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a b s t r a c t

Organizations often expect employees to collaborate with and trust the same coworkers with whom they
compete for promotions and raises. This paper explores how social comparisons in self-relevant achieve-
ment domains influence affective and cognitive trust. We find that both upward and downward social
comparisons harm trust. Upward comparisons harm affective trust and downward comparisons harm
cognitive trust. We find no benefits of upward comparisons on cognitive trust, and we find no benefits
of downward comparisons on affective trust.

� 2011 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Introduction

‘‘Rhonda, age thirty-four, is one of twenty-five female secretar-
ies at a midsize legal firm. Her boss, impressed by Rhonda’s com-
puter skills, suggests she go for further training so she can help
with the information technology needs of the firm. He offers to
accommodate her time away for classes if she will agree to stay
with the firm for a year after she finishes. When Rhonda tells her
coworkers about the opportunity, they congratulate her, but in
the weeks that follow, the emotional climate of the office grows
noticeably cooler. Within a month of starting classes, Rhonda is
no longer invited to lunch with the other women, and they fre-
quently ‘forget’ to pass on important messages that arrive while
she is in class.’’ (Dellesega, 2005, p. 8).

Many organizations routinely compare employees with each
other. For example, managers frequently rank employees or publi-
cally recognize an employee for special achievement (e.g., an em-
ployee of the month award; Garcia & Tor, 2007). In a 2006 survey,
Hewitt Associates found that over 60% of organizations used a
competitive reward system, and Greenberg, Ashton-James, and
Ashkanasy (2007) argue that the use ‘‘of comparative social informa-
tion in the workplace is, in some ways, an institutionalized process’’
(p. 36). Given the frequency of such comparisons, individuals are
likely to compare their accomplishments with those of their
colleagues not only when their managers formally engage in com-
parison processes, but also on their own even without an institution-
ally driven comparison (Exline & Lobel, 1999; Festinger, 1954).

In the opening example, a manager’s recognition of a high-po-
tential employee harms relationships between that employee
and her co-workers. Even though this manager may not have in-
tended to make the comparison between Rhonda and her co-
workers salient, Rhonda’s co-workers made the social comparison
and consequently withdrew from Rhonda and began to undermine
her performance. Prior research has shown that social comparisons
in the workplace have implications for interpersonal liking
(Schaubroeck & Lam, 2004) and aggression (Cohen-Charash &
Mueller, 2007). In this paper, we examine the implications of social
comparisons on trust.

A substantial literature has documented the importance of trust
(Hosmer, 1995; Lewicki, Tomlinson, & Gillespie, 2007). Trust facil-
itates cooperation (Pillutla, Malhotra, & Murnighan, 2003), reduces
transaction costs (Granovetter, 1985), and enables managers and
organizations to operate effectively (Dirks & Ferrin, 2001; Jones &
George, 1998; Kim, Dirks, Cooper, & Ferrin, 2006). Although trust
is critical in many workplace relationships, common organizational
practices trigger social comparisons that may unintentionally
damage trust.

In this paper, we describe how social comparisons influence
subsequent trust. Although prior work has found that individuals
may harm competitors during a competitive interaction
(Cohen-Charash & Mueller, 2007; Garcia, Tor, & Gonzalez, 2006;
Schweitzer, DeChurch, & Gibson, 2005), no prior work has exam-
ined how competitive interactions influence trust in subsequent
cooperative contexts. We show that comparisons with someone
whose performance is superior to one’s own (upward comparisons)
and comparisons with someone whose performance is inferior to
one’s own (downward comparisons) harm trust. The type of trust
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that is harmed by upward and downward comparisons depends on
the direction of the comparison. Downward comparisons harm
cognitive trust, and upward comparisons harm affective trust.

Interpersonal trust

In this paper, we refer to the person who trusts another person as
the truster, and the person who may or may not be trusted as the
trustee. In our investigation, the truster receives social comparison
information and the trustee is the target of the comparison.

Integrating prior trust research, we define trust as a willingness
to accept vulnerability based upon beliefs about the trustee’s abil-
ity and character and the emotional bond between the truster and
the trustee (Lewis & Weigert, 1985; Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman,
1995; Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, & Camerer, 1998; Williams, 2001).
One model of trust introduced by McAllister (1995) identifies
two distinct types of trust: affect-based trust and cognition-based
trust. This distinction is similar to distinctions made by Johnson-
George and Swap (1982) and Lewis and Weigert (1985) in earlier
work. These distinctions disentangle the emotional/affective
dimension of trust from the intellectual/cognitive dimension. In
this paper, we use the terms affective and cognitive trust to label
the two forms of trust.

Affective trust is a willingness to be vulnerable to the trustee
that is based primarily on the emotional bond between the truster
and the trustee (Chua, Ingram, & Morris, 2008; McAllister, 1995;
Rempel, Holmes, & Zanna, 1985). This bond is based on beliefs
about the trustee’s benevolence (Mayer et al., 1995) and an affec-
tive attachment between the truster and trustee (Williams,
2007). Affective trust implies a feeling of emotional security and
a belief that one’s concern for another is reciprocated (Dirks &
Ferrin, 2002; McAllister, 1995; Wilson, Straus, & McEvily, 2006).
Trusters with high affective trust are willing to make themselves
emotionally vulnerable to the trustee because they expect the trus-
tee to respond in a supportive and considerate way.

Cognitive trust is a willingness to be vulnerable to the trustee that
is based primarily on beliefs about the trustee’s ability and integrity
(Chua et al., 2008; Dirks & Ferrin, 2002; Mayer et al., 1995; McAllis-
ter, 1995; Wilson et al., 2006). Cognitive trust forms through direct
interactions with the trustee as well as from learning about the trus-
tee’s reputation (Kollock, 1994; McKnight, Cummings, & Chervany,
1998). Trusters with high cognitive trust are willing to rely on the
trustee because they have sufficient evidence that the trustee has
the ability and character to represent their interests.

In a meta-analysis of trust in leaders, Dirks and Ferrin (2002)
described three types of trust: affective, cognitive and overall trust.
They conceptualized ‘‘overall trust’’ as a combination of affective
and cognitive trust. In their review of prior work, Dirks and Ferrin
(2002) focused on cognitive trust and overall trust, explaining that
prior research has largely neglected the study of affective trust. As
Dirks and Ferrin (2002) explain, ‘‘We focus on these two types
[overall trust and cognitive trust] because we found that nearly
all of the studies included in the meta-analysis used one of these
two; there is presently insufficient data to directly examine affec-
tive trust’’ (p. 616).

Dirks and Ferrin (2002) found that cognitive trust and overall
trust had different antecedents and outcomes. The authors specu-
late that the moderating effects of trust would be even stronger if
affective trust was compared to cognitive trust and concluded that
‘‘more theory is needed to understand the antecedents and conse-
quences of alternative dimensions of trust . . . future studies might
include multiple dimensions (affective and cognitive) within a sin-
gle study and attempt to distinguish between the processes in-
volved’’ (p. 623). In this paper, we address this open question.
We describe how social comparisons differentially influence affec-
tive and cognitive trust.

Social comparisons and trust

Our work contributes to the social comparison literature by
simultaneously exploring the affective and cognitive consequences
of social comparisons. Buunk and Gibbons (2007) declare this area
of study ‘‘a central issue that nevertheless has received relatively
little attention’’ (p. 16). Prior work has suggested that people seek
upward comparisons for cognitive reasons (e.g., information useful
for self-evaluation or self-improvement) and seek downward com-
parisons for affective reasons (e.g., in order to feel better about
oneself) (Gruder, 1971; Wheeler, 1966; Wills, 1981). Although peo-
ple may be motivated to seek social comparisons for these reasons,
we demonstrate that the affective and cognitive consequences of
upward and downward social comparisons are quite different.
The consequences of upward comparisons on trust are primarily
affective. The consequences of downward comparisons on trust
are primarily cognitive.

We build on Tesser’s (1988) self-evaluation maintenance model
(SEM) to develop two hypotheses linking social comparisons with
trust. According to the SEM model, individuals have a strong
motivation to maintain a positive self-image (Achee, Tesser, &
Pilkington, 1994; Tesser, Pilkington, & McIntosh, 1989).

An individual’s ability to maintain their self-image depends on
the type of comparisons they make with others. In the SEM model,
Tesser (1988) focuses on three factors that influence the status of
one’s self-evaluation after a comparison: (1) the comparison direc-
tion (upward vs. downward), (2) the relevance of the comparison
domain (highly self-relevant vs. not relevant to one’s identity),
and (3) the psychological closeness of the compared person (simi-
lar/friend vs. different/stranger). These three factors determine the
amount of threat an individual feels to her self-image following a
social comparison. When the domain is self-relevant (e.g., an engi-
neer comparing her math ability with a peer), upward comparisons
threaten the self-image, and the threat is stronger when the com-
pared person is psychologically close than when the person is dis-
tant. In contrast, downward comparisons enhance one’s self-image
when the domain is self-relevant, especially when the compared
person is close. When the domain is low in self-relevance (e.g.,
an engineer’s ability to write poetry), upward comparisons with
someone who is close can enhance one’s self-image by affiliation
(e.g., Cialdini et al., 1976). Downward comparisons that are low
in self-relevance have little effect on one’s self-image.

In our studies, we focus on social comparisons that are high in
self-relevance. Our participants compare job prospects, scores on
a graduate school entrance exam, or feedback from intelligence
tests. Self-relevant comparisons are common in the workplace
and we expect these comparisons to influence both affective and
cognitive trust in important and predictable ways. We develop
our hypotheses with respect to self-relevant comparisons.

Social comparisons provide information, trigger affective reac-
tions, and motivate individuals to maintain their self-evaluation
(e.g., Achee et al., 1994; Tesser et al., 1989; Tesser, 1995). Through
these mechanisms, we expect social comparisons to differently
influence affective and cognitive trust. Below, we consider how up-
ward and downward comparisons influence trust relative to a sim-
ilar comparison (i.e., a situation where the truster and trustee have
very similar performance outcomes).

Social comparisons and affective trust

Upward comparisons
Upward comparisons are generally aversive. Upward compari-

sons threaten an individual’s self-image and evoke feelings of
threat, envy and anger (Cohen-Charash & Mueller, 2007; Moran
& Schweitzer, 2008; Tesser, Millar, & Moore, 1988). Threats trigger
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