean ratings did not vary across conditions among 

the high self-esteem individuals). However, as anticipated, the negative impact of viewing their 

lives as unfolding over time in a manner that is worse (vs. better) than average on mean ratings 

of commitment and confidence was more detrimental for those low in self-esteem (i.e., mean 

ratings did vary across conditions among low self-esteem individuals). As a result, the difference 

in mean ratings of commitment and confidence between high and low self-esteem participants 

was smaller (rather than larger) in the better-than-average condition, relative to worse-than-

average condition. 

Importantly, there was also a difference in the moderation results between commitment 

and confidence with respect to the control condition. Specifically, the difference in mean ratings 

of commitment between high and low self-esteem participants was smaller in the better-than-

average condition than in the control and worse-than-average conditions (the two of which being 

comparable in their difference). In contrast, the difference in mean ratings of confidence between 

high and low self-esteem participants was larger in the worse-than-average condition than in the 

better-than-average and control conditions (which were roughly equal in their difference). Given 

the consistency of high self-esteem individuals across conditions for both mean ratings of 

commitment and confidence, the moderation findings can be interpreted in terms of the 

variability in responses among low self-esteem individuals. Specifically, such individuals appear 

to have gained additional benefits (relative to the control condition) following a favourable 

comparison with respect to commitment. This notion supports the self-enhancing outcomes 

associated with the better-than-average effect (Dufner et al., 2019; Zell et al., 2019) and, more 
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specifically, viewing one’s progress in life as being better than that of others (Pettit et al., 2013). 

Moreover, low self-esteem individuals appear to have suffered additional costs (relative to the 

control condition) following an unfavourable comparison with respect to their confidence. This 

finding provides further support for self-verification theory (Swann, 2012), according to which 

low self-esteem individuals are more willing to accept negative information about the self – and, 

in the present case, use this to inform evaluations regarding their confidence to achieve future 

plans. 

General Discussion 

 The overall goal of these studies was to better understand the role of comparison 

processes in the context of the better-and worse-than-average effects in determining how 

individuals view their lives as unfolding over time. Younger adults share beliefs about human 

development (Fleeson & Heckhausen, 1997; Heckhausen et al., 1989), including the expectation 

that this period of life comprises mainly acquisition of resources and growth (Baltes, 1987). As 

such, these individuals typically expect their lives to become increasingly satisfying (Busseri et 

al., 2009a). The wide-spread nature of this belief suggests that individuals may be relying on 

others when evaluating their own lives (Busseri, 2013; Fleeson & Heckhausen, 1997). Indeed, 

previous research has demonstrated that individuals similarly evaluate of their own and others’ 

lives as unfolding over time (Choma et al., 2014; DeGagne & Busseri, under review) suggesting 

the role of social comparison in individuals’ evaluations of their lives. 

Social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954) posits that individuals will compare 

themselves to another individual (i.e., comparison standard) and use this person to inform their 

self-evaluations. Importantly, comparisons to more than one other individual (e.g., the average 

other), are typically studied in the context of the better-and worse-than-average effects (Alicke & 
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Govorun, 2005), yet still considered social comparisons (for review, see Zell & Alicke, 2020). 

Most research on such comparisons demonstrates that comparisons to an individual or 

individuals who are better (vs. worse) than the self typically result in less (vs. more) positive 

outcomes (Gerber et al., 2018; Zell et al., 2019). Some research has investigated the relationship 

between social comparisons and LS (Emmons & Diener, 1985; Gerber et al., 2018), and between 

viewing oneself as better or worse than average and LS (Dufner et al., 2019; Zell et al., 2019). 

However, no studies to date have investigated how such comparisons impact individuals’ beliefs 

about how their lives are unfolding over time. 

In this thesis, two experiments investigated whether individuals’ evaluations of their 

recollected past, current, and anticipated future LS are impacted by how they view their own 

lives relative to the lives of their peers. Specifically, participants described their current lives 

(Study 1) or their lives as unfolding over time (Study 2) as better (vs. worse) than the average 

person their age and gender; with both studies including a no comparison control condition. In 

both studies, manipulating comparison direction impacted individuals’ subjective LS trajectories. 

Moreover, both studies also found that participants’ affect and motivation for achieving future 

goals was also impacted by the manipulation. Self-esteem was also investigated as a moderating 

factor. As discussed in detail below, this work thus provides new insights concerning mental 

comparisons as a causal factor for individuals’ beliefs about how their lives are unfolding over 

time, as well as their affect and motivation to achieve their future goals. 

Subjective Trajectories for Life Satisfaction 

Across both studies, manipulating comparison direction impacted individuals’ ratings of 

their recollected past, current, and anticipated future LS. These results suggest that individuals 

rely on information about others’ current lives and the progress others are making in their lives 
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over time when forming evaluations of how their own lives are unfolding over time. Such 

findings extend previous research on both static social comparisons (Festinger, 1954) and 

temporal social comparisons (Reh et al., 2018; Zell & Alicke, 2010b) as they involve assessing 

the impact of such comparisons with respect to how individuals believe their lives are unfolding 

over time. Moreover, these findings also support previous research highlighting the important 

role of social comparisons – including the impact of better-and worse-than-average effects – in 

self-evaluations with respect to individuals’ affective and motivational responses (Gerber et al., 

2018; Zell et al., 2019). 

In addition, within each condition in both studies, participants, on average, reported 

inclining subjective LS trajectories. Importantly, these beliefs were found even among 

individuals who described their current lives (Study 1) and their lives as unfolding over time 

(Study 2) as being worse than the average other. Such findings highlight the robust nature of the 

belief held by young adults that life over time becomes increasingly satisfying (Busseri et al., 

2009a; Lachman et al., 2008). Moreover, the degree to which individuals perceived their lives to 

be getting better from the past to the future was greater for those who viewed their current lives, 

as well as the progress in they are making in their lives, as better (vs. worse) than the average 

other. As such, the present research shows that, despite individuals’ tendency to report an 

increasingly satisfying life, if they make favourable comparisons to their peers, they will 

perceive even greater increases in LS from the past into the future. This finding is consonant 

with other research demonstrating similar patterns of subjective LS trajectories following receipt 

of positive (vs. negative) information conveying the types and valence of life events (Shanahan 

& Busseri, 2016) or normative LS development (DeGagne & Busseri, under review) that one can 

expect for their own lives. 
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Further, in both studies, mean ratings of current LS differed between each condition. 

Specifically, mean ratings of current LS in the better-than-average (vs. worse-than-average) 

condition were significantly higher (vs. lower), relative to the control condition. Such findings 

support previous research demonstrating the relationship between social comparison direction 

and current LS (Emmons & Diener, 1985; Frieswijk et al., 2004). Importantly, research on social 

comparisons commonly investigates both individuals’ selection of, and reactions to, downward 

(vs. upward) social comparisons. In contrast, research on comparisons involving the average 

other typically focuses on when individuals report themselves as being better or worse than 

average (i.e., selection studies), and not the outcome of viewing themselves in this manner (i.e., 

reaction studies). As such, the present studies expand previous research by treating such 

comparisons as causes rather than outcomes. Moreover, previous research on temporal social 

comparisons commonly only include one other individual as a comparison standard (e.g., a co-

worker; Reh et al., 2018). Therefore, the present studies expand such previous research by 

examining the impact of comparisons of progress relative to the average other. 

In addition, consistent with the link between current and anticipated future LS (Busseri, 

2013; Busseri et al., 2012), mean ratings of anticipated future LS also differed between 

conditions similarly between studies. Specifically, mean ratings of anticipated future LS in the 

better-than-average condition were significantly higher than the control and worse-than-average 

conditions, as well as higher in the control versus worse-than-average condition in both studies. 

This finding is consistent with the proposal that individuals rely on evaluations of their current 

self to inform their views about their future selves (Albert, 1977; Wilson & Ross, 2000, 2001), 

and with the suggestion of a general underlying commonality between evaluations of 

individuals’ current and anticipated future LS (Busseri & Choma, 2016). 
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Importantly, in both studies, hypotheses based on the interconnectedness of individuals’ 

evaluations of their current and recollected past lives were not supported. Specifically, it was 

expected that mean ratings of recollected past LS would be higher (vs. lower) in the better-than-

average (vs. worse-than-average) conditions, relative to the control condition. However, findings 

from both studies suggest that individuals’ evaluations of their recollected past and current lives 

are relatively independent of each other. Specifically, ratings of recollected past and current LS 

were not significantly correlated in Study 1, whereas a small positive correlation was observed in 

Study 2. This difference between studies suggests that comparisons involving individuals’ lives 

as unfolding over time (Study 2) may have resulted in a greater emphasis on self-continuity (e.g., 

Hershfield, 2019; Rutt & Löckenhoff, 2016), compared to a manipulation prompting individuals 

to focus on a comparison involving only their current lives (Study 1). If so, then participants in 

Study 2 may have viewed their past-to-current lives as being more continuous than those in 

Study 1. Nonetheless, given the modest size of the correlation between ratings of past and 

current LS even in Study 2, findings from both studies provide (at best) mixed support for the 

proposal that individuals rely on evaluations of their current selves to inform their views about 

their past selves (Albert, 1977; Wilson & Ross, 2000, 2001), as well as previous correlational 

research showing positive associations between ratings of recollected past and current LS 

(Busseri & Choma, 2016; Wilson & Ross, 2000). Future research could investigate this issue by 

examining the impact of manipulating individuals’ perceived standing relative to the average 

other at each STP separately on their ratings recollected past, current, and anticipated future LS. 

Specifically, whereas Study 1 manipulated individuals’ views about their current lives relative to 

the average other, future research could manipulate their recollected past and/or anticipated 
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future LS relative to the average other. In addition, measures of individuals’ perceived self-

continuity across subjective temporal periods would also provide valuable new insights. 

With respect to differences between studies, whereas mean ratings of recollected past LS 

significantly differed between the better-and worse-than-average conditions in Study 1 (in the 

opposite direction), mean ratings of recollected past LS did not statistically differ between any 

conditions in Study 2. Given that the only difference between studies was the manipulation, one 

reason for the difference in results between studies may be the static versus temporal nature of 

viewing one’s life relative to others. Specifically, following a static comparison (as in Study 1) 

whereby individuals describe their current lives as being better (vs. worse) than others, there may 

be a tendency to perceive both higher (vs. lower) current LS and greater (vs. lesser) past 

improvement. Such notions would explain the difference in mean ratings of recollected past LS 

between experimental conditions observed in Study 1. With respect to Study 2, the temporal 

aspect of the comparison may have resulted in individuals focusing more on the changes they 

have undergone in their lives from the past to the current, rather than focusing on their 

recollected past per se. This notion is in line with previous research highlighting the significance 

of perceptions of improvement from one’s past to their current (Peetz & Wilson, 2008; Taylor et 

al., 1995; Wilson & Ross, 2001), wherein greater (vs. lesser) past improvement is associated 

with more positive (vs. negative) outcomes (Busseri et al., 2009a). 

Also noteworthy were the differences in effect sizes at each STP. In both studies, the 

largest effect size was found with respect to mean ratings of current LS. These findings are 

consistent with other research showing that the largest effect sizes between groups (e.g., high vs. 

low self-esteem; depressed vs. non-depressed) are found with respect to individuals’ evaluations 

of their current lives (vs. past and future; Busseri, 2013; Busseri & Peck, 2015; Choma et al., 
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2014). Together, these findings suggest that there is more focus on the current period of one’s 

life relative to the recollected and anticipated future (Chambers, 2008; Chambers & Windschitl, 

2004; Kruger, 1999). To test this notion directly, future research could ask participants to what 

degree they were thinking about or focusing on their past, current, or future when evaluating 

their lives as unfolding over time (e.g., Busseri, Malinowski, & Choma, 2013). 

In addition, the effect size for mean ratings of current LS in Study 1 was greater than that 

observed in Study 2. One reason for this may be that the manipulation in Study 1 was with 

respect to individuals’ current lives, whereas the manipulation in Study 2 was with respect to 

their lives as unfolding over time. One possibility, therefore, is that while individuals were more 

attuned to their current (vs. recollected past and anticipated future) lives following the 

comparison manipulations in Study 1 and Study 2, such heightened focus was even greater for 

the static comparison in Study 1. However, what remains unknown is which STP would show 

the largest effect size if individuals were to view their lives (separately) in the past and in the 

future as better (vs. worse) than others. It may be the case that if individuals were asked to focus 

on their past (or future) lives as being better (vs. worse) than others, the heightened salience of 

that particular STP following the manipulation would produce the largest effect size, relative to 

the other STPs. Alternatively, given that the heightened salience of one’s life at present has 

already been well-established (Chambers, 2008; Chambers & Windschitl, 2004; Kruger, 1999), it 

may be the case that large effect sizes would be found for both mean ratings of current LS and 

the particular STP matching the manipulation. 

Affect and Motivation 

With respect to participants’ affective reactions to the manipulation, consistent with 

previous research demonstrating positive (vs. negative) responses to downward (vs. upward) 
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social comparisons (Gerber et al., 2018; Wheeler & Miyake, 1992; Wills, 1981), as well as 

differences in viewing oneself as being better (vs. worse) than average (Moore, 2007a; Zell et al., 

2019), I found that manipulating comparison direction impacted mean ratings of PA and NA. 

Specifically, participants in both studies reported more PA and less NA in the better-than-

average versus control and worse-than-average conditions, and more PA and less NA in the 

control than worse-than-average condition. These results suggest that individuals feel good (vs. 

bad) following descriptions of how their current lives (Study 1) or lives as unfolding over time 

(Study 2) are better (vs. worse) than the average person their age and gender. These findings 

support previous research demonstrating the relationship between downward (vs. upward) 

comparisons and positive (vs. negative) affective reactions (Emmons & Diener, 1985; Gerber et 

al., 2018), as well as studies linking greater self-enhancement (including viewing oneself as 

better/worse than others) with more positive affective reactions (Dufner et al., 2019; Zell et al., 

2019). 

Improving upon previous studies on this issue (Bruchmann, 2017; Gerber et al., 2018; 

Zell et al., 2019), both studies included control conditions and treated better/worse average 

comparisons as causal factors, rather than as outcomes. Doing so allowed for the impact of both 

directions of the manipulations (in both studies) on PA and NA to be tested independently and 

contrasted to findings from the control conditions. Across studies, participants’ PA and NA were 

separately and positively (negatively) impacted by the better (vs. worse) than average 

manipulations, relative to controls, as evidenced by differences in ratings of PA and NA between 

each of the two experimental conditions and the control condition. Thus, both studies found 

opposite impacts on PA and NA when individuals viewed their current lives (Study 1) and lives 

as unfolding over time (Study 2) as better versus worse than the average other. Such findings 
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support previous research regarding the structure of subjective well-being (Busseri, 2018; 

Busseri & Sadava, 2011; Metler & Busseri, 2017), as well as experimental findings involving 

affect induction (Joseph, Chan, Heintzelman et al., 2020). Specifically, the observed pattern in 

both studies support the notion that PA and NA are separate but related constructs, wherein 

changes in one type of affective experience (either longitudinal or experimentally-induced) are 

related to opposing changes in the other type. 

Further, with respect to the impact of the manipulation on participants’ motivational 

responses, in both studies, manipulating comparison direction impacted individuals’ commitment 

and confidence to achieve their plans and goals for the future. Specifically, mean ratings of both 

general commitment to achieve future goals and confidence regarding specific plans for the 

future were higher in the better-than-average than worse-than-average condition. Such findings 

are consistent with previous research emphasizing greater versus lesser motivation following 

downward versus upward (temporal) social comparisons (e.g., Haferkamp & Kramer, 2011; 

Lane & Gibbons, 2007; Pettit et al., 2013; Reh et al., 2018) and in the context of better (vs. 

worse) than average effects (e.g., Hinsz & Matz, 1997). Given that commitment refers to more 

general, and confidence to more specific, thoughts regarding individuals’ future goals, such 

findings highlight the wide-ranging motivational impacts of a comparison direction 

manipulation. Therefore, present findings suggest that both individuals’ general and specific 

goals for their futures can be impacted by viewing their current lives (Study 1) and lives as 

unfolding over time (Study 2) as better or worse than average. 

Such findings are important because they demonstrate how viewing both one’s current 

life and one’s life as unfolding over time in a manner that is better (vs. worse) than others’ 

actually bolsters (vs. diminishes) motivation to achieve one’s goals for the future. Thus, present 
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findings from both studies indicate both a motivational linkage across subjective temporal 

periods (i.e., current to future), as well as a consistency between how individuals view their lives 

as unfolding over time (from the past, to the current, and into the future) and their plans and 

goals for the future (Bashir et al., 2014; Choma et al., 2014; Peetz et al., 2009; Peetz & Wilson, 

2008). With respect to both studies, it may be the case that the belief that one’s current life 

(Study 1) and progress in life (Study 2) is better (vs. worse) than others leads to perceptions of 

greater (vs. lesser) success and competence, which could positively (vs. negatively) impact their 

beliefs about what they will be able to accomplish in the future (Taylor & Sherman, 2008) and 

their willingness to invest effort into doing so (Felson, 1984; Hinsz & Matz, 1997). Moreover, 

with respect to Study 2, it may additionally be the case that that viewing one’s life as unfolding 

over time in a manner that is better (vs. worse) than others leads to greater (vs. lesser) 

perceptions of psychological momentum (Markman & Guenther, 2007), the idea that things have 

been going well and this ‘momentum’ will persist into the future. Such notions could be explored 

in future studies seeking to understand the mechanisms linking how individuals’ view their lives 

as unfolding over time relative others and the motivational impact of such perceptions. 

Additional insights concerning the impact of the manipulation on motivation in both 

studies were gleaned from the inclusion of the control condition. Indeed, there were similarities 

and differences between studies for the differences between experimental conditions and the 

control condition in mean ratings of commitment and confidence. With respect to similarities 

between studies, unexpectedly, mean ratings of commitment did not statistically differ between 

the control and worse-than-average conditions, nor did mean ratings of confidence differ 

between the control and better-than-average conditions. 
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However, with respect to differences between studies, providing partial support for 

predictions, whereas mean ratings of commitment in the better-than-average condition were only 

marginally statistically higher than the control condition in Study 1, in Study 2, mean ratings of 

commitment were higher in the better-than-average versus control condition. Further, whereas 

mean ratings of confidence were marginally statistically significantly higher in the control versus 

worse-than-average condition in Study 2, they did not statistically differ in Study 1. As such, the 

inclusion of a control condition in both studies provided somewhat valuable insights concerning 

the impacts of manipulations regarding motivation. Specifically, individuals’ tendencies to report 

greater or lesser motivation in the two experimental conditions, relative to the control condition, 

indicate contrast effects. However, in each study, mean ratings of commitment and confidence 

did not significantly differ between the experimental conditions and the control condition (with 

the exception of mean ratings of commitment in the better-than-average versus control condition 

in Study 1). Of note, the magnitudes of these effects were stronger in Study 1 than in Study 2, 

stronger for the better-than-average versus control condition than worse-than-average versus 

control condition for commitment in both studies, and stronger for the worse-than-average versus 

control condition than better-than-average versus control condition for confidence in both 

studies. Ultimately, however, to the extent that individuals’ ratings of commitment and 

confidence between experimental conditions and control condition indicate contrast effects, such 

effects are generally weak. 

One reason for this could be that, across both studies, individuals’ mean ratings of 

motivation to achieve their future goals were high and the variability in such ratings was low. 

Given this, participants’ generally high levels of commitment and confidence may have been 

difficult to impact. Alternatively, it could be the case that measuring motivation later in the 
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procedure (i.e., following subjective trajectories, and positive and negative affect) resulted in 

weakened effects of the manipulation (i.e., order effects). Of note, the decision regarding the 

order of measurement was made based on the idea that motivation is influenced by individuals’ 

affective responses to social and temporal comparisons (Markman & McMullen, 2003). It is also 

possible that the impact of the manipulation was weaker for the motivation measures compared 

to the effect sizes for LS and affect because the latter measures pertained to the participants’ 

current self-evaluations, whereas the motivation measures pertained to their thoughts about their 

future selves. Ultimately, regardless of the reason for the smaller effect sizes for the motivation 

measures, present findings suggest that the motivational benefits (vs. detriments) of viewing 

one’s current life (Study 1) and life as unfolding over time (Study 2) as better (vs. worse) than 

average are generally weak, particularly relative to those who do not compare to others. An 

important issue for future research, therefore, is to determine in which types of situations and 

among what types of individuals such impacts may be strengthened. 

Self-Esteem as a Moderator 

As expected, in both studies, self-esteem was positively associated with current and 

anticipated future LS, PA, as well as greater commitment and confidence for achieving future 

goals. In addition and in both studies, higher self-esteem was negatively related to ratings of NA. 

Further, and as expected, whereas self-esteem was positively related to recollected past LS in 

Study 2, this, contrary to predictions, was not the case in Study 1. In all, findings from both 

studies are generally consistent with the idea that higher (vs. lower) self-esteem is associated 

with more positive (vs. negative) outcomes (for review, see Sedikides et al, 2015). 

With respect to the moderating role of self-esteem on the impact of manipulating 

comparison direction on subjective LS trajectories, expectations based on previous research 
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highlighting the role of self-esteem as a moderating factor when determining the impact of 

comparing oneself to others (Alicke, & Govorun, 2005; Alicke & Sedikides, 2009; Aspinwall & 

Taylor, 1993; Buunk et al., 1990; Gerber et al., 2018; Suls et al., 2002; Zell et al., 2019) received 

relatively mixed support. Specifically, whereas a significant three-way interaction between 

condition, STP, and self-esteem would indicate such moderation, this interaction was statistically 

significant in Study 1 but only marginally statistically significant in Study 2. 

According to self-enhancement theories (Alicke & Sedikides, 2009; Taylor & Sherman, 

2008), high self-esteem individuals are more likely than low self-esteem individuals to accept 

and use positive information about themselves in order to bolster perceptions of their lives. 

Based on this notion, in both studies it was expected that the positive impact of participants 

viewing their current lives (Study 1) or lives as unfolding over time (Study 2) as better than 

average on their subjective LS trajectories would be even more positive for those high (vs. low) 

in self-esteem. The mixed findings across studies provide only partial support for self-

enhancement theories. Further, according to self-verification theory (Swann, 2012), low (vs. 

high) self-esteem individuals are more willing to accept negative information about their lives 

because such information is congruent with their negative self-concepts. Based on such notions, 

it was expected that the negative impact of participants viewing their current lives (Study 1) or 

lives as unfolding over time (Study 2) as worse than average on their subjective LS trajectories 

would be even more negative for those low (vs. high) in self-esteem. Again, the mixed findings 

from the present research provides only partial support for self-verification theory. 

Together, findings from both studies provide nuanced insights concerning how the impact 

of viewing one’s current life (vs. progress in life over time) as better versus worse than average 

on their beliefs about how their LS is unfolding over time sometimes varies according to their 
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level of self-esteem. One reason for the differences observed between studies outlined above is 

that, whereas Study 1 involved a comparison with respect to individuals’ current lives, Study 2 

employed a comparison manipulation with respect to individuals’ lives as unfolding over time. 

When the manipulation involved individuals’ current (vs. progress over time) lives, it primarily 

impacted low (vs. high) self-esteem individuals in the worse-than-average condition. 

Specifically, low self-esteem individuals reported low current LS and as well as great declines in 

LS from the past to the current. This pattern is what drove the statistically significant three-way 

interaction found in Study 1. However, with respect to Study 2, the (similar) pattern observed 

was not enough to drive the effect. Specifically, whereas low (vs. high) self-esteem individuals 

reported low current LS following the ‘worse than average’ comparison, they did not report 

drastic enough declines in LS from the recollected past to the current. As such, the difference in 

patterns for subjective LS trajectories between high and low self-esteem individuals were not 

different enough between conditions to create a significant three-way interaction. 

One reason for this may be due to similar underlying mechanisms at work for both high 

and low self-esteem participants, regardless of experimental condition. Specifically, across 

experimental conditions, high self-esteem participants reported similar increases in LS from the 

recollected past to current, and from the current to the anticipated future. The consistency of 

these trends across conditions is congruent with high self-esteem individuals’ general tendency 

to self-enhance (Dufner et al., 2019). Further, across experimental conditions, low self-esteem 

individuals reported either stability or small declines in LS from the recollected past to current. 

The consistency of these findings across conditions is consonant with self-verification theory 

(Swann, 2012), according to which individuals with low self-esteem are generally more willing 

to accept negative self-affirming information. Low self-esteem individuals were also consistent 
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across conditions in rating their anticipated future LS as higher than their current LS, consonant 

with the proposal that individuals who are struggling with their lives tend to expect an 

unrealistically satisfying future (Busseri et al., 2009a, 2009b). Ultimately, such consistencies in 

responding among high and low self-esteem individuals may have undermined the moderating 

role of self-esteem with respect to the impact of the manipulation on individuals’ subjective LS 

trajectories. 

Additional hypotheses regarding the moderating role of self-esteem in participants’ 

affective responses following the comparison manipulation were unsupported in both studies. 

Such findings thus suggest that the impact of the manipulation on affect generalized across 

individuals, regardless of their level of self-esteem. With respect to the moderating role of self-

esteem in participants’ motivation to achieve their future goals and plans following the 

comparison manipulation, whereas findings from Study 1 are relatively straightforward, findings 

from Study 2 are mixed. With respect to Study 1, self-esteem did not moderate the impact of 

manipulation on individuals’ commitment or confidence to achieve their future goals and plans. 

This finding was evidenced by the difference between high and low self-esteem individuals in 

mean ratings of commitment and confidence not varying across conditions. Thus, whereas 

individuals’ motivation to achieve their future goals varied following better-than-average (vs. 

worse-than-average) comparisons, such changes similarly impacted high (vs. low) self-esteem 

individuals. 

Importantly, however, Study 2 findings concerning the role of self-esteem as a moderator 

for the impact of manipulation on individuals’ motivation, including with respect to the control 

condition, provide additional insights (i.e., findings concerning all three conditions). Specifically, 

self-esteem moderated the impact of condition on commitment and marginally moderated the 
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impact of condition on confidence. Such findings were evidenced by a smaller difference in 

mean ratings of commitment between high and low self-esteem participants in the better-than-

average condition than in the control and worse-than-average conditions and a smaller difference 

in mean ratings of confidence between high and low self-esteem participants in the better-than-

average and control conditions than in the worse-than-average condition. 

Given the consistency of high self-esteem individuals across conditions for both mean 

ratings of commitment and confidence, the moderation findings can be interpreted in terms of the 

variability in responses among low self-esteem individuals. Specifically, such individuals appear 

to have gained additional benefits (relative to the control condition), with respect to commitment, 

following viewing their lives as unfolding over time in a manner that is better than average (i.e., 

this effect was not observed in Study 1). This notion supports the self-enhancing outcomes 

associated with downward comparisons (Dufner et al., 2019; Zell et al., 2019) and, more 

specifically, viewing one’s progress in life as being better than that of others (Pettit et al., 2013). 

Moreover, low self-esteem individuals appear to have suffered additional costs (relative to the 

control condition), with respect to their confidence, following viewing their lives as unfolding 

over time in a manner that is worse than average. This finding provides further support for self-

verification theory (Swann, 2012), according to which low self-esteem individuals are more 

willing to accept negative information about the self – and, in the present case, use this to inform 

evaluations regarding their confidence to achieve future plans. 

These findings demonstrate how the role of self-esteem as a moderator for the impact of a 

temporal comparison manipulation on individuals’ motivation to achieve their future goals is 

nuanced. Specifically, the notion that high (vs. low) self-esteem individuals appear not to vary in 

their motivation for the future between better-and worse-than-average comparisons provides 
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evidence against self-enhancement theories (Alicke & Sedikides, 2009; Taylor & Sherman, 

2008). In addition, the notion that low (vs. high) self-esteem individuals do vary in their 

motivation between experimental conditions supports self-verification theory (Swann, 2012). 

Therefore, findings from both studies provide inconsistent evidence for the moderation of self-

esteem on the impact of manipulating comparison direction on individuals’ commitment and 

confidence to achieve their future goals and plans. Future research could further investigate self-

esteem as a moderator to test if present findings are reliable. 

With respect to other potential moderators, future research could investigate if subjective 

temporal distance (Wilson & Ross, 2001) moderates the impact of viewing one’s current life or 

progress in life as better (vs. worse) than average on one’s affective and motivational responses. 

Previous research on this topic demonstrates the relevance of viewing the past or future as 

proximal (vs. remote) on individuals’ self-evaluations (Peetz & Wilson, 2008; Peetz et al., 2009; 

Perunovic, & Wilson, 2009). In particular, research on subjective temporal distance has shown 

that viewing the past as close (vs. distant) results in more (vs. less) positive self-evaluations 

(Wilson & Ross, 2001) and that viewing the future as proximal (vs. remote) increases 

individuals’ motivation to achieve their future long-term goals (Bashir et al., 2014; Peetz & 

Wilson, 2008). Given such findings, it may be that the affective and motivational impact of 

viewing one’s current life or one’s life as progressing over time in a way that is better (vs. worse) 

than others is stronger among those who view their recollected past and/or anticipated future 

lives as proximal (vs. distant). 

Further, future research could investigate if individuals’ affective and motivational 

responses following the manipulations employed in the present studies vary among individuals 

who hold different lay theories (Dweck, 1999) concerning the stability versus malleability of 
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personal characteristics over time. Previous research on this issue has found that the belief that 

LS changes over time (i.e., incremental theory) versus remains stable over time (i.e., entity 

theory) leads to more positive affective responses and greater (vs. lesser) motivation for the 

future (Busseri & Naisani Samani, 2019). Given such findings, the impact of the types of 

comparison manipulations examined in the present work may be strongest among individuals 

holding incremental (vs. entity) lay theories for their LS. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

One potential limitation of the present work is that participants in both studies were 

recruited on-line, rather than from other methods (e.g., in-person at a university). Indeed, some 

research has highlighted possible issues with recruiting participants through MTurk as such 

individuals typically live in urban areas and drop out of studies at a substantive rate which could 

potentially lead to violations of random assignment (Huff & Tingley, 2015; Zhou & Fishbach, 

2016). As such, present findings may not generalize to the population at large. Accordingly, 

future research is needed to replicate present findings using samples recruited from a variety of 

different sources, including MTurk. 

In addition, in each condition of both studies, ratings of current LS were provided first, 

followed by ratings of recollected past LS, and then anticipated future LS. This presents a 

potential limitation of the present work as the decision to counterbalance within-subject variables 

can lead to order effects and impact findings (e.g., Zell et al., 2019). However, as in other studies 

employing temporal instructions (e.g., Busseri et al., 2009a, 2009b; Staudinger et al., 2003), all 

participants completed the LS ratings in the same (fixed) order: present, past, future. One reason 

for this is that previous research has found that individuals find it difficult to provide such ratings 

without first evaluating their current life (e.g., Fleeson & Baltes, 1998; Fleeson & Heckhausen, 
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1997; Ryff, 1991). Moreover, systematically varying ratings of recollected past, current, and 

anticipated future LS has been shown to not result in order effects (Wilson & Ross, 2001). 

However, given that such notions have not been tested within the context of the present work 

(i.e., comparison manipulations), future research should investigate this as a possibility. 

The present research also includes exclusively young adults (i.e., ages 18 to 40 years) – a 

decision centered around the notion that the normative belief that life gets better and better over 

time applies to this age group (Busseri et al., 2009a; Lachman et al., 2008). Consequently, 

present findings do not address how viewing one’s current life (Study 1) or progress in life 

(Study 2) as better (vs. worse) than average impacts middle-age or older adults. This caveat is 

important because middle-aged adults (ages 41 to 65 years) generally anticipate stability over 

time (i.e., from the past to the future), and older adults (ages 65+ years) typically expect declines 

in LS over time (particularly from the present into the future; Busseri, 2013; Rocke & Lachman, 

2008; Staudinger et al., 2003). Moreover, despite the tendency for individuals of all ages to 

evaluate themselves as better than average on most dimensions, worse (vs. better) than average 

effects are observed for older (vs. younger and middle-aged) adults on domains where increased 

age is accompanied by greater deficiencies (i.e., athleticism, physical attractiveness; Zell & 

Alicke, 2011). Ultimately, therefore, future research should investigate the impact of the 

manipulations employed in the present work on adults from across the lifespan with respect to 

their beliefs about how their lives as unfolding over time, as well as their affect and motivation to 

achieve their future goals. 

In addition, the manipulations employed in both studies were relatively novel. 

Specifically, Study 1 treated the better-and worse-than-average effects as causes (i.e., 

manipulated factors), whereas most experimental research treats these effects as outcomes. 
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Further, Study 2 added a temporal component to the better/worse-than-average effect 

manipulation whereas temporal social comparison studies to date have employed a comparison 

standard comprising one other individual (e.g., Reh et al., 2018; Zell & Alicke, 2010b). Thus, 

future research is needed to examine the reliability of the present findings. 

Further, the present work did not assess the frequency of which individuals view their 

lives as either better or worse than the average other when evaluating their own lives as 

unfolding over time. Previous research on this topic highlights individuals’ tendency to compare 

themselves to another who is better off than they are (i.e., upward social comparison; Gerber et 

al., 2018) as well as a general tendency for individuals to view themselves as better than the 

average other (i.e., the better-than-average effect; Zell et al., 2019) regularly in daily life (Wilson 

& Shanahan, 2019). As such, future research could investigate which standard (i.e., individual 

vs. group) individuals most frequently rely on as a source of information when evaluating their 

lives as unfolding over time, as well as the frequencies of the comparison directions (i.e., 

upward/worse than average vs. downward/better than average). 

In addition, the present studies focused exclusively on social comparisons (Festinger, 

1954) in the context of the better-and worse-than-average effects (Alicke, 1985; Zell et al., 2019) 

as a source of information that individuals rely on when evaluating their lives as unfolding over 

time. However, given that individuals’ beliefs about their lives as unfolding over time comprise 

ratings of their recollected past, current, and anticipated future lives, it may also be the case that 

individuals rely on their own past and/or future selves to inform such assessments. This notion 

suggests an important role of temporal comparisons (Albert, 1977) when individuals evaluate 

their lives as unfolding over time, based on comparisons between their own past and current 

lives, or current and future lives. Previous research suggests that individuals engage in social and 
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temporal comparisons regularly in daily life, at about the same frequency, and often 

spontaneously (Summerville & Roese, 2008; Tröster et al., 2018; Wheeler & Miyake, 1992; 

Wilson & Ross, 2000; Wilson & Shanahan, 2019). Future research could investigate the degree 

to which individuals rely on social versus temporal comparisons, and how such comparisons are 

related to ratings of their recollected past, current, and anticipated future LS. 

Conclusions 

Drawing on theory and research related to social comparisons (Festinger, 1954; Gerber et 

al., 2018) and the better/worse-than-average effects (Alicke, 1985; Zell et al., 2019), the present 

research provides new and important insights concerning the source of young adults’ beliefs 

about an increasingly satisfying life, as well as the associated affective and motivational impact. 

Results from two studies have demonstrated that individuals’ beliefs about how their lives are 

unfolding over time vary systematically depending on whether they view their current lives 

(Study 1) or their lives as unfolding over time (Study 2) in a manner that is better versus worse 

than others. Specifically, more (vs. less) favourable comparisons elicit perceptions of a more (vs. 

less) increasingly satisfying life (from the past to the future), as well as more (vs. less) positive 

affect, less (vs. more) negative affect, and greater (vs. lesser) motivation to achieve future goals. 

Thus, the present work demonstrates the psychological significance of viewing one’s current life 

or progress in one’s life as better or worse than average. Indeed, such perceptions impact young 

adults’ evaluations of their recollected past, current, and anticipated future lives, as well as their 

affect and motivation. 
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Study 1 Pre-Registration 

 

1) Have any data been collected for this study already? 

No data have been collected for this study yet. 

 

2) What's the main question being asked or hypothesis being tested in this study? 

This research aims to investigate the type of information that individuals rely on when 

evaluating their lives as unfolding over time, as reflected in their ratings of their recollected past, 

current, and anticipated future life satisfaction (LS). Specifically, Does information gathered 

from comparing oneself to the average person their age and gender through a social comparison 

manipulation impact individuals’ ratings of their recollected past, current, and anticipated future 

LS? Consistent with the widely-held belief that life gets better and better over time, we 

hypothesize that in all three experimental conditions, individuals’ subjective LS trajectories (i.e., 

the extent to which they view their LS as changing over time, from the recollected past to the 

anticipated future) will, on average, be inclining. We further predict that participants who 

describe their current life as being better than the average person their age and gender 

(downward social comparison condition) will rate their LS at each subjective temporal period 

(STP; i.e., recollected past, current, and anticipated future) more favorably than those who do not 

describe their current life (control condition), as well as those who describe their current life as 

being worse than the average person their age and gender (upward social comparison condition). 

Additionally, we anticipate that participants who describe their current life as being worse off 

than the average person their age and gender (upward social comparison condition) will rate their 

LS at each STP less favorably than those who do not describe their current life (control 

condition). Finally, of the three STPs, we anticipate the largest effect size to occur for ratings of 

current LS. 

An additional question is whether the social comparison manipulation will impact 

individuals’ current positive and negative affect as well as their motivation to achieve their 

anticipated futures. Consistent with the social comparison and ‘better than average effect’/’worse 

than average effect’ literatures, we predicted higher positive affect, lower negative affect, and 

greater motivation in the downward social comparison condition compared to the control and 

upward comparison conditions. Further, we expected that results for the control condition would 

be more positive than the upward comparison condition. 

 

3) Describe the key dependent variable(s) specifying how they will be measured. 

Participants will evaluate how they perceive their life as unfolding over time, based on 

the self-anchoring ladder developed by Kilpatrick and Cantril (1960). Specifically, participants 

will rate (in the following order) their current, recollected past (5 years ago), and anticipated 

future LS (5 years in the future) on an 11-point scale (0 = worst life possible /very dissatisfying 

to 10 = best life possible/very satisfying). 

Current levels of positive and negative affect will be measured using 12 items from 

Diener et al. (2010), including six positive and six negative emotion words, each rated on a 

seven-point scale, ranging from 1 = slightly or not at all to 7 = extremely. Separate positive and 

negative affect scores will be computed by averaging each of the relevant six items. 

Participants will also answer four questions regarding their general motivation for 

achieving their future goals (e.g., how hard are you willing to work in order to achieve this 

future?) each rated on a 7-point scale, ranging from 1 = not at all to 7 = extremely. To form a 



127 
 

composite measure of motivation for achieving the future, ratings will be averaged, such that 

higher scores will indicate a greater motivation. 

Participants will list up to five things that they plan on doing in order to achieve the 

future they envision for themselves. They will then rate how likely they are to carry out these 

plans over the next five years, using a 7-point scale ranging from 0 = not at all likely to 6 = 

extremely likely. To form a composite measure of confidence, the five likelihood ratings will be 

averaged. 

 

4) How many and which conditions will participants be assigned to? 

Participants will be randomly assigned by computer to one of three conditions: (1) 

upward social comparison, (2) downward social comparison, or (3) control condition (no 

comparison). 

 

5) Specify exactly which analyses you will conduct to examine the main 

question/hypothesis. 

To test for differences between conditions in the subjective LS trajectories, a 3 

(condition, between-subjects: downward comparison, upward comparison, control) x 3 (STP, 

within-subjects: past, current, future) mixed-model ANOVA will be conducted. In the presence 

of an interaction, we will examine the simple effect of STP within each condition using one-way 

repeated-measures ANOVAs. To test for differences between conditions in positive affect, 

negative affect, and motivation, one-way ANOVAs (condition, between-subjects: downward 

comparison, upward comparison, control) will be conducted. Pairwise comparisons will follow 

significant main effects of condition. Correlations between the subjective LS trajectories, affect, 

and motivation will also be examined. 

 

6) Describe exactly how outliers will be defined and handled, and your precise rule(s) for 

excluding observations. 

Data will be collected on-line from Amazon MTurk. We will analyze results from all 

participants who complete the study and fall within our target age range (18 to 40 years old). 

Note, however, that individuals with duplicate IP addresses, or who complete the survey in under 

60 seconds or who take over 20 minutes to complete the survey, will be removed from the 

analysis. Additionally, we will exclude participants from the upward or downward comparison 

conditions that fail an independent variable check (i.e., fail to correctly identify the manipulation 

instructions provided to them) and/or a manipulation check (i.e., fail to indicate that they were 

correctly focusing on how they were either better than or worse than the average peer). 

 

7) How many observations will be collected or what will determine sample size? No need to 

justify decision, but be precise about exactly how the number will be determined. 

Target = 100 participants per condition (300 total) to provide power of at least 0.80 to 

detect a medium effect size at alpha = .05 (two-tailed). We anticipate recruiting at least 150 

participants per condition (i.e., at least 450 total) to allow for participant non-completion, age-

based and IP address exclusions, and to retain adequate statistical power after removing 

participants who do not pass the manipulation/independent variable checks. 

 

8) Anything else you would like to pre-register? (e.g., secondary analyses, variables 

collected for exploratory purposes, unusual analyses planned?) 
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Participants will also complete a 10-item self-esteem scale consisting of five positive and 

five negative statements about the self (Rosenberg, 1965). Each item is answered on a 4-point 

Likert scale ranging from 1/SA = strongly agree to 4/SD = strongly disagree. Ratings will be 

averaged to form a composite self-esteem score. We will test self-esteem as an exploratory 

moderator and evaluate whether the effect of experimental condition on the subjective LS 

trajectories varies as a function of self-esteem by employing a mixed-model ANOVA (with self-

esteem as a between-subjects variable). 

Additionally, self-esteem will be explored as a moderating variable for our secondary 

dependent variables (i.e., positive affect, negative affect, motivation) by use of three factorial 

ANOVAs with condition and self-esteem as between-subject factors. (Parallel analyses will be 

conducted using multiple regression and treating self-esteem as a continuous moderator.) 

Consistent with previous research, we expect that those with higher (vs. lower) self-esteem will 

report higher life satisfaction, more positive (and less negative) affect and greater motivation. 

Furthermore, consistent with previous research on social comparisons and the ‘better/worse than 

average effects’, we expect that for each dependent variable (i.e., subjective LS trajectories, 

affect, motivation) the impact of the downward comparison will be more positive among 

individuals with higher (vs. lower) self-esteem, whereas the impact of the upward comparison 

will be more negative on individuals with lower (vs. higher) self-esteem. 
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Study 1 Instructions 

 

Downward Social Comparison Condition 

 

We would like you to think about and describe your current life. 

 

Please take a few minutes to think about how your current life is better than the average person 

your age and gender. 

 

Please type this description of how your current life is better than the average person your age 

and gender in the box below. (Note: For the sake of confidentiality, please do NOT include any 

names or personalized information.) 
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Upward Social Comparison Condition Manipulation 

 

We would like you to think about and describe your current life. 

 

Please take a few minutes to think about how your current life is worse than the average person 

your age and gender. 

 

Please type this description of how your current life is worse than the average person your age 

and gender in the box below. (Note: For the sake of confidentiality, please do NOT include any 

names or personalized information.) 
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Study 1 Materials 

 

Independent Variable Check 

 

Which option below best describes the instructions you were given on the previous page? (Pick 

one option only) 

 

 

I was asked to think about and describe how my current life is better than the average person my 

age and gender.  

 

I was asked to think about and describe how my current life is worse than the average person my 

age and gender.  

 

I was not asked to think about either of the above options.  

 

 

Manipulation Check 

 

Which option below best describes what you were you thinking about, in terms of how your 

current life compares to the average person your age and gender? 

 

 

I was thinking that my life is … [pick one number] … than the average person my age and 

gender. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

extremely 

worse 

moderately 

worse 

slightly 

worse 

equal / the 

same as 

slightly 

better 

moderately 

better 

extremely 

better 
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Life Satisfaction Ladders 

 

We would like to learn about how satisfying your life is, as well as how satisfying it was 5 years 

in the past, and how satisfying you think it will be 5 years in the future. For each of the three 

ladders shown below, the box on the top rung is the best possible life (very satisfying) you could 

imagine; the box on the bottom rung is the worst possible life (very dissatisfying) you could 

imagine. The boxes on the other rungs are in between. Please indicate, in the following order: 

 

1. How satisfied you are with your present life. 

→ Please put an “X” on one of the ladder rungs in the middle column. 

 

2. How satisfied you were with your life 5 years in the past. 

→ Please put an “X” on one of the ladder rungs in the column on the left. 

 

3. How satisfied you expect to be with your life 5 years in the future.   

→ Please put an “X” on one of the ladder rungs in the column on the right. 

 

STEP 2 STEP 1 (*START HERE*) STEP 3 

Your life 5 years in the past 

 

Your life right now 

 

Your life 5 years in the future 

 

 

BEST LIFE POSSIBLE  

(VERY SATISFYING) 

  10 

 

9 

 

8 

 

7 

 

6 

 

5 

 

4 

 

3 

 

2 

 

1 

 

0 

WORST LIFE POSSIBLE  

(VERY DISSATISFYING) 

 

 

BEST LIFE POSSIBLE  

(VERY SATISFYING) 

  10 

 

9 

 

8 

 

7 

 

6 

 

5 

 

4 

 

3 

 

2 

 

1 

 

0 

WORST LIFE POSSIBLE  

(VERY DISSATISFYING) 

 

 

BEST LIFE POSSIBLE  

(VERY SATISFYING) 

  10 

 

9 

 

8 

 

7 

 

6 

 

5 

 

4 

 

3 

 

2 

 

1 

 

0 

WORST LIFE POSSIBLE  

(VERY DISSATISFYING) 
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Positive and Negative Affective Experiences 

 

Please report how much you are currently (right now) experiencing each of the following 

feelings, using the scale below. 

 

1 

 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

Slightly or  

not at all 

     Extremely 

 

 

Positive  __________ 

 

Negative  __________ 

 

Good   __________ 

 

Bad   __________ 

 

Pleasant __________ 

 

Unpleasant  __________ 

 

Happy  __________ 

 

Sad   __________ 

 

Afraid  __________ 

 

Joyful   __________ 

 

Angry   __________ 

 

Contented   __________ 
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Motivation for the Future 

 

1. When you think about your future life (5 years from now), how positive are these thoughts? 

 

    1 – not at all positive              2              3              4              5              6              7 – extremely positive 

 

 

2. How certain are you that you will achieve the future that you anticipate having? 

 
0% (not at all certain)    10%        20%     30%     40%     50%     60%    70%     80%      90%     100% (completely certain) 

 

 

3. How hard are you willing to work in order to achieve this future? 

 

    1 – not work hard at all        2          3          4          5          6         7 – work extremely hard 

 

 

4. How committed are you to making the future that you anticipate having come true? 

 

    1 – not at all committed         2             3             4             5             6             7 – extremely committed 

 

 

5. How much time and effort are you planning to put into making this future come true? 

 

    1 – not much at all      2               3               4               5               6               7 – extreme amounts 

 

 

6. How motivated are you to achieve this future? 

 

    1 – not at all motivated      2              3              4              5              6              7 – extremely motivated 
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Plans for the Future 

 

In the following boxes, please list up to five different things you plan on doing in order to 

achieve the future you think you will have in 5 years. Please be as specific and detailed as 

possible. Then please rate how likely you are to do each thing over the next five years. 

 
What I plan on doing:  

(please be specific) 

 

How likely I am to do it over the next 5 years:  

(please circle one number for each box) 

1. 

 

 

 

 

0         1         2         3         4         5        6 

Not at all                                                       Extremely 

likely                                                         likely 

2. 

 

 

 

 

0         1         2         3         4         5        6 

Not at all                                                       Extremely 

likely                                                         likely 

3. 

 

 

 

 

0         1         2         3         4         5        6 

Not at all                                                       Extremely 

likely                                                         likely 

4. 

 

 

 

 

0         1         2         3         4         5        6 

Not at all                                                       Extremely 

likely                                                         likely 

5. 

 

 

 

 

0         1         2         3         4         5        6 

Not at all                                                       Extremely 

likely                                                         likely 
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Self-Esteem Scale 

 

Below is a list of statements dealing with your general feelings about yourself. Please indicate the 

degree to which you agree or disagree with each statement by circling your choice using the scale 

provided. 

 

 Strongly 

Agree 

 

Agree 

 

 

Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

1. On the whole, I am satisfied with myself. SA A D SD 

2. At times, I think I am no good at all. SA A D SD 

3. I feel that I have a number of good qualities. SA A D SD 

4. I am able to do things as well as most other people. SA A D SD 

5. I feel I do not have much to be proud of. SA A D SD 

6. I certainly feel useless at times. SA A D SD 

7. I feel that I’m a person of worth, at least on an     

equal plane with others. 

 

SA 

 

A 

 

D 

 

SD 

8. I wish I could have more respect for myself. SA A D SD 

9. All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure. SA A D SD 

10. I take a positive attitude toward myself. SA A D SD 
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Descriptive Information 

 

Personal Demographics (for description purposes only) 

 

Please check your gender by checking one of the options:     

 

(   ) Male (   ) Female (   ) Transgender (  ) Other (please specify): _________ 

 

Please state your age: ________. 

 

Please indicate your race/ethnicity from the following (check all the apply): 

 

____ White 

____ Black 

____ Latino 

____ Asian 

____ Indian 

____ Middle Eastern 

____ Other (please specify):_________________ 

 

Please indicate your education level: 

____ Did not finish high school 

____ High school degree in progress 

____ High school degree completed 

____ College/university degree in progress 

____ College/university degree completed 

____ Professional or graduate degree in progress 

____ Professional or graduate degree completed 
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Appendix B 

 

Study 2 Research Ethics Board Approval 
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Study 2 Pre-Registration 

 

1) Have any data been collected for this study already? 

No, no data have been collected for this study yet. 

 

2) What's the main question being asked or hypothesis being tested in this study? 

This research aims to investigate the type of information that individuals rely on when 

evaluating their lives as unfolding over time, as reflected in their ratings of their recollected past, 

current, and anticipated future life satisfaction (LS). Specifically, Does information gathered 

from comparing one’s own progress in life to that of the average person their age and gender 

impact one’s ratings of their recollected past, current, and anticipated future LS? Consistent with 

the widely-held belief that life gets better and better over time, we hypothesize that in all three 

experimental conditions, individuals’ subjective LS trajectories (i.e., the extent to which they 

view their LS as changing over time, from the recollected past to the anticipated future) will, on 

average, be inclining. We further predict that participants who describe their life as unfolding 

over time in a manner that is better than the average person their age and gender (downward 

comparison condition) will rate their LS at each subjective temporal period (STP; i.e., recollected 

past, current, and anticipated future) more favorably than those who do not compare their life as 

unfolding over time relative to the average person their age and gender (control condition), as 

well as those who describe their life as unfolding over time in a manner that is worse than the 

average person their age and gender (upward comparison condition). Additionally, we anticipate 

that participants in the upward comparison condition will rate their LS at each STP less 

favorably than those in the control condition. Of the three STPs, we anticipate the largest effect 

size to occur for ratings of current LS. 

An additional question is whether the comparison manipulation will impact individuals’ 

current affect (positive and negative) and motivation (commitment and confidence) to achieve 

their anticipated futures. Consistent with previous research examining social comparisons and 

‘better than average’/‘worse than average’ effects, we predict higher positive affect, lower 

negative affect, greater commitment and confidence to achieve their future goals in the 

downward comparison condition compared to the control and upward comparison conditions. 

Further, we expected that results for the control condition would be more positive than the 

upward comparison condition. 

 

3) Describe the key dependent variable(s) specifying how they will be measured. 

Participants will evaluate how they perceive their life as unfolding over time, based on 

the self-anchoring ladder developed by Kilpatrick and Cantril (1960). Specifically, participants 

will rate (in the following order) their current, recollected past (5 years ago), and anticipated 

future LS (5 years in the future) on an 11-point scale (0 = worst life possible /very dissatisfying 

to 10 = best life possible/very satisfying). 

Current levels of positive and negative affect will be measured using the 12 items from 

the Scale of Positive and Negative Experience (Diener et al.,2010), comprising six positive and 

six negative emotion words, each rated on a seven-point scale, ranging from 1 = slightly or not at 

all to 7 = extremely. Separate positive and negative affect scores will be computed by averaging 

each of the relevant six items. 

Participants will answer four questions regarding their commitment to achieving their 

anticipated future lives (e.g., how hard are you willing to work in order to achieve this future?) 
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each rated on a 7-point scale, ranging from 1 = not at all to 7 = extremely. Ratings will be 

averaged, such that higher scores will indicate greater commitment. 

Participants will list up to five specific things that they plan on doing in order to achieve the 

future they envision for themselves. They will then rate how likely they are to carry out these 

plans over the next five years, using a 7-point scale ranging from 0 = not at all likely to 6 = 

extremely likely. Ratings will be averaged, such that higher scores will indicate greater 

confidence. 

 

4) How many and which conditions will participants be assigned to? 

Participants will be randomly assigned by computer to one of three conditions: (1) 

upward comparison, (2) downward comparison, or (3) control condition (no comparison). 

 

5) Specify exactly which analyses you will conduct to examine the main 

question/hypothesis. 

To test for differences between conditions in the subjective LS trajectories, a 3 

(condition, between-subjects: downward temporal comparison, upward temporal comparison, 

control) x 3 (STP, within-subjects: past, current, future) mixed-model ANOVA will be 

conducted. In the presence of an interaction, we will examine the simple effect of STP within 

each condition using one-way repeated-measures ANOVAs. Pairwise comparisons will follow 

significant effects of STP within each condition. 

To test for differences between conditions in positive affect, negative affect, as well as 

commitment and confidence to achieve the future, four one-way ANOVAs (condition, between-

subjects: downward comparison, upward comparison, control) will be conducted. Pairwise 

comparisons will follow significant main effects of condition. Correlations between the 

subjective LS trajectories, affect, and both types of motivation will also be examined. 

 

6) Describe exactly how outliers will be defined and handled, and your precise rule(s) for 

excluding observations. 

Data from young adults (ages 18 to 40 years) will be collected on-line from Turk Prime. 

We will analyze results from all participants who complete all study measures. Note, however, 

that individuals with duplicate IP addresses, or who complete the survey in under 60 seconds or 

who take over 20 minutes to complete the survey, will be removed from the analysis. 

Additionally, we will exclude participants from the upward or downward comparison conditions 

that fail an independent variable check (i.e., fail to correctly identify the manipulation 

instructions provided to them) and/or a manipulation check (i.e., fail to indicate that they were 

correctly focusing on how their progress in life was either better than or worse than the average 

peer). 

 

7) How many observations will be collected or what will determine sample size? No need to 

justify decision, but be precise about exactly how the number will be determined. 

Target = 100 participants per condition (300 total) to provide power of at least 0.80 to 

detect a medium effect size at alpha = .05 (two-tailed). We anticipate recruiting 200 participants 

per condition (i.e., 600 total) to allow for participant non-completion, IP address exclusions, and 

to retain adequate statistical power after removing participants who do not pass the 

manipulation/independent variable checks. 
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8) Anything else you would like to pre-register? (e.g., secondary analyses, variables 

collected for exploratory purposes, unusual analyses planned?) 

Participants will also complete a 10-item self-esteem scale consisting of five positive and 

five negative statements about the self (Rosenberg, 1965). Each item is answered on a 4-point 

Likert scale ranging from 1/SA = strongly agree to 4/SD = strongly disagree. Ratings will be 

averaged to form a composite self-esteem score. We will test self-esteem as an exploratory 

moderator and evaluate whether the effect of experimental condition on the subjective LS 

trajectories varies as a function of self-esteem by employing a mixed-model ANOVA (with self-

esteem as a continuous moderator). 

Additionally, self-esteem will be explored as a moderating variable for our secondary 

dependent variables (i.e., positive affect, negative affect, 

commitment, and confidence) by use of three one-way ANOVAs with condition as a between-

subjects factor and self-esteem as a continuous moderator. Consistent with previous research, we 

expect that those with higher (vs. lower) self-esteem will report higher life satisfaction, more 

positive (and less negative) affect, and greater motivation. Furthermore, consistent with previous 

research involving social comparisons and the ‘better/worse than average effects’, we expect that 

for the subjective LS trajectories, the impact of downward comparison will be more positive 

among individuals with higher (vs. lower) self-esteem, whereas the impact of the upward 

comparison will be more negative on individuals with lower (vs. higher) self-esteem. Similarly, 

with respect to affect and motivation, we predicted that the positive impact of the downward 

comparison might be strongest among individuals with higher (vs. lower) self-esteem, whereas 

the negative impact of the upward comparison might be strongest among individuals with lower 

(vs. higher) self-esteem. 

 

  



142 
 

Study 2 Instructions 

 

Downward Temporal Social Comparison Condition 

 

We would like you to think about and describe how your life is unfolding over time – from the 

past, to the current, and into the future. 

 

Please take a few minutes to think about how your life is unfolding over time in a manner that is 

better than the average person your age and gender. 

 

Please type this description of how your life is unfolding over time in a manner that is better than 

the average person your age and gender in the box below. (Note: For the sake of confidentiality, 

please do NOT include any names or personalized information.) 
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Upward Temporal Social Comparison Condition 

 

We would like you to think about and describe how your life is unfolding over time – from the 

past, to the current, and into the future. 

 

Please take a few minutes to think about how your life is unfolding over time in a manner that is 

worse than the average person your age and gender. 

 

Please type this description of how your life is unfolding over time in a manner that is worse than 

the average person your age and gender in the box below. (Note: For the sake of confidentiality, 

please do NOT include any names or personalized information.) 
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Control Condition 

 

We would like you to think about and describe how your life is unfolding over time – from the 

past, to the current, and into the future. 

 

Please type this description of how your life is unfolding over time in the box below. (Note: For 

the sake of confidentiality, please do NOT include any names or personalized information.) 
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Study 2 Materials 

 

Independent Variable Check 

 

Which option below best describes the instructions you were given on the previous page? (Pick 

one option only) 

 

 

I was asked to think about and describe how my life is unfolding over time in a manner that is 

better than the average person my age and gender.  

 

I was asked to think about and describe how my life is unfolding over time in a manner that is 

worse than the average person my age and gender.  

 

I was not asked to think about either of the above options.  

 

 

Manipulation Check 

 

Which option below best describes what you were you thinking about, in terms of how your life 

is unfolding over time compared to the average person your age and gender? 

 

I was thinking that my life is unfolding over time in a manner that is … [pick one number] … the 

average person my age and gender. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

extremely 

worse than 

moderately 

worse than 

slightly 

worse than 

equal to / 

the same as 

slightly 

better than 

moderately 

better than 

extremely 

better than 
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Life Satisfaction Ladders 

 

We would like to learn about how satisfying your life is, as well as how satisfying it was 5 years 

in the past, and how satisfying you think it will be 5 years in the future. For each of the three 

ladders shown below, the box on the top rung is the best possible life (very satisfying) you could 

imagine; the box on the bottom rung is the worst possible life (very dissatisfying) you could 

imagine. The boxes on the other rungs are in between. Please indicate, in the following order: 

 

4. How satisfied you are with your present life. 

→ Please put an “X” on one of the ladder rungs in the middle column. 

 

5. How satisfied you were with your life 5 years in the past. 

→ Please put an “X” on one of the ladder rungs in the column on the left. 

 

6. How satisfied you expect to be with your life 5 years in the future.   

→ Please put an “X” on one of the ladder rungs in the column on the right. 

 

STEP 2 STEP 1 (*START HERE*) STEP 3 

Your life 5 years in the past 

 

Your life right now 

 

Your life 5 years in the future 

 

 

BEST LIFE POSSIBLE  

(VERY SATISFYING) 

  10 

 

9 

 

8 

 

7 

 

6 

 

5 

 

4 

 

3 

 

2 

 

1 

 

0 

WORST LIFE POSSIBLE  

(VERY DISSATISFYING) 

 

 

BEST LIFE POSSIBLE  

(VERY SATISFYING) 

  10 

 

9 

 

8 

 

7 

 

6 

 

5 

 

4 

 

3 

 

2 

 

1 

 

0 

WORST LIFE POSSIBLE  

(VERY DISSATISFYING) 

 

 

BEST LIFE POSSIBLE  

(VERY SATISFYING) 

  10 

 

9 

 

8 

 

7 

 

6 

 

5 

 

4 

 

3 

 

2 

 

1 

 

0 

WORST LIFE POSSIBLE  

(VERY DISSATISFYING) 
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Positive and Negative Affective Experiences 

 

Please report how much you are currently (right now) experiencing each of the following 

feelings, using the scale below. 

 

1 

 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

Slightly or  

not at all 

     Extremely 

 

 

Positive  __________ 

 

Negative  __________ 

 

Good   __________ 

 

Bad   __________ 

 

Pleasant __________ 

 

Unpleasant  __________ 

 

Happy  __________ 

 

Sad   __________ 

 

Afraid  __________ 

 

Joyful   __________ 

 

Angry   __________ 

 

Contented   __________ 
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Motivation for the Future 

 

1. When you think about your future life (5 years from now), how positive are these thoughts? 

 

    1 – not at all positive              2              3              4              5              6              7 – extremely positive 

 

 

2. How certain are you that you will achieve the future that you anticipate having? 

 
0% (not at all certain)    10%        20%     30%     40%     50%     60%    70%     80%      90%     100% (completely certain) 

 

 

3. How hard are you willing to work in order to achieve this future? 

 

    1 – not work hard at all        2          3          4          5          6         7 – work extremely hard 

 

 

4. How committed are you to making the future that you anticipate having come true? 

 

    1 – not at all committed         2             3             4             5             6             7 – extremely committed 

 

 

5. How much time and effort are you planning to put into making this future come true? 

 

    1 – not much at all      2               3               4               5               6               7 – extreme amounts 

 

 

6. How motivated are you to achieve this future? 

 

    1 – not at all motivated      2              3              4              5              6              7 – extremely motivated 
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Plans for the Future 

 

In the following boxes, please list up to five different things you plan on doing in order to 

achieve the future you think you will have in 5 years. Please be as specific and detailed as 

possible. Then please rate how likely you are to do each thing over the next five years. 

 
What I plan on doing:  

(please be specific) 

 

How likely I am to do it over the next 5 years:  

(please circle one number for each box) 

1. 

 

 

 

 

0         1         2         3         4         5        6 

Not at all                                                       Extremely 

likely                                                         likely 

2. 

 

 

 

 

0         1         2         3         4         5        6 

Not at all                                                       Extremely 

likely                                                         likely 

3. 

 

 

 

 

0         1         2         3         4         5        6 

Not at all                                                       Extremely 

likely                                                         likely 

4. 

 

 

 

 

0         1         2         3         4         5        6 

Not at all                                                       Extremely 

likely                                                         likely 

5. 

 

 

 

 

0         1         2         3         4         5        6 

Not at all                                                       Extremely 

likely                                                         likely 
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Self-Esteem Scale 

 

Below is a list of statements dealing with your general feelings about yourself. Please indicate the 

degree to which you agree or disagree with each statement by circling your choice using the scale 

provided. 

 

 Strongly 

Agree 

 

Agree 

 

 

Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

1. On the whole, I am satisfied with myself. SA A D SD 

2. At times, I think I am no good at all. SA A D SD 

3. I feel that I have a number of good qualities. SA A D SD 

4. I am able to do things as well as most other people. SA A D SD 

5. I feel I do not have much to be proud of. SA A D SD 

6. I certainly feel useless at times. SA A D SD 

7. I feel that I’m a person of worth, at least on an     

equal plane with others. 

 

SA 

 

A 

 

D 

 

SD 

8. I wish I could have more respect for myself. SA A D SD 

9. All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure. SA A D SD 

10. I take a positive attitude toward myself. SA A D SD 
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Descriptive Information 

 

Personal Demographics (for description purposes only) 

 

Please check your gender by checking one of the options:     

 

(   ) Male (   ) Female (   ) Transgender (  ) Other (please specify): _________ 

 

Please state your age: _________ . 

 

Please indicate your race/ethnicity from the following (check all the apply): 

 

____ White 

____ Black 

____ Latino 

____ Asian 

____ Indian 

____ Middle Eastern 

____ Other (please specify):__________________ 

 

Please indicate your education level: 

____ Did not finish high school 

____ High school degree in progress 

____ High school degree completed 

____ College/university degree in progress 

____ College/university degree completed 

____ Professional or graduate degree in progress 

____ Professional or graduate degree completed 

 


