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Abstract

This article proposes an integration of Festinger�s (1954) social comparison theory and Baron�s (1986) distraction–conflict theory
of the social facilitation–inhibition effect, which successfully predicts attentional focusing in coaction when social comparison

represents a distraction. Two experiments confronted participants with the illusory conjunction task (Treisman, 1998), where il-

lusions occur because of the lack of attentional processing of central cues. If coaction, like upward comparison, is distracting and

thereby enhances the attention allocated to central cues (here the target�s features) at the expense of peripheral cues (here di-

stractors), then a reduction should be found in the illusions. Experiment 1 indeed showed a lower rate of conjunctive errors under

upward comparison than under downward comparison. Experiment 2 specified that this effect was due to downward comparison

effectively reducing distraction, with upward comparison only maintaining it, as compared to mere coaction.
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Perception

The social facilitation–inhibition effect refers to the

fact that the presence of an audience or of coactors (i.e.,

persons working independently on the same task)

sometimes facilitates, and sometimes inhibits perfor-

mance (Bond & Titus, 1983). This apparent paradox has

been resolved by Zajonc (1965), who proposed that the

presence of others increases the tendency to display

dominant responses (i.e., those that are first in the be-

havioral repertory), which in turn facilitates or inhibits

performance, depending on the appropriateness of these

dominant responses. Although this ‘‘drive theory’’ is still

pre-eminent in the field (Guerin, 1993), there is still

disagreement about the mechanisms involved in the

explanation of social facilitation–inhibition.

Among the theories of social facilitation–inhibition,
some rely upon attentional processes (e.g., Baron, 1986;

Manstead & Semin, 1980) rather than dominant re-

sponse as the basis for an explanation of this effect.

Baron�s (1986) distraction–conflict theory postulates

that, in situations of attentional conflict between the

task and some distractors, for instance the presence of a

coactor, conflict leads to a cognitive overload that pro-

duces attentional focusing. Attentional focusing is de-
fined as a narrowing of attention: More attention is

allocated to central cues while peripheral cues are ne-

glected (Cohen, 1978; Geen, 1976). Hence, performance

is enhanced if the task only requires central cues, but

impaired if peripheral cues are necessary to perform
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adequately. In this view, attentional focusing is the main
mediator of the social facilitation–inhibition effect.

One task that has been extensively used to study

attention is the Stroop task (MacLeod, 1991). In the

classical version (Stroop, 1935), participants have to

name the color of patches (control items) or that of

color-incompatible words (e.g., the word ‘‘red’’ written

in green). The Stroop interference describes the fact that

response time is slowed down by color-incompatible
words. This interference is said to be due to the relative

automaticity of word reading (Kahneman & Chajczyk,

1983; MacLeod, 1991). This task was used by Huguet,

Galvaing, Monteil, and Dumas (1999) to test an atten-

tional explanation of social facilitation–inhibition: If the

presence of others leads to attentional focusing (Baron,

1986), then attention to colors (here, central cues) should

be enhanced and lowered for word meaning (peripheral
cues), thereby reducing Stroop interference. Indeed, they

found that the mere presence of others, as well as upward

social comparison (the other person is superior to the

self) during coaction, led to a decrease in Stroop inter-

ference, contrary to drive theory, which would have

predicted an increase in interference, due to the use of the

dominant response (reading). However, Huguet et al.

(1999) explained these results in terms of a strategic
(conscious) inhibition of word reading, which is not

necessary to an attentional explanation. The Stroop lit-

erature allows such an interpretation in terms of strategic

inhibition: Some authors have demonstrated that using

strategies can lower Stroop interference (e.g., Logan,

Zbrodoff, & Williamson, 1984). It is also worth noting

that such strategies can be systematic: Participants can

inhibit the same tendency, i.e., reading, on all items.
The aim of the present contribution is to provide

more definitive support for the attentional hypothesis of

distraction–conflict theory, showing that the positive

impact of mere coaction, as well as of upward social

comparison, can be found even when the task does not

rely upon a learned process (as in the Stroop task, cf.

MacLeod, 1991) and, most importantly, even when a

systematic strategy cannot improve performance.
Accordingly, the present contribution used a task

designed to demonstrate a perceptual effect of attentional

allocation, namely the illusory conjunction effect (Tre-

isman, 1988). According to Treisman (1988), in the first

stage of visual perception, the perceptual system ex-

tracts—automatically (without any attention required),

and simultaneously (every characteristic is processed at

the same time)—the visual primitives, i.e., the simplest
perceptual features of the object. The second stage—in

which attentional processing is needed—is the associa-

tion phase: Visual primitives are bound if they are parts

of the same object. Interestingly, Treisman (1998, p.

1305) specified that ‘‘binding failures (. . .) occur with

high load displays when several objects must be pro-

cessed under time pressure.’’ For example, a leaning ‘‘$’’

target presented among distractors (e.g., vertical and
horizontal bars) will be considered as present when in

fact only its visual primitives—i.e., the leaning ‘‘S’’ and

the leaning bar—have been presented (very briefly), but

have been combined in an illusory manner (Treisman &

Paterson, 1984). Here, the leaning bar and the leaning S

are the central cues for determining the target�s presence,
while the distractors are peripheral cues. Thus, if coac-

tion induces a higher attentional focusing through dis-
traction (Baron, 1986), only central cues—and not

peripheral—should receive attention, making illusory

conjunction less likely to occur.

This task appears to be highly relevant to an unam-

biguous test of the attentional hypothesis of distraction–

conflict theory, since the illusory conjunction effect is

due to a lack of attentional processing of central cues

(i.e., the visual primitives of the target). Moreover,
contrary to the Stroop task, which is based on a learned

skill (i.e., reading, cf. MacLeod, 1991), this task is a

more purely perceptual one, given that illusory con-

junctions are found with many different stimulus fea-

tures, even when there is no reference to letters (e.g.,

Prinzmetal, 1981). Finally, what makes the illusory

conjunction paradigm that we used highly diagnostic for

our concern is that the use of a strategic and systematic
inhibition of a certain type of response, e.g., always

saying that the target is present, could be detected.

Hence, if—contrary to our predictions—participants use

this kind of strategy in coaction and/or in upward social

comparison, their error rate should be lower (compared

to the alone condition) when the target is actually

present (what we called here ‘‘conjunctive items’’) but

should be higher when the target is actually present
(here the ‘‘non-conjunctive items’’).

One may ask why coactors should be sources of dis-

traction. Sanders, Baron, and Moore (1978) contend

that coactors are sources of social comparison infor-

mation. It has indeed been demonstrated that coaction

affects performance only when the coactor is a relevant

target of comparison: Sanders et al. (1978) found that

when the coactor performed another task, no facilitation
was observed. Moreover, as stated by Wills (1986, p.

283): ‘‘Comparison process is strengthened when people

face a potentially unfavourable comparison (i.e., up-

ward social comparison).’’ The corollary is that com-

parison is less relevant when the individual is superior to

the coactor, i.e., under downward social comparison.

Indeed, Seta (1982) showed that no facilitation effects

were observed in downward social comparison. As no-
ted by Seta himself, in social comparison there exists a

drive upward (Festinger, 1954) which typically leads

individuals to be more interested, in laboratory as in

natural settings, in upward social comparison (e.g.,

Nosanchuk & Erickson, 1985; Wheeler & Miyake, 1992;

see Wood, 1989, for a review), and to be satisfied with

their performance only when they are superior to the
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