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Social comparisons are frequently used for self-evaluation. As a consequence, judges have to be efficient
in each comparison step. Standard selection, however, is traditionally seen as an elaborate process in
which judges deliberately select similar standards. We propose that often judges do not engage in such
deliberate selection processes. Instead, they use routine standards—standards that have frequently been
used for self-evaluation. Consistent with this assumption, Studies 1–3 demonstrate that student partici-
pants activate knowledge about their best friend—a likely routine standard—during self-evaluation. In
Study 1, lexical decisions for the best friend’s name are facilitated after self-evaluation. In Study 2,
participants judge their best friend faster after evaluating themselves on the same dimension. In Study 3,
this is even the case if the best friend is dissimilar and consequently undiagnostic. Finally, in Study 4,
self-evaluations are primarily influenced by comparison information about an experimentally created
routine standard.

Life is much easier for those who know themselves. Without
appropriate self-knowledge, the decisions we need to make during
our daily routines—from the most trivial to the most existential—
become difficult to master. Ordering the right pizza, selecting a
matching partner, and choosing the right career path all require that
we know who we are, what we like, and what we can do. Given
this existential importance, it is little surprising that people have a
keen interest in obtaining self-knowledge (Festinger, 1954). In
fact, this interest may even be pursued if obtaining self-knowledge
comes at ego-deflating costs: Oftentimes people seek self-
knowledge even if it has the potential to shed unfavorable light on
them (for a review, see Trope, 1986). The interest in learning who
we are is also apparent in a striking egocentricity of our thoughts:
Self-reflective thoughts make up a large portion of our mental
activity. In one study (Csikszentmihalyi & Figurski, 1982), for
example, about 8% of all thoughts participants had in the course of
the day were found to pertain to the self. Thus, people appear to
spend a considerable chunk of their time reflecting on themselves,
trying to figure out who they are.

How do people obtain this apparently precious self-knowledge?
How do they learn who they are? Social comparisons (Festinger,
1954) are one primary source of self-knowledge. Although tem-
poral comparisons are also a viable source of self-knowledge
(Wilson & Ross, 2000), our standing on those dimensions that are

most indicative of our social, romantic, and economic welfare are
often determined in comparison with others. To say that one is
smart, funny, or good-looking is to say that one is smarter, funnier,
and better looking than others (Huttenlocher & Higgins, 1971). In
fact, social comparisons play so prominent a role in self-evaluation
that they are even sought in situations in which objective standards
are readily available (Klein, 1997). Thus, to understand who we
are, we often focus on what other people are.

Given that self-evaluative thoughts—and thus social compari-
son activities—occupy such a sizeable portion of our mental life,
it is essential for the social judge to be efficient in making social
comparisons. Achieving a thorough understanding of who we are
has little benefit if it is too much of a burden for our limited
cognitive resources. Finding out that one has outstanding skills as
a computer programmer, for example, has little adaptive value if
doing so requires so much cognitive capacity that none is left for
programming. Similar to most social arenas, it is thus essential that
we also act as cognitive misers (Taylor, 1981) in our social
comparison activities. How is this required efficiency achieved?
For a process that is engaged as often as social comparison,
proceduralization and automatization (Bargh, 1997; Smith, 1994)
are likely to be important capacity-saving devices. As is true for
any other psychological process that is carried out repeatedly,
comparison processes are likely to become proceduralized so that
they can be carried out in relatively automatic ways that require
little cognitive capacity (Bargh, 1997; Smith, 1994). In fact, given
that social comparisons are typically involved in self-evaluation,
they are carried out so frequently that proceduralization is partic-
ularly likely.

This suggests that comparisons may be relatively automatic
processes that require little cognitive capacity. Consistent with this
assumption, it has been demonstrated that comparisons are indeed
often spontaneous and effortless (Dunning & Hayes, 1996; Gilbert,
Giesler, & Morris, 1995). To evaluate another person, for example,
judges appear to spontaneously compare this person with the self
(Dunning & Hayes, 1996). Apparently, social comparisons are
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often so natural and effortless that they are even engaged if the
comparison standard is clearly irrelevant for self-evaluation (Gil-
bert et al., 1995). In one study, for example, participants compared
their performance in detecting schizophrenia in photographed tar-
get persons with an inferior standard even if they knew that this
standard had been deliberately misled to make wrong judgments.
This comparison with the clearly nondiagnostic standard was
primarily apparent if participants’ cognitive resources were de-
pleted by rehearsing an eight-digit number (Gilbert et al., 1995).
These findings suggest that comparisons with others are indeed
relatively automatic processes that require little cognitive capacity.
In fact, social comparisons may often be so effortless that they are
even engaged when normatively inappropriate, so that social
judges then have to allocate extra resources to correct for their
consequences (for a more detailed discussion, see Gilbert et al.,
1995).

The Selection of Social Comparison Standards

Social comparison may thus often take the form of a fairly
automatic and highly efficient process that requires little cognitive
capacity and can easily be carried out under suboptimal conditions.
We have argued that in light of the ubiquity of social comparison
activities, their automatic and capacity-saving qualities are neces-
sary to ensure our psychological functioning. If we do indeed
constantly engage in social comparisons, then we cannot afford to
allocate too many resources to them. This efficiency criterion
equally applies to all stages of the comparison process. To use
social comparisons efficiently, judges must not only be able to
quickly compare themselves with a specific standard, they must
also be efficient in selecting such a standard in the first place.
Which standards do people select for comparison? What are the
psychological mechanisms that underlie the selection process?
And, how do these mechanisms relate to the important criterion of
the efficiency of social comparison?

The answer that social comparison theory and research offers to
these important questions seems simple at first glance. In partic-
ular, social comparison theory prescribes that to obtain valuable
and diagnostic information about themselves, judges have to com-
pare with others who are similar on the critical dimension itself
(Festinger, 1954) or on attributes that are related to this dimension
(Goethals & Darley, 1977; for a discussion of the limitations of
both notions, see Miller & Prentice, 1996). This is assumed to be
the case because comparisons with dissimilar others may not have
clear implications for self-evaluation. If, in an attempt to evaluate
your athletic abilities, you compare with your 80-year-old grand
aunt, for example, your potentially superior performance can be
easily attributed to the fact that both of you differ on a dimension
that is closely related to athletic abilities (i.e., age). As a conse-
quence, it is unclear whether the comparison outcome is due to
your personal qualities or to the difference on an important related
attribute so that it is of limited diagnostic value. These normative
perspectives on standard selection are supported by considerable
empirical evidence. In fact, both types of similarity—similarity on
a critical dimension and similarity on related attributes—appear to
influence with whom people compare (e.g., Gruder, 1971; Suls,
Gastorf, & Lawhon, 1978; Wheeler, 1966; Zanna, Goethals, &
Hill, 1975).

The diagnostic advantages of selecting similar others as com-
parison standards, however, are likely to come at a distinct cost. As
is true for human judgment in other domains, obtaining optimal
information requires a lot of effort and cognitive resources (Simon,
1956; Tversky & Kahneman, 1974). Finding a standard who is
similar on the critical dimension or on related attributes is an
elaborate process in which different dimensions, different potential
standards, and different criteria have to be considered. Oftentimes,
there seem to be too many choices and too little time. Imagine, for
example, that in your attempt to evaluate your athletic abilities you
had opted against using your grand aunt as a comparison standard.
With whom should you compare? With your spouse, who is
similar to you on many important attributes related to athletic
abilities (e.g., age, nutrition, living conditions) but also differs on
the important gender attribute? Or with your tennis partner who is
of the same gender but considerably younger? Or with your
10-year-old niece who is even younger but seems to be a perfect
match for your tennis abilities? As is apparent from this example,
selecting a similar standard for comparison is an arduous task, and
consequently one that we can rarely afford to engage in. Rather, as
is true in other judgment domains, we are likely to “satisfice”
(Simon, 1956) rather than optimize by using a standard that can be
selected in an efficient manner.

Routine Standards

How is this objective achieved? What type of comparison stan-
dard can we select efficiently? One possibility is that people follow
routines in selecting social comparison standards. Applying rou-
tines is one of the major ways by which judges simplify complex
decisions and consequently save cognitive resources (e.g., Aarts &
Dijksterhuis, 2000; Betsch, Haberstroh, Glöckner, Haar, & Fiedler,
2001; Verplanken, Aarts, van Knippenberg, & van Knippenberg,
1994; for an overview, see Verplanken & Aarts, 1999). Rather than
deliberately deciding whether to walk, ride your bike, or drive your
car to work by weighing all relevant information (e.g., weather
conditions, weight to carry, distance) every single morning, for
example, you may simply decide to do what you always do.
Following this routine is likely to free cognitive resources for other
pressing issues (e.g., deciding what to teach in class). This heu-
ristic advantage of routine application is apparent in the fact that
people resort more readily to their decision routines under subop-
timal conditions (Betsch, Fiedler, & Brinkmann, 1998). Thus, to
reduce the complexity of our daily lives, we often apply well-
practiced routines.

In much the same way, we may also resort to routine compar-
ison standards to simplify the complex task of standard selection.
Instead of engaging in the arduous and often impossible task of
finding the most diagnostic standard for comparison, we may
simply compare with those standards we routinely use for com-
parison. Rather than agonizing about whether to select your grand
aunt, your partner, your tennis partner, or your 10-year-old niece as
a comparison standard for evaluating your athletic abilities, you
may simply compare with your partner, because this is the person
with whom you most often compare. This suggests that social
comparisons may be shaped by processes of procedural priming
(Smith, 1994). The more often a particular comparison is carried
out, the more accessible and efficient the process of relating one’s
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attributes to this standard becomes, and the more likely one is to
further engage in this specific comparison.

Such a procedural priming perspective on social comparison
suggests a number of potential advantages of routine standard use
in social comparison. To the extent that judges simply apply the
best practiced procedure for self-evaluation and routinely compare
with the same people, they may not have to engage in an elaborate
standard selection process. Using routine standards may even
allow us to skip the process of standard selection altogether. If we
routinely compare with the same people, then there is not much
selecting we need to do. Furthermore, comparison-relevant infor-
mation may be readily accessible because it has already been used
in previous comparisons so that it does not have to be searched or
constructed. Finally, the comparison process of relating this stan-
dard knowledge to self-knowledge may be particularly efficient
because it was extensively practiced in previous comparisons
(Smith, 1989, 1994). In sum, the use of routine standards has the
potential to simplify social comparison in at least three important
ways: It may make standard selection easier or even unnecessary.
It may ensure that the referent information about the standard that
is needed to carry out the comparison is readily accessible. Finally,
it may rely on a well-practiced and highly efficient comparison
process. In the present research, we examine the use of routine
standards in self-evaluative judgments.

The Present Research

In principle, there are two research strategies that can be used to
examine the hypothesized use of routine standards in social com-
parison. The two strategies differ with respect to the nature of the
potential routine standard. A first possibility is to examine the use
of those actual comparison standards that are likely to be routine
standards for a particular participant population. One may, for
example, examine how participants use their partners, siblings,
colleagues, and friends for comparison purposes. A second possi-
bility is to experimentally create routine standards by engaging
participants in repeated comparisons with a previously unknown
fictitious person. The procedural priming perspective we have
outlined holds that any standard that is repeatedly used for com-
parison may become a routine standard. If this is the case, then
routine standards can be experimentally created by inducing
judges to engage in a series of comparisons with the same stan-
dard. Clearly, both strategies have unique advantages. Examining
the use of actual routine standards, on the one hand, is closer to the
daily comparison activities people actually engage in. Examining
the use of experimentally created routine standards, on the other
hand, allows to control for potential differences between standards
that may otherwise influence comparison activities. In this re-
search, we applied both strategies.

In particular, we will initially focus on actually existing com-
parison standards and examine the use of the potential routine
standard that is likely to be most important for our participant
population of college undergraduates. Although a host of potential
routine standards such as siblings, partners, and colleagues exist,
their relative importance is likely to vary over the course of life.
For college students, their best friends are likely to play a partic-
ularly prominent role. Because the initial college years constitute
an important life transition (Compas, Wagner, & Slavin, 1986),
they are a time in which peers with similar experiences become

particularly important for self-evaluation (Hays & Oxley, 1986;
Hirsch, 1980). Students’ best friends in college are thus likely to be
often used for social comparison and may consequently become
important routine standards. Despite our initial focus on the use of
best friends as comparison standards, the question we are exam-
ining is quite general in scope. We are not concerned about the
specific role friends play in social comparison. Rather, we are
interested in the role routine standards in general assume, and
merely use best friends as one class of potential routine standards
that is likely to be particularly important for our participant
population.

To test whether people use routine standards when evaluating
themselves, we first examine whether college students spontane-
ously activate information about their best friends during self-
evaluation. If best friends are indeed used as routine comparison
standards, as our reasoning suggests, then information about their
best friends should be more accessible subsequent to a self-
evaluative judgment. In the first study, we set out to demonstrate
this increased accessibility with the help of a lexical decision task.
Participants are instructed to evaluate themselves on a number of
personality dimensions. If they do indeed think about and compare
with their best friends in the course of these self-evaluative judg-
ments, then the best friend’s name should be made accessible so
that it is more easily recognized in a subsequent lexical decision
task. In the second study, we extend this reasoning and attempt to
demonstrate that it is not only the potential routine standard’s
name that is rendered accessible, but knowledge about his or her
standing on the critical dimension of self-evaluation. If in evalu-
ating themselves our participants do indeed think about their
friend’s standing on the judgmental dimension, then they should
subsequently be faster in evaluating their best friend on the critical
dimension. Study 3 will then test for potential limits of the use of
routine standards in self-evaluation by contrasting the use of
routine standards with the use of those standards that have tradi-
tionally been assumed to be most influential in social comparison,
namely standards who are similar to the self (Festinger, 1954;
Goethals & Darley, 1977). Will participants still use routine stan-
dards for comparison if they are clearly dissimilar on the critical
dimension and if a similar standard is available? Our third study
examines this question concerning the ubiquity of routine standard
use.

Our final study will then apply the second principle research
strategy and examine the use of experimentally created routine
standards in social comparison. If our reasoning is correct, then
judges should tend to select those standards for comparison with
whom they frequently compared themselves prior to self-
evaluation. Study 4 uses the judgmental consequences of compar-
ison (i.e., assimilation) as a diagnostic tool to test for this assumed
dependency.

Study 1

In our first experiment we set out to demonstrate that in eval-
uating themselves, our participants do indeed think about a poten-
tial routine standard. In particular, we examined whether college
student participants think about their best friends during self-
evaluation. If this is indeed the case, then participants’ best friend
should be easily accessible subsequent to the comparison. Because
thinking about a particular concept during a task increases the
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accessibility of this concept (Higgins, 1996), thinking about one’s
best friend during self-evaluation should put this person at the top
of participants’ minds. To demonstrate this expected increase in
the accessibility of participants’ best friend, we used the classic
method to examine knowledge accessibility effects, namely a
lexical decision task (e.g., Neely, 1977). In this task, participants
are confronted with a series of letter strings for which they have to
indicate whether they do or do not constitute actually existing
words. Previous research (for an overview, see Neely, 1991) has
demonstrated that the more accessible a given concept is, the faster
judges are in making related lexical decisions. Thus, participants
should be faster in responding to the name of their best friend if its
accessibility has been increased by its use in a preceding self-
evaluation task. This dependency allows response latencies for
lexical decisions to be used as diagnostic probes for the activation
of standards during a preceding judgment. If judges are faster in
responding to the name of their best friend subsequent to evalu-
ating themselves on a given dimension, then this suggests that they
have activated this standard during self-evaluation.

In Study 1, we had student participants either evaluate them-
selves or another person with respect to a number of characteristics
(e.g., cheerfulness, sentimentality). Evaluating themselves should
induce them to think about and compare with their best friend as
a likely routine standard. Evaluating another person, however,
should induce them to compare this target with the self, because
the self is typically used as a standard in judgments about other
people (Dunning & Hayes, 1996). As a consequence, the best
friend as participants’ likely routine standard for self-evaluation
should only be rendered accessible in the first case. If this is indeed
the case, then participants should be relatively faster in identifying
the name of their best friend in a lexical decision task that follows
self-evaluation. This, however, should not be the case subsequent
to evaluating another person.

Method

Participants. Thirty-six students at the University of Würzburg, Würz-
burg, Germany, participated in Study 1. We embedded this study in a series
of unrelated experiments during a 1-hr session. Participants were randomly
assigned to one of four experimental conditions and were offered DM 12
(approximately $6 at the time) as compensation.

Materials and procedure. Upon arrival in the laboratory, participants
were greeted by the experimenter and seated in front of personal computers
with 17-in. monitors. In the instructions, we explained that during the next
hour participants would take part in several unrelated experiments, some of
them conducted at the computer and some with paper and pencil. In what
was introduced as the first experiment, we collected names of participants’
same-sex friends and family members ostensibly to examine participants’
perceptions of their same-sex social network. A total of up to 18 names was
collected, among them the two critical ones that served as target stimuli for
the lexical decision task: participants’ current best friend and a good school
friend with whom they had lost contact (exfriend). We decided to use the
exfriend as a control because such a former friend shares many of the
qualities of one’s current best friend. In particular, one’s current and former
friends seem good matches in terms of similarity to the self, amount of
available information, and liking. To keep up the cover story, we subse-
quently asked participants to describe and rate themselves and the members
of their social network on several dimensions (e.g., höflich [polite], durch-
setzungsfähig [self-assertive], attraktiv [attractive]). Following this first
part of the study, participants worked on a number of other, unrelated
experiments, which lasted for a total of about 20 min.

The final experiment of the session was the critical one in which we
assessed the accessibility of participants’ routine standards after self-
evaluation. To do so, we first informed participants about the ostensible
purpose of this final study: examining how thinking about a person influ-
ences people’s ability to concentrate. Toward this end, participants should
first think about and evaluate a single person on several dimensions. We
would then test their ability to concentrate with a reaction-time task.

Approximately half of the participants evaluated themselves on 10
personal attributes (e.g., Leidenschaft [passion], Fröhlichkeit [cheerful-
ness], Empfindsamkeit [sentimentality]). Our reasoning suggests that these
self-evaluations induce participants to activate and compare with their
routine standard. The other half evaluated a well-known same-sex celebrity
(tennis players Steffi Graf or Boris Becker) on the same 10 attributes.
These participants should not activate their routine standard during the
evaluation. All evaluations were given along 9-point rating scales ranging
from 1 (very little) to 9 (very much).

Subsequent to the evaluation task, we assessed the accessibility of the
routine standard with a lexical decision task. In the cover story we intro-
duced this task as a measure of participants’ ability to concentrate. To
minimize the time gap between the evaluation and the lexical decision task,
the procedure of the latter was already explained to participants together
with the evaluation task. This allowed participants to start working on the
lexical decision task immediately after completing the evaluation task.
Congruent with the typical procedure in the lexical decision paradigm
(Neely, 1991), participants’ task was to decide as fast as possible whether
a letter string does or does not constitute a name. We instructed participants
to put their right and left index fingers on the response keys before the first
trial, and to keep that position throughout the task. The stimuli included the
name of the current best friend (routine standard) and the name of the good
school friend to whom participants had lost contact (exfriend). If partici-
pants used their best friend as a routine standard in the preceding evalua-
tion task, then they should be able to identify her or his name faster than
the name of the exfriend.

All lexical decision trials followed the same sequence. First a fixation
point (“X”) appeared in the middle of the screen for one second. It was
immediately followed by the letter string. Participants responded to the
letter string by pressing either the D key with the left index finger or the Ö
key (the semicolon key on an American keyboard) with the right index
finger. We counterbalanced the assignment of the keys to the respective
responses. The assignment was indicated at the bottom left and right
corners of the screen during the whole task. The letter string remained on
the screen until participants had given their answers.

Altogether participants had to react to 15 letter strings. Five of those
were same-sex names, five opposite-sex names, and five no names. The
same-sex names were exclusively names of participants’ personal social
network. The critical trials appeared in the fourth and the seventh positions.
Whereas for half of the participants the name of the best friend was
presented first and the name of the exfriend second, this order was reversed
for the other half. We randomized the presentation of the remaining stimuli
with the limitation that no other same-sex name appeared before the two
critical trials. After completing the lexical decision task, participants were
thanked, fully debriefed, paid, and dismissed.

In sum, Study 1 is based on a 2 (evaluation: self vs. other) � 2 (lexical
decision: best friend vs. exfriend) mixed-factorial design. Evaluation was
varied between participants. Half of the participants evaluated themselves,
whereas the other half evaluated a celebrity (tennis player). Subsequently,
all participants had to identify the name of their best friend and the name
of their exfriend in the lexical decision task. Hence, this variable was
varied within participants.

Results

Our reasoning suggests that participants think of their best
friends when evaluating themselves. Doing so will render their
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best friend’s name more accessible so that it is recognized faster in
the lexical decision task. If participants do indeed use their routine
standards as predicted, then they should be able to identify the
name of their best friend faster than the name of their exfriend after
evaluating the self. This, however, should not be the case after
evaluating another person.

Following the suggestions of Fazio (1990), we performed log-
arithmic transformations (ln) of the response latencies to reduce
the skewedness of the response distribution. Our analyses are
based on these transformed latencies. For ease of interpretation,
however, we report the untransformed means (in milliseconds).

As is apparent from Figure 1, participants did indeed react faster
to the name of their best friend (M � 576 ms) than to the name of
their exfriend (M � 642 ms) if they had previously evaluated
themselves, t(14) � 2.86, p � .01 (two-tailed). This, however, was
not the case if participants had evaluated another person (the tennis
player). In this case, they did not identify the name of their best
friend (M � 680 ms) any faster than the name of their exfriend
(M � 670 ms), t(20) � �0.24, ns. This pattern of means produced
a significant interaction effect in a 2 (evaluation: self vs. other) � 2
(lexical decision: best friend vs. exfriend) mixed-model analysis of
variance (ANOVA) using the logarithmic transformations of re-
sponse latencies in the lexical decision task as the dependent
measure, F(1, 34) � 4.13, p � .05, d � 0.70. None of the main
effects proved to be significant in this analysis (Fs � 2.86, ps �
.10).

Discussion

These findings provide initial support for the assumption that
self-evaluative judgments involve the activation and use of routine
standards. As we have expected, participants were faster in re-
sponding to the name of their best friend than to the name of a
former friend subsequent to self-evaluation. This, however, was
not the case after participants had evaluated another person instead
of themselves. Because faster lexical decisions typically indicate
higher levels of accessibility, these findings demonstrate that eval-
uating oneself does indeed put one’s best friend on the top of one’s
mind. This, in turn, is consistent with our assumption that partic-
ipants think about and compare with their best friend during

self-evaluation. Of importance, the present data indicate that the
activation of the routine standard was specific to self-evaluation.
Lexical decisions for the best friend’s name were only facilitated
by preceding evaluations pertaining to the self, not by evaluations
pertaining to another target person. Our best friends do thus not
appear to be used invariably in social judgment, but specifically for
evaluations of the self.

Our second study attempts to extend these findings by looking
more specifically at the activation of comparison-relevant infor-
mation during self-evaluation. If one’s best friend is indeed used
for comparison, then judges have to activate information about his
or her standing on the judgmental dimension during self-
evaluation. If, for example, participants think of and compare with
their best friend in the course of evaluating how cheerful they are,
then they should activate information regarding their best friend’s
cheerfulness. Study 2 was designed to demonstrate this activation
of comparison-relevant information about the routine standard.

Study 2

To do so, we asked our participants to judge their best friend or
a former friend on the exact same dimension on which they had
previously evaluated themselves. For example, participants first
evaluated their own punctuality and then judged the punctuality of
either their best friend or a former friend. Of importance, the time
participants need to evaluate the other person depends on the
accessibility of the knowledge they need to make this judgment
(e.g., Strack & Mussweiler, 1997). Thus, if judges have already
activated this knowledge in the preceding self-evaluation, then
they can readily use this knowledge when judging the other person.
As a consequence, participants are faster in making this judgment.
In this respect, the time judges need to judge the other person can
be used as a diagnostic probe indicating the extent to which they
have activated judgment-relevant knowledge about this person
during self-evaluation. Just as faster judgments about the self
subsequent to judging another person indicate that self-knowledge
regarding the critical characteristic was activated (Dunning &
Hayes, 1996), faster judgments about another person subsequent to
judging the self indicate that knowledge about this person has been
activated during self-evaluation. If, for example, participants do
indeed activate knowledge about their best friend’s punctuality
while evaluating their own punctuality, then they should subse-
quently be faster in judging how punctual their best friend is.

To demonstrate this dependency, we had our participants first
think about and evaluate either themselves or another person, and
then judge either their best friend or a former friend with respect
to a number of different characteristics. If our reasoning is correct,
then judgments about the best friend but not about a former friend
should be facilitated by preceding evaluations of the self but not of
the other person.

Method

Participants. Thirty-three students at the University of Würzburg par-
ticipated in Study 2. As in Study 1, the experiment was part of a 1-hr
session for which participants were offered DM 12 (approximately $6 at
the time).

Materials and procedure. Upon arrival in the laboratory, participants
were greeted by the experimenter and seated in front of personal computers
with 17-in. monitors. In this experiment we used the same cover story as

Figure 1. Response latencies for lexical decisions (best friend vs. ex-
friend) subsequent to evaluation of self versus other (Study 1). RT �
reaction time.
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in Study 1. Participants were made to believe that we were interested in
their perception of their same-sex social network. In the first part of the
experiment, we again asked them to name several of their friends and
family members. As in Study 1, participants provided the names of their
current best friend and of another friend with whom they had lost contact
(exfriend 1). In addition, we asked for the name of a second former friend
(exfriend 2).

In the second part of the experiment participants then worked on a series
of evaluation and judgment tasks. We informed them that judging a person
can take different forms depending on whether the judgment is made rather
thoroughly or more spontaneously. Following this distinction, they were
instructed to alternately work on two tasks that differ with respect to the
elaborateness of processing they require. In the evaluation task, partici-
pants were instructed to first allow themselves 1 min to think deeply about
the characteristics of one person (e.g., How polite is your friend Paul?), and
then describe their thoughts and conclusions in writing. Hence, this task
induced participants to engage in elaborate evaluative processes about one
person. The subsequent judgment task then required participants to quickly
judge two persons with respect to the same characteristic used in the
evaluation task. We emphasized that participants should report these latter
judgments as fast as possible. To allow them to do so, we asked them to
position their fingers on the number keys in the top row of the keyboard
with which answers were to be reported. The questions (e.g., How polite is
your friend Peter?) were presented on the computer screen together with
the 6-point scale ranging from 1 (very little) to 6 (very much) along which
the judgments were made. Each of the individual trials of the judgment task
followed the same sequence. Participants first judged the target person of
the evaluation task with respect to the critical dimension (e.g., How polite
is your friend Paul?). This was followed by a delay of 1,000 ms. Subse-
quently, they judged a second person along the same dimension (e.g., How
polite is your friend Peter?). After reporting this second judgment, partic-
ipants proceeded with the next evaluation task, which pertained to another
dimension.

Altogether, this second part of the experiment consisted of 10 trials. In
each trial, participants first evaluated and described a person concerning a
personal characteristic, then positioned their fingers on the number keys
and finally judged the previously described person and a second person
with respect to the same characteristic. We manipulated the independent
variable evaluation of self versus other (exfriend 2) in the evaluation task
and the independent variable judgment of best friend (routine standard)
versus exfriend 1 in the judgment task. Study 2 is thus based on a 2
(evaluation: self vs. other) � 2 (judgment: best friend vs. exfriend 1)
experimental design. Both factors were manipulated within participants.

The four conditions were realized in four different trials that were
presented at the fifth, sixth, eighth, and ninth positions. The first four trials
took approximately 12 min to complete, therefore a substantial delay
resulted between the first part of the experiment (naming the friends) and
the critical evaluation and judgment tasks. The critical trials pertained to
the characteristics Pünktlichkeit [punctuality], Sportlichkeit [sportiveness],
Ehrgeiz [ambition], and Ordentlichkeit [tidiness]. Whereas the order of the
dimensions was the same for all participants, the conditions were counter-
balanced. For example, a quarter of the participants thought about their
own punctuality and subsequently rated their best friend on that dimension.
Another quarter first thought about how punctual their exfriend 2 is and
subsequently rated their exfriend 1. In the noncritical trials, participants
thought about and rated other members of their same-sex social network.

After completing the second part of the experiment, participants contin-
ued with other, unrelated studies. Upon completion of all tasks, participants
were thanked for their participation, fully debriefed, paid, and dismissed.

Results

Evaluations. To ensure that the two critical standards—partic-
ipants’ best friend and their exfriend 1—do not differ with respect
to the variable that is traditionally seen as the most important

determinant of standard selection, namely similarity to the self
(Festinger, 1954; Goethals & Darley, 1977), we analyzed partici-
pants’ ratings. Specifically, we calculated difference scores for
participants’ self-evaluation and their evaluation of their best
friend versus their exfriend 1. The dimensions on which those
differences were calculated varied between subjects because of the
counterbalancing described above. If participants saw themselves
as more similar to one of the critical standards, then this should be
apparent in evaluations that are closer to one another and conse-
quently in a lower difference score. The mean difference between
evaluations of the self and the best friend (M � 1.45), however,
was similar to that between evaluations of the self and the ex-
friend 1 (M � 1.55), t(32) � 0.33, ns. Thus, there is no reason to
assume that the best friend was seen as more similar to the self
than the exfriend 1.

Response latencies. Our central dependent measures are the
response latencies for evaluations of participants’ best friend and
their exfriend 1, respectively. A preliminary inspection of the
untransformed response latencies revealed that 5 out of the total of
132 responses (� 4%) were clear outliers. Each of these responses
was at least 2,000 ms slower than the slowest of the remaining
responses and all took longer than 8,000 ms. We excluded these
outliers from our analyses, and we were left with a total of 127
response latencies (M � 2,959 ms, SD � 1,412 ms) or 29 partic-
ipants for the within-participants analysis. We conducted logarith-
mic transformations (ln) of the remaining response latencies prior
to analysis but nevertheless present the untransformed means (in
milliseconds) for ease of interpretation.

Similar to our predictions in Study 1, we expected participants
to be faster in judging their best friend than their exfriend 1
subsequent to a self-evaluation. The judgment of the best friend
should be facilitated if participants have used their best friend as a
routine standard. As is apparent from Figure 2, the data are
consistent with this hypothesis. Participants were faster
(M � 2,556 ms) in judging their best friend than their exfriend 1
(M � 2,922 ms) after evaluating themselves on the same dimen-
sion, t(28) � 2.17, p � .04 (two-tailed). This, however, was not the
case after judging exfriend 2. In fact, judging exfriend 2 did not
facilitate the judgment of the best friend relative to the exfriend 1.
Rather, the reverse was the case. After judging exfriend 2, partic-

Figure 2. Response latencies for judgments of best friend versus ex-
friend 1 subsequent to evaluation of self versus other (Study 2). RT �
reaction time.
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ipants rated exfriend 1 (M � 2,493 ms) faster than their best friend
(M � 3,081 ms), t(28) � �2.96, p � .01 (two-tailed). This may be
the case because exfriend 1 and exfriend 2 are both former school
friends who are likely to share many features. As a consequence,
in evaluating the one, participants may think about the other and
use him or her as a comparison standard. This pattern of means
was borne out in a significant interaction effect in a 2 (evaluation:
self vs. other) � 2 (judgment: best friend vs. exfriend 1) within-
participants ANOVA using the logarithmic transformations of
response latencies in the judgment task as the dependent measure,
F(1, 28) � 13.86, p � .001, d � 1.41. None of the main effects
approached significance in this analysis (Fs � 1).

To statistically control for potential differences in perceived
similarity to the critical standards, we conducted an analysis of
covariance using the difference between the two difference scores
for evaluations of self– best friend and evaluations of self–
exfriend 1 as a covariate. In this analysis, the critical interaction
remained unchanged, F(1, 27) � 14.02, p � .001, d � 1.44.

Discussion

Consistent with our hypotheses, the results of Study 2 demon-
strate that in the course of evaluating themselves, participants
activated knowledge about their best friend’s characteristics in the
critical domain. Because doing so rendered this knowledge readily
accessible, judges did not have to activate and generate this knowl-
edge anew while judging their best friend. As a consequence, these
judgments were facilitated and participants were able to provide
them more rapidly. Of importance, this facilitation effect is only
apparent in judgments about the best friend, indicating that it is
indeed knowledge that pertains specifically to this routine standard
that is rendered accessible. If more general semantic knowledge
were rendered accessible, then this knowledge would be applicable
to judgments about any person so that judgments about the best
friend and judgments about the former friend should be facilitated
in similar ways. Clearly, this is not the case. Furthermore, the
facilitation of judgments about participants’ best friends only
occurred if participants had previously evaluated themselves, not
when they had judged another person. This suggests that the use of
the routine standard is specific to judgments about the self.

Together with Study 1, these findings are consistent with the
notion of routine standard use in self-evaluation. In line with our
theoretical assumptions, the activation of knowledge about one’s
best friend appears to play an important role in self-evaluation.
When judging themselves, judges appear to think about their
friend’s characteristics in the critical domain and use this infor-
mation for comparison. Study 3 was designed to examine the
robustness of this mechanism.

Study 3

The use of routine standards may at times come at the cost of
diagnosticity. At least in some situations, our routine standards
may not be the most diagnostic because they may be quite different
from us either on the critical dimension itself (Festinger, 1954) or
on attributes that are related to this dimension (Goethals & Darley,
1977). Do people still use knowledge about their routine standards
in the self-evaluation process if these standards are clearly dissim-
ilar and thus potentially undiagnostic? Or will people forego the

use of routine standards when normative concerns of diagnosticity
are violated? Our next experiment examines this important
question.

To do so, we put participants in similar conditions as in Study 2.
Again, they first evaluated either themselves or another person
before judging either the routine standard or another potential
standard. This time, however, the diagnostic value of the compar-
ison with the routine standard was deliberately undermined by
choosing the dimension for self-evaluation on which the best
friend was perceived as most dissimilar from the self. Because,
according to social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954), similarity
breeds diagnosticity, the routine standard should thus be undiag-
nostic for self-evaluation. Would information about the routine
standard’s characteristics in the critical domain still be activated
during self-evaluation so that subsequent judgments about this
standard are facilitated? To provide a particularly strong test for
the use of routine standards, we used a different potential standard
as a control this time. In particular, subsequent to evaluating
themselves, some of our participants judged the one of their
acquaintances who was most similar, and thus most diagnostic, to
them on the critical dimension. Would judgments about the dis-
similar best friend or about the similar acquaintance be primarily
facilitated by the preceding self-evaluation?

Method

Participants. We recruited 58 students at the University of Würzburg
as participants. As in the previous studies, the experiment was part of a 1-hr
session for which participants were offered DM 12 (approximately $6 at
the time).

Materials and procedure. As in the preceding studies, participants first
named several same-sex members of their social network. This time we
wanted to examine whether participants use their routine standard even if
he or she is quite different from them on the comparison dimension.
Therefore, we used a different cover story. Participants were made to
believe that we were interested in the importance of similarity in personal
attributes for the maintenance of friendships. Using this cover story al-
lowed us to ask participants on which dimension they perceive their best
friend as least similar to themselves. Participants could choose 1 out of 12
personal attributes (e.g., intelligent [intelligent], aktiv [active], offen
[open], selbstbewusst [self-confident]). Subsequently, they were instructed
to name another same-sex person of their social network who is very
similar to them on the previously chosen dimension. In this first block of
the experiment, we thus assessed the name of the best friend, a dimension
on which the best friend is very dissimilar to the participant, and the name
of another same-sex person (acquaintance) who is very similar to the
participant on that specific dimension. After finishing the first block,
participants worked on several other, unrelated experiments. The time gap
between the first and the second block of the experiment was at least 15
min.

Participants’ task in the second block was similar to the task in the
second block of Study 2. This time we explained that we wanted to assess
participants’ perceptions of people who are more or less close to them.
Participants were first induced to either evaluate themselves or another
person. In particular, they were instructed to take a minute and think about
a person with respect to a given personal characteristic and to subsequently
write down their thoughts. Next, participants positioned their fingers on the
number keys of the computer keyboard and finally judged several persons
with respect to the same characteristic used in the evaluation task. Again,
we emphasized that participants should take their time in the evaluation
task, but should react as fast as possible in the judgment task. In contrast
to Study 2, this whole block consisted of only one trial. Only the dimension
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on which participants perceived their best friend as very dissimilar was
used. On that critical dimension, half of the participants first thought about
and described themselves. The other half thought about and described the
well-known same-sex celebrity (tennis players Steffi Graf or Boris Becker)
already used in Study 1. Subsequently, all participants rated eight persons
with respect to the same dimension along a 6-point scale ranging from 1
(very little) to 6 (very much). The first person was always the one partic-
ipants had evaluated in the evaluation task (the self or the tennis player).
The judgment of the second person was the critical one, for which the
response latencies constitute our dependent variable. Whereas about half of
our participants rated their best friend, the other half rated their acquain-
tance. The remaining target persons were other friends and celebrities (e.g.,
Madonna, Joschka Fischer).

To ensure that participants’ best friends and acquaintances fulfill the
criteria necessary to test our hypotheses, we asked a series of manipulation
check questions after the judgment task. First, to ensure that participants
are indeed in closer contact with their best friend, so that this person is
more likely to be routinely used for comparison than the acquaintance,
participants answered the following questions: “How often do you have
contact with your friend [name]?” and “How close is your friend [name] to
you?” To ensure that the best friend is at the same time more dissimilar on
the critical dimension than the acquaintance, participants indicated their
perceived similarity to both friends on the critical dimension. If, for
example, open was the critical dimension chosen in the first block, partic-
ipants were asked, “How open is your friend [name] compared to you?”
and “Think about attributes that make a person open. How similar to you
is your friend [name] on those attributes?” Furthermore, to assess whether
differences in the perceived general similarity between the self and the
respective standards exist, participants were asked the following: “In
general, how similar to you is your friend [name]?” All answers were given
along 9-point rating scales and were asked for both, the best friend and the
acquaintance. After completion of the second block of the experiment,
participants were thanked, fully debriefed, paid, and dismissed.

In sum, Study 3 is based on a 2 (evaluation: self vs. other) � 2
(judgment: best friend vs. acquaintance) between-participants design. All
participants first thought about and evaluated either themselves or the
tennis player and subsequently judged either their best friend or their
acquaintance. Unlike in Study 2, we used a between-participants design
this time because doing so allowed us to use only the one characteristic in
which the best friend was perceived as least similar in all conditions.

Results

In Study 3 participants evaluated themselves along a dimension
on which the best friend as a routine standard is fairly undiagnos-
tic. Participants deliberately selected an attribute on which their
best friend is very dissimilar to themselves. At the same time, they
named an acquaintance who, in contrast to their best friend, is very
similar to them on that specific attribute. If similarity is the critical
factor in standard selection, then participants should use their
similar acquaintance rather than their dissimilar best friend as a
comparison standard in self-evaluation. If, however, the best friend
is used because he or she is routinely used in social comparison,
similarity should only play an inferior role. In this case, partici-
pants should compare themselves with the routine standard even if
he or she is undiagnostic. The preference of one over the other
standard should become apparent in the response latencies in the
subsequent judgment. Whoever is used as a comparison standard
in the self-evaluation, the similar acquaintance or the dissimilar
best friend, should subsequently be judged faster.

Preliminary analysis. Most participants (28%) chose the at-
tribute gründlich [thorough] as the one on which they are least
similar to their best friend. Of the remaining 11 attributes, 2

(intelligent [intelligent] and herzlich [hearty]) were chosen by
none. To check whether the best friend, the acquaintance, and the
selected dimension fulfill the criteria necessary to test our hypoth-
esis, we asked participants a series of manipulation check ques-
tions. The results, summarized in Table 1, demonstrate that our
manipulation was successful. Altogether the answers are as ex-
pected. Participants indeed indicated that they meet their best
friend more often and perceive him or her to be closer to them than
their acquaintance. Thus, the best friend is indeed more likely to be
routinely used for comparison than the acquaintance. At the same
time, these data indicate that the best friend is a less diagnostic
standard than the acquaintance. Participants rated their best friend
as less similar to themselves than the acquaintance, both on the
critical dimension itself and on related attributes. In addition, this
difference in the specific similarity on the selected dimension is
also apparent in participants’ responses in the judgment task. In
particular, the mean difference between participants’ judgments on
the critical dimension of themselves and their best friend was more
pronounced (M � 2.41) than the mean difference between judg-
ments of themselves and their acquaintance (M � 0.86),
t(57) � 9.39, p � .001. In contrast to the specific similarity on the
critical dimension, there is no indication that overall perceived
similarity between the self and the best friend versus the acquain-
tance differed (Table 1).

Response latencies. We used the response latencies for the
judgment of the best friend versus the acquaintance as our main
dependent variable. Short latencies indicate activation during the
previously conducted evaluation of the self versus the other person
and thus the use of this person as a standard in the comparison
process.

We classified three response latencies (� 5.5%) as outliers.
Each of these responses was at least 3,000 ms slower than the
slowest of the remaining responses (M � 3,955, SD � 1,549) and
all took longer than 10,000 ms.

Table 1
Differences in the Perception of the Best Friend and the
Acquaintance (Study 3)

Item Best friend Acquaintance t(57)

How often do you have contact
with your friend [name]?a 7.31 6.03 3.81*

How close is your friend [name]
to you?a 7.38 6.22 6.23*

How [critical dimension] is your
friend [name] compared to
you?b 2.45 0.71 9.17*

Think about attributes, which
make a person [critical
dimension]. How similar to
you is your friend [name] on
those attributes?a 4.64 5.87 �4.00*

In general, how similar
to you is your friend [name]?a 5.64 5.88 �0.80

Note. N � 58. The critical dimension was chosen out of 12 personal
characteristics. Participants selected the characteristic on which they per-
ceive their best friend as least similar to themselves.
a Response scale ranging from 1 (very little) to 9 (very much). bAbsolute
difference to midpoint (the same) of the scale with the endpoints 1 (much
less) and 9 (much more).
* p � .001.
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Unlike the previous study, Study 3 only involved one critical
trial. To control for the variability of response latencies between
participants, we calculated individual baselines and subtracted
them from the critical response latencies. It should be noted that it
was not necessary to use a baseline in Studies 1 and 2, because in
these studies we manipulated the critical factor (best friend vs.
other friend) within participants so that the baseline is already
“built in.” For the baseline in Study 3, we calculated the mean
response latency for judgments about the three celebrities used as
filler items in the judgment task. Prior to subtraction, all latencies
were log transformed (ln). For ease of interpretation we again
report the untransformed means (in milliseconds).

We hypothesized that our participants may use their best friend
as a routine standard even if he or she is dissimilar to them and
therefore less diagnostic. If this were indeed the case, then partic-
ipants should be faster in judging their best friend than their
acquaintance after evaluating themselves on the same dimension.
Evaluating another person, however, should not facilitate judg-
ments of the best friend. The means reported in Figure 3 are
consistent with this hypothesis. Participants were fastest if they
judged their best friend subsequently to self-evaluation (M � 213
ms). This latency is significantly shorter than the time participants
needed to judge their acquaintance (M � 1,066 ms) in the same
condition, t(26) � 2.02, p � .05 (two-tailed). In contrast, there was
no difference in response latencies if participants judged the best
friend (M � 1,031 ms) or the acquaintance (M � 787 ms) after
evaluating the tennis player, t(25) � �0.28, ns. This pattern was
borne out in a significant interaction effect in a 2 (evaluation: self
vs. other) � 2 (judgment: best friend vs. acquaintance) ANOVA
using the log-transformed response latencies for the judgment task
as the dependent variable, F(1, 51) � 5.02, p � .03, d � 0.63. In
this analysis, none of the main effects proved to be significant
(Fs � 2.16, ps � .14). Furthermore, the critical interaction effect
still held if differences in the general perceived similarity of best
friend and self versus acquaintance and self were statistically
controlled for. Using this difference as a covariate did not reduce
the significance of the interaction effect, F(1, 50) � 5.56, p � .03,
d � 0.68.

Discussion

These findings show a striking robustness of the use of routine
standards in the self-evaluation process. Even if participants’ best
friends were only minimally diagnostic for comparisons on the
critical dimension, did participants activate information about
them. In fact, the present results indicate that after self-evaluation
information pertaining to the undiagnostic best friend was more
accessible than information pertaining to the maximally diagnostic
acquaintance who was deliberately selected to be similar to the
self. This is apparent in the fact that self-evaluation facilitated only
judgments about the best friend, not about the similar acquain-
tance. In light of the fact that knowledge accessibility is primarily
determined by recent activation (Higgins, Rholes, & Jones, 1977),
this suggests that in evaluating themselves, judges thought more
about their undiagnostic best friend than about their diagnostic
acquaintance. In this respect, judges’ tendency to rely on their
routine standards for self-evaluation appears to be so robust that it
even prevails in situations in which comparing with the routine
standard is unlikely to provide diagnostic information for
self-evaluation.

At the same time, the current results suggest that participants do
not select their best friends as comparison standards because they
see them as more similar to themselves. Perceived similarity does
not appear to be the driving force behind the use of routine
standards. No differences in the overall similarity between the self
and the respective standards were detected, and the critical inter-
action effect still held if differences in overall similarity were
statistically controlled for. This finding is consistent with the
assumption that routine standards are not selected for comparison
because of specific attributes they hold, but because of their
procedural qualities. Our final study was designed to provide more
direct evidence for this assumption.

Study 4

To do so, we applied the second principle research strategy and
experimentally created routine standards by inducing participants
to repeatedly compare with one particular standard before engag-
ing in self-evaluation. Using such experimentally created routine
standards to examine standard selection in social comparison has
two distinct advantages. First, it allows to control for differences in
the specific attributes of different potential comparison standards.
In Studies 2 and 3 we have statistically controlled for one partic-
ularly important attribute, namely similarity to the self. In princi-
ple, however, an endless number of such differences (e.g., liking)
exists so that it is impossible to statistically control for all of them.
Creating standards for which participants have no prior knowledge
circumvents this potential problem. Second, the use of experimen-
tally created standards allows us to directly manipulate the proce-
dural qualities that we assume to underlie the use of routine
standards, namely their repeated use in prior comparisons. As a
consequence, Study 4 allows us to take a more direct look at the
procedural underpinnings of routine standard formation and use in
social comparison.

To experimentally create routine standards, participants repeat-
edly compared with the same standard. They received information
about 15 different preferences (e.g., favorite novel, movie, cuisine)
of a fictitious person named Daniela and were instructed to form

Figure 3. Response latencies (difference to baseline) for judgments of
best friend versus acquaintance subsequent to evaluation of self versus
other (Study 3). RT � reaction time.
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an impression of her. This information was presented in a com-
parative format so that participants were induced to list their own
preferences right after reading about those of Daniela. Thus, in
forming an impression of Daniela, participants repeatedly com-
pared themselves to her. Participants also received information
about a second fictitious person named Martina. This information,
however, was presented in an isolated format so that in forming an
impression of Martina, participants processed her preferences
without relating them to their own. In forming impressions about
both potential standards, judges are thus likely to compare them-
selves more elaborately with Daniela than with Martina so that
comparisons with Daniela are better practiced. In this respect,
Daniela constitutes an experimentally created routine standard. If
participants do indeed preferentially use routine standards for
comparison, then they should primarily use Daniela as a compar-
ison standard for subsequent self-evaluation.

To see whether this is indeed the case, we applied an additional
indirect measure of standard selection in social comparison. In
particular, we used the self-evaluative consequences of compari-
son as a diagnostic tool to examine standard selection. Social
comparisons influence subsequent self-evaluations in predictable
ways (for an overview, see Mussweiler, 2003). Our previous work
has established that in this specific social comparison paradigm,
judges typically assimilate self-evaluations toward the standard
that was used for comparison (Mussweiler, 2001a, 2001b; Muss-
weiler & Strack, 2000). This is the case, because in comparing
themselves with a pertinent standard, judges selectively activate
self-knowledge indicating that their standing on the judgmental
dimension is similar to that of the standard. Because this knowl-
edge is then used as a basis for self-evaluations, these are assim-
ilated toward the standard (Mussweiler, 2003). This assimilative
link between self-evaluations and the critical standard of the com-
parison process allows us to use self-evaluative comparison con-
sequences as an unobtrusive indicator of standard selection. If
self-evaluations are assimilated to the routine-standard Daniela, as
we assume, then this indicates that judges used Daniela as a
comparison standard during the self-evaluation process.

Method

Participants. We recruited 28 students at a cafeteria of the University
of Würzburg as participants and offered them an ice cream cone or a bar
of chocolate as a compensation. On agreement to participate, they were led
to a separate room where they completed the experiment in groups of up
to 10.

Materials and procedure. Unlike Studies 1–3, our final study is a
paper-and-pencil experiment. On arrival in the lab, participants were
greeted by the experimenter, led to a separate table, handed the question-
naire, told to read instructions carefully, and to work through the materials
in the given order.

The first page of the questionnaire included general instructions and
explained the ostensible purpose of the study. In particular, we pointed out
that we were interested in the influence of different kinds of information on
person perception. During the experiment, participants would be asked to
form an impression of two fictitious persons of their own gender. They
would read a list of preferences of these two people and a short paragraph
about their experiences at the university. To allow us to control for
potential effects participants’ specific characteristics may have on their
evaluation of the target persons, participants would also provide informa-
tion about their own preferences and experiences.

On the second page the routine standard was created by engaging
participants in an impression formation task that was structured in a
comparative format. Participants were instructed to form an impression of
a fictitious person whose gender matched theirs. For clarity, we only
describe the female version throughout the Method section. Participants
received a list of 15 preferences of a fictitious person named Daniela (e.g.,
her favorite novel, movie, cuisine) and were instructed to list their own
preference in the respective domain right underneath Daniela’s. Beneath
each of Daniela’s preferences there was a blank line for participants to fill
in their own preference. For example, participants read, “Daniela’s favorite
cuisine is Italian. My favorite cuisine is ______.” Thinking about one’s
own preference right after reading about Daniela’s is likely to involve a
comparison with Daniela, so that this impression formation task is likely to
involve 15 comparisons with the same standard. Such repeated practice in
social comparison is likely to establish Daniela as a routine standard. After
completion of all 15 preferences, participants briefly described their first
impression of Daniela in an open-ended format.

Next, participants were instructed to form an impression of a second
fictitious person named Martina. This second impression formation task
was structured in an isolated format so that it was less likely to involve
comparisons with the self. In particular, in forming an impression of
Martina participants were presented with a list of her preferences without
indicating their own preferences (e.g., Martina’s favorite cuisine is Thai.).
The listed preferences of Martina and Daniela were counterbalanced so that
no differences in the inferred characteristics of both standards exist. Once
again, the impression formation task was concluded by an open-ended
question about the first impression of the described person.

After participants had formed impressions of the routine-standard
Daniela and the nonroutine-standard Martina, they proceeded with the
self-evaluation task. Instructions for the self-evaluation task pointed out
that participants would now receive additional information about Daniela
and Martina as well as three further persons (Klara, Susanne, Ursula),
which may be helpful in forming an impression of these people. This
information would pertain to their experiences during their first semesters
as students at the University of Würzburg and would describe how well
they managed to adjust to life at the university. We informed participants
that we would ask them a series of questions concerning their own
adjustment to life at the university and that they would have the opportu-
nity to read about the experiences of Daniela, Martina, and the others
before answering these questions.

The experiences of the five standard students, which were presented on
the next page, consisted of five brief paragraphs in which each of them
provided some general background information (start of the studies, grad-
uation from college) and commented on their adjustment to college life. All
five paragraphs were printed on a single page with the description of
Daniela and Martina in the second and the fourth positions. Order was
counterbalanced between conditions. The two descriptions of the critical
standards Daniela and Martina were modeled after those used by Muss-
weiler (2001b). One of the paragraphs described a person who had adjusted
very well to college because she had moved a lot during childhood and
liked to approach new life settings as a kind of challenge, and was thus
portrayed as a high-comparison standard for adjustment to college. The
other paragraph portrayed a person who had a hard time adjusting because
she had never moved before and was skeptical to face new life settings, and
thus constituted a low standard of comparison. For all participants, either
Daniela or Martina were described as adjusting very well or very poorly to
college life. The remaining three descriptions were more neutral in tone
and were identical for all participants. The descriptions of Daniela and
Martina, however, were varied between participants. For half of them, the
routine-standard Daniela was described as the high standard and the
nonroutine-standard Martina constituted the low standard. For the other
half, this assignment was reversed. Thus, the two critical standards were
described in opposite ways for each participant. If Daniela adjusted easily
to college, then Martina adjusted poorly and vice versa.
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To assess the self-evaluative consequences of exposure to the five
potential standards, we subsequently asked a series of questions concerning
participants’ own adjustment to life at the university. These questions were
as follows: On average, how often do you visit home during a semester?
How many friends do you have in Würzburg? How many weeks did you
need to adapt to life in Würzburg? How often do you go out per month?
How often do you call home per month? How well did you adapt to life at
the university? (1 � very badly, 9 � very well); In general, how well do
you adapt to new life settings? (1 � very badly, 9 � very well ).

At the end of the experiment, participants judged Daniela’s and Marti-
na’s adjustment to college by answering the same seven questions again
(e.g., What do you estimate, how often does Martina go out per month?).
In addition, participants indicated how much they liked Daniela and Mar-
tina, how similar these two are to themselves concerning their adjustment
to life at the university, and how similar they are to themselves in general.
These ratings were given on 9-point scales ranging from 1 (not at all) to 9
(very much). Finally, participants were thanked for participation, debriefed,
and offered their compensation.

In sum, Study 4 is based on a simple two-cell design: Participants were
either exposed to comparison information portraying the routine-standard
Daniela as a high standard and the nonroutine-standard Martina as a low
standard, or they were exposed to comparison information portraying
Daniela as a low standard and Martina as a high standard.

Results

The critical standard descriptions used in this study were
adapted from those used by Mussweiler (2001b). In this previous
research, participants typically assimilated toward the standard
(see also, Mussweiler, 2001a, 2003; Mussweiler & Strack, 2000)
and evaluated their own adjustment to college more positively
after a comparison with a high rather than a low standard. In
Study 4 we use this established assimilation effect as an unobtru-
sive indicator of standard selection. Participants were exposed to
both, the description of a high and a low standard. Their self-
evaluations should be primarily influenced by the standard with
which they primarily compared themselves. Therefore, if they
subsequently describe themselves as adjusting well to college, then
this indicates that they had used the high rather than the low
standard as a standard of comparison. We expected that partici-
pants primarily compare and thus assimilate their self-evaluation
with the routine standard established in the first part of the exper-
iment. If this is indeed the case, then participants should evaluate
their own adjustment to college more positively if the routine-
standard Daniela was described as a high rather than a low stan-
dard. If, however, Daniela is not preferentially selected and does
not assume a particularly prominent role in the self-evaluation
process, then similar self-evaluations should be given in both
conditions, because across all five standards the same information
was provided.

Preliminary analyses. To check whether participants did in-
deed perceive the high standard as better adjusted to life at the
university than the low standard, we combined the ratings of the
standards in two single scores. We z-transformed and averaged the
answers to the seven critical questions and, where necessary,
recoded the answers so that higher values indicate better adjust-
ment. As expected, participants judged adjustment to college to be
better for the high standard (M � 0.41) than for the low standard
(M � �0.41), t(27) � 4.51, p � .001 (two-tailed).

To ensure that the expected differences in standard selection are
not produced by differences in perceived liking of and similarity to

Daniela and Martina, we examined participants’ ratings of these
attributes. No differences between Daniela and Martina emerged
(ts � 1.7, ps � .10).

Self-evaluations. Our central measure is participants’ self-
evaluations of their adjustment to college. To combine the seven
ratings into a single score (Cronbach’s � � .54), we z-transformed
and, where necessary, recoded the individual ratings so that for the
resulting mean, higher values indicate better adjustment. Consis-
tent with our hypothesis, participants’ self-evaluations were assim-
ilated toward the routine-standard Daniela so that more positive
self-evaluations were given if Daniela was described as a high
(M � 0.22) rather than a low standard (M � �0.32),1 t(26) � 2.94,
p � .01 (two-tailed), d � 1.15. Furthermore, neither controlling for
differences in perceived liking of, F(1, 25) � 9.73, p � .01,
d � 1.25, nor for differences in similarity to Daniela and Martina,
F(1, 25) � 8.97, p � .01, d � 1.20, changed the significance of
this effect.

Discussion

These findings indicate that self-evaluations were assimilated to
the standard that was previously turned into a routine standard by
repeated comparisons. Self-evaluations are primarily influenced by
the standard that was predominantly used during the self-
evaluation process. In this respect, this self-evaluation effect con-
stitutes additional converging evidence, suggesting that partici-
pants mainly compared themselves with the routine standard. In
light of the fact that the routine standard was experimentally
created, this finding extends those of Studies 1 through 3 in
important ways. First, it demonstrates the generality of routine
standard selection in social comparison. Not only one’s best friend
may serve as a routine standard, but any standard that has been
extensively used for comparison. Given that with our friends,
partners, family members, and colleagues a multitude of potential
routine standards exists, the use of routine standards for compar-
ison is likely to be fairly general in nature. Second, because for
experimentally created standards no differences in specific at-
tributes such as liking and similarity to the self exist, these poten-
tially important influences on standard selection cannot be respon-
sible for the demonstrated preference to compare with the routine
standard. The only systematic difference between the two stan-
dards is that participants had repeatedly compared themselves with
the routine standard but not with the nonroutine standard. Al-
though identical information was provided about the two, only the
information about the routine standard was repeatedly compared
with the self. From our perspective, these repeated comparisons
served as a procedural priming that rendered comparisons with the
routine standard more likely to be carried out. Finally, because in
Study 4 we directly manipulated those processes that lead to the
development of a routine standard, these findings provide more
direct evidence that repeated comparisons with a given standard do
indeed increase the chances that this standard will be selected for
subsequent comparisons.

1 The mean z values do not add up to zero because of unequal cell sizes
and missing values on some of the individual judgments.
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General Discussion

In the present research, we have examined the use of routine
standards in social comparison. Consistent with our assumptions,
our findings suggest that in evaluating themselves, people do
indeed activate information about others with whom they are likely
to compare on a routine basis. For one, we have demonstrated that
in evaluating themselves, our student participants activated infor-
mation about their best friends, which—on a priori grounds (Hays
& Oxley, 1986; Hirsch, 1980)—appear to be a likely routine
standard for this population. Furthermore, we have shown that an
experimentally created routine standard is more likely to be used
for comparison so that it primarily determines self-evaluative
comparison consequences.

In the present findings, the use of routine standards in self-
evaluation is apparent on three distinct measures that are all
indirect rather than explicit measures of standard selection. Study 1
demonstrates that subsequent to a series of self-evaluative judg-
ments, participants were faster in recognizing the name of their
best friend but not the name of an exfriend in a lexical decision
task. Studies 2 and 3 further demonstrate that participants were
faster in judging their best friend, but not another friend, on the
dimension on which they had previously evaluated themselves.
This suggests that participants had activated information about the
best friend’s standing on the judgmental dimension during self-
evaluation. Furthermore, Study 4 demonstrates that the self-
evaluative consequences of comparison are primarily influenced
by the nature of the routine standard. Taken together, these studies
provide substantial converging support for the notion of routine
standard use in social comparison.

Extending these basic findings, Study 3 provides a first test of
potential limits of the use of routine standards by deliberately
choosing a dimension on which the routine standard is dissimilar
to the self. Even under such conditions of low diagnostic value do
judges appear to activate knowledge about their best friend during
self-evaluation.

At first sight, one potential ambiguity of these data may appear
to remain. In particular, one could argue that the enhanced acces-
sibility of knowledge about participants’ best friend demonstrated
in Studies 1–3 may not necessarily result from a comparison of self
and best friend. Rather, best friends may be so closely associated
with the self, that any activation of the self spreads to the repre-
sentation of one’s best friend. Such a spreading activation mech-
anism, however, is unlikely to be responsible for our data. For one,
in light of the ubiquity of comparison processes in self-evaluation,
it seems unlikely that information about a potential standard that is
easily accessible would not be used for self-evaluative purposes. In
fact, coaccessibility has been suggested as a primary determinant
of social comparison activities (Kruglanski & Mayseless, 1990).
Furthermore, the fact that in Study 4 self-evaluations were clearly
influenced by the accessible routine standard suggests that judges
did indeed use these standards for comparison. If knowledge about
the routine standard had only been accessible but had not been
related to the self, then it should not influence self-evaluations.
Thus, it is difficult for a spreading activation mechanism to ac-
count for the data we obtained across the four studies. In addition,
some of our most recent evidence (Rüter & Mussweiler, 2003)
demonstrates that the accessibility of knowledge about the routine
standard is not necessarily increased when people activate self-

knowledge on the critical dimension, as is implied by a spreading
activation mechanism. Rather, routine standard knowledge only
becomes accessible in self-evaluative situations that are compar-
ative in nature. In one of these studies, for example, participants
who described their eating habits in concrete absolute terms (e.g.
“What do you eat? Where do you eat?”), which did not require
them to engage in comparisons, did not show increased accessi-
bility of knowledge about their best friends. Participants who
evaluated themselves in terms that are relative in nature (e.g.,
“How healthy are your eating habits?”) and require comparisons
with others, however, subsequently had knowledge about their best
friend more accessible. These findings suggest that the mere acti-
vation of self-knowledge in self-evaluation is not sufficient to
produce the accessibility effects we have examined. In light of
these findings, the increased accessibility of routine standard
knowledge we have demonstrated indicates that the routine stan-
dard has indeed been compared with the self.

Taken together, the present findings thus suggest that our par-
ticipants had a strong inclination to use routine standards for
self-evaluation. In fact, they even activated information about their
best friends under circumstances for which using this information
violates normative considerations to obtain diagnostic information
through the comparison (Festinger, 1954; Goethals & Darley,
1977). Furthermore, our data suggest that the use of routine stan-
dards in social comparison constitutes a rather general and stable
effect. Across the four studies, evidence for routine standard use
was obtained with different types of routine standards, for self-
evaluations on a multitude of different dimensions, and was ap-
parent in measures that are quite different in nature.

Implications for Social Comparison Theory and Research

The present research has important implications for social com-
parison theory and research. Most importantly, our results indicate
that the selection of social comparison standards may not primarily
depend on normative concerns to select the most diagnostic stan-
dard, as classic treatments of standard selection suggest (Festinger,
1954; Goethals & Darley, 1977). Instead of using standards who
promise to offer the most diagnostic self-evaluative information
because they are highly similar to the self, judges may simply
select standards they routinely use for comparison. In fact, the
results of Study 3 suggest that judges may even use their routine
standards for comparison if the self-evaluative dimension was
deliberately selected to be one for which the routine standard is
most different from the self. That is, even under conditions that
minimize the diagnostic value of the best friend as a comparison
standard do judges activate information about this routine standard
during self-evaluation. These findings suggest that under specific
conditions, efficiency considerations may weigh more heavily in
the selection process than normative considerations to select the
most diagnostic standard. At times, the heuristic value of using a
potential standard may thus become the primary determinant of its
selection. Standards may be primarily selected because they are
easy to use, not because they promise to provide the most relevant
information for self-evaluation.

In fact, this potential primacy of routine standard use is not
limited to self-evaluative comparisons. It is also apparent in eval-
uations of others. When judging another person, people typically
compare this person with themselves (Dunning & Hayes, 1996;
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Mussweiler & Bodenhausen, 2002). In this respect, the self serves
as a routine standard in social judgment. This suggests that routine
standard use may well be a bidirectional mechanism: Judges use
others as routine standards when evaluating themselves and use
themselves as a routine standard when evaluating others.

Such a widespread use of routine standards is well consistent
with an emerging perspective on social comparison processes that
emphasizes its spontaneous and automatic qualities (e.g., Dunning
& Hayes, 1996; Gilbert et al., 1995; Mussweiler & Bodenhausen,
2002; for a discussion, see Mussweiler, 2003). Comparisons do
play a core role in human judgment in general and in self-
evaluation in specific, so that social judges have to be efficient
comparers. Because we constantly compare, we cannot afford to
allocate too many resources to this process. As a consequence, not
only the comparison itself (Gilbert et al., 1995) but also the
selection of comparison standards has to occur in a relatively
automatic fashion. Normative concerns to obtain valuable infor-
mation through social comparison may only come into play once
the comparison has been carried out. If sufficient mental resources
are available, judges may then correct for unwanted or inappro-
priate comparison consequences (Gilbert et al., 1995).

Mechanisms of Routine Standard Formation and Use

The formation and use of routine standards in social comparison
is also consistent with a more general perspective on social judg-
ment that emphasizes its procedural nature (Smith, 1989, 1994).
From this perspective, social judgments are conceptualized as a
case of procedural learning in which practice facilitates those
inferences that are involved in the judgment process so that it
continuously becomes more efficient. Because people typically act
as cognitive misers (Taylor, 1981), they are particularly inclined to
apply those cognitive processes that are highly efficient, so that
well-practiced processes are preferentially engaged. In much the
same way, judges may be particularly inclined to apply those
comparison processes that are well practiced and consequently
highly efficient.

For social judgment, the consequences practice has for the
efficiency as well as for the content of judgment have been closely
examined (for an overview, see Smith 1994). This research estab-
lished that practice has two types of efficiency advantages: a
general and a specific one (Smith, 1989). For example, repeatedly
judging whether a behavioral term (e.g., help) is indicative of a
target trait (e.g., friendly) facilitates subsequent judgments so that
judges become faster in relating new terms (e.g., ask) to the target
trait (e.g., friendly). This general practice effect thus increases the
efficiency of relating any stimulus to the target trait. In addition,
there is a specific practice effect so that judges become especially
fast in relating a previously encountered term to the target trait.
This specific practice effect thus particularly increases the effi-
ciency of relating the same stimulus to the target (Smith, 1989).
Practice, however, does not only determine how fast and efficient
a given judgment can be made, it also influences the very content
of the judgment. Judges as cognitive misers (Taylor, 1981) pref-
erentially apply those processes that are highly efficient and re-
quire little of their precious processing capacity. If alternative
processes can be used for a given judgment, judges thus resort to
the most efficient one, so that well-practiced processes are pref-
erentially engaged. In social judgment, judges with practice in

relating behaviors to the target trait friendliness, for example, are
more likely to interpret an ambiguous behavior in terms of friend-
liness than in terms of intelligence. For judges with practice in
relating behaviors to intelligence, however, the reverse is the case
(Smith, 1989). A procedural perspective on social judgment (e.g.,
Smith, 1989, 1994) thus suggests that relating a particular stimulus
to a target particularly increases the efficiency of subsequently
relating the same stimulus to this target. As a consequence, this
specific well-practiced procedure is preferentially used for social
judgment.

In light of the fact that social comparisons are in essence social
judgments, similar types of practice effects may also lead to the
formation and use of routine standards in social comparison. Such
a procedural perspective suggests that repeatedly relating a partic-
ular other to oneself may not only facilitate social comparison
processes in general but also the specific comparison of the self
and the repeatedly used standard. That is, with repetition and
practice, a specific comparison is likely to become increasingly
efficient so that it is more likely to be engaged. Judges who resort
to the most efficient process for self-evaluation are thus likely to
repeatedly compare with the same standards. In this respect, the
more often we compare with the same standards, the more efficient
this comparison will become and the more likely we are to repeat-
edly use them for subsequent comparisons. From this perspective,
routine standards may be preferentially used for comparison, be-
cause judges are more efficient in comparing themselves with a
routine standard than with a nonroutine standard. Although this
potential efficiency advantage is clearly consistent with the re-
ported data, providing direct support for this implication is beyond
the scope of the present research. In light of the extensive literature
demonstrating efficiency advantages of well-practiced processes in
social judgment (Smith, 1989, 1994), however, routine standard
use is likely to contribute substantially to the facilitation of self-
evaluative judgments.

Limits of Routine Standard Use

Nevertheless, some limits to the use of routine standards in
social comparison do appear to exist. Clearly, there exist circum-
stances under which obtaining diagnostic information is so valu-
able that judges are likely to be highly strategic and guided by
normative concerns in their choice of comparison standards. If the
outcome of the comparison is of high personal importance, judges
are thus likely to be more strongly led by the diagnosticity of the
information that is gained by the comparison. Thus, when judges
are highly motivated to obtain diagnostic information so that the
selection of comparison standards is more deliberate, they may
forgo the use of routine standards in the self-evaluation process.

This may also be the case in situations in which self-protective
rather than normative concerns are of primary importance. In
particular, protecting one’s self-regard may sometimes be the
strongest concern during social comparison (Taylor, Wayment, &
Carrillo, 1996; Wood, 1989; Wood & Taylor, 1991), especially if
the positive self-image most people are motivated to entertain is
threatened. Under such conditions, people may also forgo the use
of the routine standard and, instead, select a standard who sheds
the most favorable light on them. One self-protective selection
strategy that may be used in such a way is the selection of a
downward standard, that is, a person who is worse off than oneself
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(Wills, 1981). Because one’s own weaknesses may pale relative to
those who do even worse, such downward comparisons may offer
self-protective benefits. In this respect, motivational concerns for
self-protection may guide standard selection and work against the
use of a routine standard.

There are, however, also conditions that are likely to further
promote the use of routine standards. As we have suggested
before, decision routines are particularly likely to be used under
suboptimal conditions that preclude more deliberate or strategic
processing (e.g., Betsch et al., 1998). Thus, if judges have limited
cognitive capacities available for evaluating themselves or if they
have to do so under time pressure, then they are particularly likely
to use routine standards for comparison. Notably, because self-
evaluative thoughts make up such a large portion of our total
mental activity (Csikszentmihalyi & Figurski, 1982), we will
rarely be able to engage in deliberate and thus capacity-consuming
modes of standard selection. Instead, we are likely to resort to our
routine standards in most situations.

It is also important to note that the efficiency considerations that
speak for the use of routine standards and the diagnosticity con-
siderations that speak for the use of similar standards do not
necessarily have to be at odds with one another. Because we
typically surround ourselves with people who are generally similar
to us (Berscheid & Reis, 1998; Byrne, 1997), and because in the
domain of social comparison similarity breeds diagnosticity (Fest-
inger, 1954; Goethals & Darley, 1977), on average, routine stan-
dards are likely to be reasonably diagnostic. Thus, in many situ-
ations the use of routine standards may well offer the best of both
worlds—they simplify the selection and comparison process and
are at the same time sufficiently diagnostic. In this respect, routine
standards may often be the optimal choice for people trying to
“satisfice” (Simon, 1956) in their self-evaluative endeavors.

Conclusion

Comparisons with others play a core role in self-evaluation
processes. To understand who we are, we have to compare with
others. In fact, such social comparisons play such an important role
in our lives and are so often engaged that they have to operate in
a relative automatic fashion. If social comparisons were mostly
deliberate processes that involve a conscious and strategic choice
of comparison partners, we would be overwhelmed by the sheer
number of comparison opportunities. Deliberate social compari-
sons are too costly to be routinely engaged. As a consequence, the
social judge is in dire need of comparison strategies that simplify
comparisons, so that they can be efficiently engaged. Using routine
standards appears to be one such strategy, which allows us to
constantly compare with others without paralyzing us by overusing
scarce cognitive resources.
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Correction to Greenwald et al. (2003)

The article “Understanding and Using the Implicit Association Test: I. An Improved Scoring
Algorithm,” by Anthony G. Greenwald, Brian A. Nosek, and Mahzarin R. Banaji (Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 2003, Vol. 85, No. 2, pp. 197–216), contained several errors.

On page 203, the data lines in Figure 2 are incorrectly labeled. As in Figure 1, the line with filled
squares as data points should be labeled MEAN, the line with filled diamonds as data points should
be labeled MEDIAN, and the line with unfilled squares as data points should be labeled
RECIPROCAL.
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