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The following will explore multiple evolutionary psychological hypotheses, all of

which bear on the nature of human satisfaction. I first address human decision-making

across multiple domains of resource competition, hypothesizing that preferences for

goods in some domains are not judged according to absolute amounts of resource

holdings, but rather on how much one has compared to others —a positional bias.

Studies 1 and 2 will explore the positional bias and how it affects men’s and women’s

decision-making behaviors. I will then address one of the human motivational systems

likely involved in facilitating behavior that is consistent with the positional bias: the

emotion of envy. Studies 3, 4, and 5 will explore sex differences in men’s and women’s

envy experiences and the role played by envy in social memory. The current studies

present new data that provide novel insights into the nature of satisfaction, well-being,

and important decision-making processes that guide human social behavior in a variety of

domains.
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Chapter 1 – The Positional Bias

Evolution by natural selection is a process by which individual phenotypes – and 

the genes that code for them – are selected based on their ability to outperform existing 

alternate forms in domains that affect fitness.  For example, in the domain of mate 

competition, there are a limited number of men and women who embody the 

characteristics that men and women most desire in their mates (Buss, 2003).  Because 

there are fewer high-mate value mates than there are individuals who desire them, over 

evolutionary time, the qualities possessed by those individuals able to capture the hearts 

of those deemed most desirable would have been reliably passed on to offspring at the 

expense of their competitor’s less successful qualities.  That access to resources that 

affect fitness are limited based on their simultaneously being sought after by others 

makes the evolutionary process inherently competitive.  Therefore, successful acquisition 

of any of the scarce resources that affect fitness – be they mates, money, or game from a 

hunt – do not depend on the absolute amounts that one has attained.  Rather, from an 

evolutionary perspective, success in a given domain of resource competition depends on 

how much better one is doing than the average performance of one’s rivals.  As Gore 

Vidal noted, “It is not enough to succeed, others must fail.” 

 Based on the evolutionary logic of resource competition, it is proposed that the 

human mind has been shaped by selection to posses a positional bias when making 

desirability judgments about specific types of social outcomes.  More specifically, it is 

hypothesized that the human mind possesses decision-making adaptations that are biased 

to attend to the positional rather than absolute values of 1) resources that directly affect 

survival or reproduction and 2) personal attributes that affect individuals’ abilities to 

acquire such resources.  Conversely, the positional bias is predicted to be absent when 
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individuals are making judgments regarding the desirability of unlimited resources or 

resources in which the amount or desirability of that possessed do not have an increasing 

impact on survival or reproductive success.   

 It is reasoned that those individuals who judged successful resource competition 

based on how they were performing relative to their peers would have been better able to 

judge the optimal level of competitive effort necessary to out-compete rivals in various 

domains affecting fitness.  It is hypothesized that the positional bias adaptation would 

have motivated individuals to continue to strive for access to more or better resources in 

the face of fierce social competition, while preventing wasted effort in those domains 

where the competition was less steep.  The selective attention to relative standing in some 

domains but not others is proposed to be a design feature of cognitive structures favored 

by selection due to their ability to judge success in social competitions in a manner that 

has historically augmented fitness.   

 The general proposition that individuals are concerned with relative position has 

found support in existing empirical research and likely resonates with individuals’ 

intuitions about the nature of well-being and satisfaction for certain types of goods. 

People who earn $40,000 a year may be happy or sad.  But they are far more likely to be 

satisfied with their income if their coworkers earn $35,000 than if they earned $60,000 a 

year (Frank, 1999).  Individuals appear to be satisfied with their incomes only if they are 

better off than those with whom they compare themselves.  So pervasive is this effect that 

economists have given it its own name. Relative poverty describes individuals who are 

not objectively poor, but feel poor compared to everyone else. Households with an 

income below 50% of the median in the country studied are considered to be living in 

relative poverty.  In the United States, the median household income in 2000 was 

$41,994.00 (US Census, 2000).  Although this income is substantially larger than the 
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amount of income needed for survival, the feelings of deprivation experienced by 

individuals living in relative poverty are very real.  This suggests that relative deprivation 

and the negative feelings associated with it are psychological states that require 

explanation. 

 Existing empirical research also appears to support a link between positional 

income and happiness.  Economists have found that subjective well-being is affected by 

relative, rather than absolute income levels (Clark & Oswald, 1996; Duncan, 1975-76; 

Easterlin, 1973, 1995; Frank, 1999): at any point in time, the rich tend to be happier than 

the poor.  But over time, the proportion of people reporting that they are happy or 

satisfied with their income does not increase with corresponding increases in a society’s 

average income (Diener, Horwitz, & Emmons, 1985; Myers & Diener, 1995).  In a recent 

study designed to identify what types of things individuals judge based on concerns about 

relative position, Solnick and Hemenway (1998) created a list of 12 items – of which 

income was a part – and had subjects choose between two alternatives.  One described a 

greater absolute amount and the other described a greater positional amount.  They found 

that individuals are most concerned with where they stand relative to others in the 

domains of physical attractiveness, income, years of education, and intelligence.  They 

also found that individuals are least concerned with where they stand relative to others in 

the amount of vacation time they have each year.   

 The researchers explained these findings in terms of positional concerns looming 

larger for “goods that are crucial in attaining other objectives than for goods that are 

desirable primarily for themselves, such as cars, food, or expensive luggage” (Solnick & 

Hemenway, 1998, p.379).  Although this provides an accurate summary or re-description 

of the findings, it does not provide a principled theory that explains why positional 

concerns exist in some domains and not others.  Similarly, it does not generate novel 
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predictions about as yet unknown aspects of this phenomenon that can only be derived 

from a larger theoretical framework, such as from the evolution-based theory described 

below.  The application of evolutionary psychology to this domain of research provides a 

framework from which to derive predictions about differences between men’s and 

women’s positional concerns in addition to the domains in which individuals are likely to 

express them and those in which they are not.  In sum, the basic hypothesis is that there 

does not exist a “general” positional bias; rather, specific positional biases are 

hypothesized to exist in delimited domains of reasoning that differ based on sex and the 

nature of the adaptive problems they were designed to solve. 

 

PREDICTIONS DERIVED FROM THE POSITIONAL BIAS HYPOTHESIS 

Prediction 1: The positional bias will be present when choosing between two 

potential monetary gains, whether framed in terms of income or a pay raise (i.e., 

incremental monetary gains) or one-time gains (e.g., a cash prize, an inheritance).  

Gaining access to limited resources that augment survival and reproductive success has 

been an adaptive problem that humans have been solving throughout the course of 

evolutionary time.  While cash economies were not present throughout most our 

evolutionary history, money is the ultimate fungible resource and – as such – can be 

converted into resources that augment fitness.  Because the fitness payoffs associated 

with financial resource accumulation are based on relative, rather than absolute amounts 

possessed (Hill & Reeve, 2005), it is predicted that the human mind has been shaped by 

selection to judge success in the pursuit of such resources in terms of relative position.  

Thus, I expect men and women to exhibit the positional bias when reasoning about 

monetary gains.  I do not expect any sex differences in this domain because – although 
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women are more likely than men to cite access to resources as a primary mating criterion, 

making it a domain in which men have historically had to compete more fiercely than 

women (Buss, 1988a) – the fitness impact of financial resources on both men and women 

depends on one’s own holdings relative to one’s peers.   

 Prediction 2: The positional bias will be absent when choosing between two 

different lengths of time a) being happily married and b) allowed for vacation (i.e., 

individuals will prefer absolutely longer lengths of time spent happily married and on 

vacation to those that are absolutely shorter, but longer than their peers’).  Although 

mate choice is a domain in which individuals compete for access to scarce resources (i.e., 

mates), one person’s increment in marital happiness does not logically entail a decrement 

in another’s marital happiness.  Similarly, the length of vacation time that one is 

permitted does not necessarily entail a decrement in their coworkers’ vacation time. 

 Prediction 3:  Men more than women will demonstrate the positional bias when 

choosing between a) a romantic partner who possesses a greater amount of absolute 

attractiveness and b) a romantic partner who is absolutely less attractive, but more 

attractive than their same-sexed peers’ romantic partners. Men have been shaped by 

selection to preferentially desire attractive women, as attractiveness provides a cue to 

youth and fertility both of which are predictive of reproductive success (Buss, 1994; 

Symons, 1979).  The physical attractiveness of a mate, therefore, provides an honest 

signal of a man’s success in the mating market. Therefore, men should exhibit the 

positional bias when making judgments about a potential mate’s attractiveness.   

 Prediction 4:  Women, more than men, will demonstrate the positional bias when 

choosing between being a) absolutely more attractive or b) absolutely less attractive, but 

more attractive than their same-sexed peers. Men have been shaped by selection to place 

a premium on the physical attractiveness of their potential mates (attractiveness provides 
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a cue to youth and fertility).  Therefore, physical attractiveness is a domain in which 

women have had to compete more fiercely than men for access to mates (Buss, 1988a, 

1994; Symons, 1979).  Because a man’s optimal mating strategy depends not only on the 

attractiveness of a woman with whom he would like to mate, but also on the desirability 

of her same-sexed peers, a woman’s ability to attract a high-quality, long-term mate is 

dependent on the attractiveness of both herself and her same-sexed mating competition 

(Hill & Reeve, 2004).  Therefore, I predict that women will exhibit the positional bias 

more than men when choosing between being absolutely or positionally more attractive.   

 Prediction 5:  When choosing between two potential monetary losses, individuals 

will prefer an absolutely smaller, but positionally larger loss to an absolutely larger, but 

positionally smaller loss (i.e., the positional bias will be absent). In their landmark 1979 

paper Prospect theory: An analysis of decision under risk, Daniel Kahneman and Amos 

Tversky (1979) developed a model of decision making in which they demonstrated that 

people tend to assign greater value to an item in giving it up than they do to acquiring it 

(i.e., that losses from one’s current endowment loom larger than comparable gains).  

Evolutionary psychologists have proposed that such loss aversion represents a design 

feature deliberately built into human decision making adaptations by the process of 

natural selection to help ensure that baseline survival and reproductive needs are met.  It 

is hypothesized that marginal losses have been more fitness relevant than comparable 

gains in a number of domains because the expected effects of losses and gains on fitness 

have been asymmetrical throughout most of human evolutionary history (see e.g., Aktipis 

& Kurzban, 2004; Stephens & Krebs, 1986).  In general, when an organism realizes a 

gain in a domain critical to survival and reproductive success, it can increase the 

probability that it will survive and reproduce successfully.   However, if an organism 

incurs a loss in one of these critical domains, it may cause the organism to die or become 
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more susceptible to death.  Furthermore, the often cascading nature of losses means that 

the fitness impact of losses are often asymmetrically negative even when one’s baseline 

resource holdings surpass what is necessary for baseline survival.  For instance, if a man 

loses a given amount of financial resources, he not only loses the resources, per se.  He 

also faces an increased risk of losing his mate, his position in a status hierarchy, and 

endangering the health and welfare of himself and his dependents (e.g., mates, kin, and 

children).  Evolutionary psychologists have thus argued that, everything else being equal, 

selection should have shaped organisms to be more concerned with avoiding losses than 

realizing gains (Aktipis & Kurzban, 2004; Stephens & Krebs, 1986).   

 Here it is predicted that individuals will prefer the absolute smallest monetary loss 

possible, regardless of the losses incurred by their competitors.  Over the course of 

evolutionary time, individuals who preferred absolutely smaller losses of resources 

critical to survival and reproduction would have decreased the risk of death and incurring 

cascading losses by minimizing the subsequent time and energy investment necessary to 

achieve baseline survival needs or to return to one’s former level of competitive ability 

(necessary for the prevention of cascading losses).  Although the amount of financial 

resources that one possesses relative to one’s peers can have a tremendous impact on 

one’s ability to solve a number of important adaptive problems in the current 

environment (Hill & Reeve, 2005), this concern is secondary only to having enough to 

reach the baseline necessary for survival and maintaining one’s current level of 

competitive ability.  It is thus reasoned that selection has shaped human decision making 

adaptations such that the positional bias will be absent when individuals are reasoning 

about monetary losses. 

Prediction 6:  When choosing between two potential IQs, individuals will prefer 

an absolutely lower, but positionally higher IQ to an absolutely higher, but positionally 
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lower IQ (i.e., the positional bias will be present).  Gaining access to resources that 

augment survival and reproductive success has been an adaptive problem that humans 

have been solving throughout the course our evolutionary history, thus it is predicted that 

the mind has been shaped by selection to judge success in the pursuit of such resources in 

terms of relative position.  Although IQ is an indirect measure of future resource accrual, 

in our current environment, it does correlate strongly with socioeconomic status 

(Blackburn & Neumark, 1991; Levy & Murnane, 1992).  Thus, I predict the positional 

bias to be present when individuals are reasoning about IQ. 

 Prediction 7:  The positional bias will be present when choosing how popular one 

would like to be (i.e., individuals will prefer to be relatively more popular than their 

same-sexed peers to being absolutely more popular, but relatively less popular than 

others). Gaining a number of cooperative alliances has been an important adaptive 

problem that humans have had to solve over the course of evolutionary time.  Throughout 

human evolutionary history, individuals possessing a greater number of social allies than 

their peers would have preferential access to food, land, and other resources for which 

cooperation yields a greater than additive increase in accumulation.  Having a large 

number of social alliances also serves as protection from rivals who may attempt harm on 

oneself or appropriate one’s resources.  It is thus predicted that the positional bias will be 

present in this domain. 

 Prediction 8: When choosing the amount of public praise that one wants from 

one’s boss, men and women will exhibit the positional bias (i.e., individuals will prefer to 

receive a relatively larger amount of public praise from their boss to receiving absolutely 

more public praise, but less than their coworkers). Position in a status hierarchy is 

inherently dependent on one’s place relative to one’s rivals.  Because public praise from 

one’s boss serves as a signal of one’s position in an important status hierarchy (the 
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hierarchy at one’s place of employment), men and women should prefer to receive 

positionally more praise from their boss than an absolutely greater amount of praise, but 

less than the amount received by their co-workers.  Although the workplace environment 

has not been present throughout most of our evolutionary history, the status hierarchy in 

the workplace is often the place where the amount of status possessed by an individual 

most closely corresponds to the amount of financial resources available to an individual.  

Thus, I predict the positional bias to be present in this domain. 

 Prediction 9: Women more than men will exhibit the positional bias when making 

choices about a romantic partner’s potential income (i.e., women more than men will 

prefer a romantic partner with a larger positional income to a romantic partner with an 

absolutely larger, but positionally smaller income). Over the course of evolutionary 

time, acquiring a mate with resource provisioning ability has been the primary way that 

females have been able to directly augment their reproductive success by way of mate 

choice (Bateman, 1948; Trivers, 1972).  Furthermore, the relative magnitude of resources 

available to invest in a woman by a man provides an honest reflection of her mate value, 

making this domain central to female-female competition.  Based on this logic, it is 

predicted that women will exhibit the positional bias more than men in this domain. 

Prediction 10:  Men, more than women, will demonstrate the positional bias when 

choosing between a) having had an absolutely greater number of sexual partners in the 

past and b) having had absolutely fewer sexual partners, but more than their same-sexed 

peers.  Sexual access to multiple mates has been one critical path by which men, more 

than women, have been able to increase their reproductive success over the course of 

evolutionary time (Buss, 2003; Symons, 1979).  Thus, men should exhibit the positional 

bias more than women when choosing between having an absolutely or positionally 

greater number of sex partners. 
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Prediction 11:  The positional bias a) should be absent when individuals are 

choosing the number of times that they would prefer to have sex with one mate and b) 

men will be less likely than women to exhibit the positional bias in this domain. Since the 

likelihood of successful conception depends on the absolute rather than relative 

frequency with which one has sex with any one individual mate, it is predicted that 

neither men nor women will exhibit the positional bias in this domain.  However, because 

men have been shaped by selection to have a greater amount of sexual desire than do 

women, it is predicted that men will be more likely than women to choose the option that 

would allow them the greatest possible number of sexual encounters with their mate (i.e., 

the non-positional answer).   

 Prediction 12: The positional bias will make men and women less risk averse 

when judging the relative desirability of more certain, positionally lower monetary gains 

and less certain, positionally higher monetary outcomes (i.e., individuals will prefer risky 

gains to certain outcomes when (a) the risk will potentially make them better off 

positionally and (b) the certain outcome makes them worse off positionally). In their 

landmark 1979 paper, Kahneman and Tversky demonstrated that people underweight 

higher risk outcomes in favor of outcomes that are obtained with certainty or lower 

degrees of risk (called the certainty effect).  They have showed such that individuals 

judge more certain, less valuable outcomes to be more desirable than less certain, more 

valuable outcomes, despite the latter being more valuable.   

Because fitness outcomes corresponding to monetary resource holdings are 

affected by relative rather than absolute amounts possessed, I predict that the positional 

bias will weaken or reverse the certainty effect when the more certain outcome is coupled 

with the individuals’ peers being better off than themselves.  That is, it is predicted that 

when an individual is choosing between two monetary gains, one of which is a more 
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certain, but positionally lower outcome and the other is a less certain, but positionally 

higher outcome, the certainty effect will be weakened or reversed.  For instance, to test 

whether the positional bias can increase individuals’ preference for risky behavior, I will 

ask the following: 
 
1. Which of the following would you prefer?

A: You have an 80% likelihood of making $4000/month  
 Your coworkers make $1500/month with certainty 
 
B:   You make $3000/month with certainty 
 Your coworkers make $4000/month with certainty  

I predict that incorporating positional information into the choices that I present subjects 

will significantly decrease their aversion to risky prospects (i.e., increase the likelihood 

that they will choose choice A in the above example). 

Prediction 13: The positional bias will be absent and thus will not affect men’s 

and women’s preference for risk when judging the desirability of outcomes when 

outcomes are framed as monetary losses (i.e., individuals’ risk preferences will not be 

affected by information about the losses of one’s rivals). Prospect Theory demonstrated 

that although individuals are risk-averse when outcomes are framed as gains, they are 

risk-seeking when it comes to outcomes that are framed as losses (Kahneman &Tversky, 

1979).  This leads individuals to express preferences for more costly, risky outcomes 

compared to less costly, certain losses.   

 It was predicted that the positional bias will be absent in loss situations 

(prediction 5), thus it is reasoned that the positional bias will not affect risk-preferences 

when reasoning between loss outcomes.  It is predicted that individuals will continue to 

be risk-seeking with regards to losses, replicating Kahneman and Tversky’s (1979) 

findings despite the presence of positional information.  That is, when individuals are 

presented with two outcomes in which one is a certain, less costly loss coupled with one’s 
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peers suffering an even greater loss and one is a risky, greater costly loss coupled with 

one’s peers suffering a lesser loss, individuals’ will ignore the information about their 

rivals’ losses and continue to prefer the risky outcome.     

Prediction 14: The positional bias will be absent and thus will not affect men’s 

and women’s preference for risk when judging the desirability of two potential vacation 

prizes.  One of the tenets of Prospect Theory was that of a certainty effect, demonstrating 

that individuals are risk-averse when outcomes are framed as gains (Kahneman 

&Tversky, 1979).  Although the positional bias is predicted to be present and will affect 

the certainty effect when reasoning about monetary gains, the certainty effect should 

remain when reasoning about gains in domains where the positional bias is absent.  

Because the positional bias is predicted to be absent when reasoning about outcomes in 

domains that have no impact on an individual’s fitness (prediction 2), it is predicted that 

adding positional information into a question in which one is asked to reason about two 

different outcomes in such a domain will have no effect on individuals’ preferences for 

certain outcomes.  Thus, I predict that the positional bias will not affect individuals 

preferences for a certain versus a risky vacation prize, replicating the certainty effect in 

this domain. 

 

STUDY 1: TESTING THE POSITIONAL BIAS

Method
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Participants   

121 male and 159 female undergraduates participated in Study 1.  Subjects 

received partial course credit for participation.  Subjects’ ages ranged between 17 and 32 

(M = 18.56, SD = 1.17). 

 

Procedure 

Participants (N = 280) were given a 26 item instrument similar to the 12 item 

instrument used by Solnick & Hemenway (1998) (see Appendix A).  Of these items, 21 

were used to test the predictions derived from the positional bias hypothesis.  For each 

item, participants were shown two states of the world, State A and State B.  Participants 

were then asked to choose which state they would prefer to live in.  In one state, the 

participant would possess a greater absolute amount of a resource (e.g., attractiveness, 

money, etc.), but they would have less then their same-sexed peers.  In the other state, 

they would have a lesser absolute amount of the same resource, but more than their same-

sexed peers.  The exact instructional set read as follows:   

In the questions below, there are two states of the world, State A and State B. You

are asked to circle the letter (A or B) corresponding to the world you would prefer to live

in. Treat each question independently from the others (i.e., State A in question 1 is

different from State A in question 2, which is different from State A in question 3, and so

on). There are no 'correct' answers, so please be completely honest when choosing which

of the two worlds you prefer.

Below is a sample problem presented to participants when testing for the existence of the

positional bias in the domain of monthly income:
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Note that prices are what they are currently and prices (the purchasing power of money) 
are the same in States A and B. 
 
A.) Your current monthly income is $3,000.00; your same-sexed peers earn $4,000.00 
each month. 
 
B.) Your current monthly income is $2,700.00; your same-sexed peers earn $1,700.00 
each month. 

 

Results 

 

Test of Predictions 

Chi-square tests were performed to test for the presence or absence of the 

positional bias across the 16 items for which a main effect was predicted.  Although a 

theoretically plausible null hypothesis to test for the presence of the positional bias would 

be any deviation away from 100% of respondents choosing the absolutely greater reward 

or smaller loss, the positional bias will be considered to be present only if exhibited by 

the majority of respondents (i.e., significantly more than 50%).  Chi-square tests were 

thus set to a null value of 50:50, biasing the results in favor of the null hypothesis.  Mann-

Whitney U-tests were used to test for the presence of sex differences on each of the 21 

items, although sex differences were only predicted for five of these items (see Table 2).  

To mitigate the potential for Type I errors, p = .01 for each item tested. 
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Table 1. Testing for the presence of the positional bias

NOTE: * p • .01. ** p • .001..01. ** p • .001.

Main Effects 

Chi-square tests were performed to test for a main effect of the positional bias on 

individuals’ decision making behaviors.  These findings are presented in Table 1.  Tests 

revealed that the positional bias was present in 7 out of the 8 domains in which its 

presence was predicted.  Participants exhibited the positional bias when reasoning about 

monthly income (89% chose the positional answer, χ2 = 165.68, p <.001), IQ (58% chose 

the positional answer, χ2 = 6.63, p =.01), inheritance (70% chose the positional answer, 

χ2 = 46.41, p <.001), and amount of public praise they received from their boss (79% 

chose the positional answer, χ2 = 91.43, p <.001).  The positional bias also affected 

individuals’ preferences for risk when reasoning about monetary gains.  Although 

Percent Choosing Each Response
Total (N = 280)

Item (Prediction Number) Prediction Posit. Non-
Posit.

Chi-Square

Monthly Income ($300 diff.) (1) Present 89% 11% 165.68**
Inheritance (1) Present 70% 30% 46.41**
Vacation time (2) Absent 23% 77% 83.90**
Happily Married (2) Absent 25% 75% 69.25**
Income Tax (loss) (5) Absent 27% 73% 59.65**
Pay cut (5) Absent 14% 86% 148.63**
IQ (6) Present 58% 42% 6.63*
Popularity (7) Present 56% 44% 3.68
Publicly praised by boss (8) Present 79% 21% 91.43**
Sex with mate (11) Absent 34% 66% 28.39**
Salary w/ risk I (12) Present 61% 39% 13.34*
Inheritance w/ risk (12) Present 63% 37% 18.07**
Pay raise w/ risk I (12) Present 65% 35% 26.60**
Salary cut w/ risk (13) Absent 26% 74% 63.40**
Game w/ risk monetary loss (13) Absent 38% 62% 16.09**
Vacation prize w/ risk (14) Absent 23% 77% 83.90**
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individuals tend to be risk averse, preferring certain outcomes to those associated with 

some degree of risk (Kahneman & Tversky, 1978), the positional bias effect was found to 

reverse this effect in questions pertaining to monetary gains.  Individuals’ preferences for 

risk were found to reflect a preference for the positionally higher, but risky outcome with 

regards to monthly income (61% chose the risky, but positionally higher outcome, χ2 =

13.34, p <.001), inheritance (63% chose the risky, but positionally higher outcome, χ2 =

18.07, p <.001), and a pay raise (65% chose the risky, but positionally higher outcome, χ2

= 26.60, p <.001).  Contrary to the prediction, subjects did not exhibit the positional bias 

when choosing between being absolutely or positionally more popular (only 56% of 

individuals exhibited the positional bias in this domain, χ2 = 3.68, p = .06). 

Additionally, tests revealed that the positional bias was absent in all 8 of the

domains in which its absence was predicted. These results are summarized in Table 1

and include the following items: amount of vacation time allowed each year, number of

times per week one has sex with an individual mate, the number of years spent happily

married, the amount of yearly income tax required to pay, the amount of a pay cut that

one will receive, the amount of a salary cut associated with risk, the amount of a risky

monetary loss associated with playing a game in Las Vegas, and the preference for a

certain, positionally shorter vacation prize versus a risky, but positionally longer vacation

prize.

Sex Differences 

Tests of predictions for sex differences in the positional bias were supported in

three of the five items tested (displayed in Table 2). As predicted, women were found to

exhibit the positional bias more than men when asked whether they would rather be
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Table 2. Testing for sex differences in the positional bias

Percent Choosing Each Response  
 Women   

(n = 159) 
 Men  

(n = 121)  
 

Item & Prediction Number Prediction Posit.  Non-
Posit. 

 Posit. Non-
Posit. 

 Z

Physical Attractiveness (4) Present, Women > 
Men 

67% 33%   39% 61%   4.67** 

Romantic Partner 
Attractiveness (3) 

Present, Men > 
Women 

45% 55%   70% 30%   4.11** 

Romantic Partner Income 
(9) 

Present, Women > 
Men 

39% 61%   36% 64%   .67 

Number of sex partners 
(10) 

Present, Men > 
Women 

67% 33%   65% 35%   .33 

Sex with mate (11) Absent, Men > 
Women 

43% 57%   22% 78%   3.79** 

Popularity (n/a) --- 53% 47%   60% 40%   1.24 
Monthly Income ($300 
diff.) (n/a) 

--- 91% 9%   86% 14%   1.18 

IQ (n/a) --- 54% 46%   62% 38%   1.26 
Inheritance (n/a) --- 72% 28%   68% 32%   .83 
Vacation time (n/a) --- 21% 79%   25% 75%   .84 
Happily Married (n/a) --- 26% 74%   24% 76%   .38 
Income Tax (loss) (n/a) --- 27% 73%   27% 73%   .00 
Pay cut (n/a) --- 13% 87%   15% 85%   .56 
Publicly praised by boss 
(n/a) 

--- 77% 23%   80% 20%   .57 

Salary w/ risk I (n/a) --- 61% 39%   60% 40%   .18 
Inheritance w/ risk (n/a) --- 67% 33%   57% 43%   1.72 
Pay raise w/ risk I (n/a) --- 66% 34%   65% 35%   .05 
Vacation prize w/ risk 
(n/a) 

--- 15% 85%   33% 67%   3.66** 

Salary cut w/ risk (n/a) --- 22% 78%   32% 68%   2.01 
Game w/ risk monetary 
loss  (n/a) 

--- 39% 61%   37% 63%   .24 

NOTE: * p • .01. ** p • .001..01. ** p • .001.

absolutely or positionally more attractive than their same-sexed peers (Z = 4.67, p <.001).  

67% of women chose the positional answer compared to 39% of men in this domain.  

Conversely, men were found to exhibit the positional bias more than women when 

choosing how attractive they would prefer their romantic partner to be, (Z = 4.11, p <

.001), with 45% of women and 70% of men exhibiting the positional bias in this domain.  

Men and women also differed in their preferences for the number of times that they 
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would like to have sex with one mate.  Significantly more women than men exhibited the 

positional bias in this domain (Z = 3.79, p < .001), with 43% of women but only 22% of 

men preferring to have sex with their mate a positionally, rather than absolutely greater 

number of times per week.  For the remaining two items, (romantic partner income and 

number of sex partners), no significant sex differences were found.     

 

Discussion

The results of Study 1 provide support for all but one of the predictions about the 

domains in which the positional bias was expected to be present or absent.  As predicted, 

men and women exhibit the positional bias when reasoning about desired monthly 

income, the amount of inheritance they would like to receive, their preferred IQ, and the 

frequency with which they receive public praise from their boss.  Men and women did 

not exhibit the positional bias across all decision-making domains, however.  As 

predicted, the positional bias was absent when men and women reasoned about their 

preferred length of vacation time, the number of years that they would prefer to spend 

happily married, the number of times that they would prefer to have sex with one mate, or 

when choosing between potential monetary losses.  These findings lend initial support for 

the hypothesis that the positional bias has a significant impact on men’s and women’s 

decision making behaviors in delimited domains specified in advance by evolutionary 

theory.  No support was found or the prediction that the positional bias would be present 

when reasoning about the preferred state of their popularity.    

Study 1 also provided initial support for the hypothesis that the positional bias can 

have a significant impact on individuals’ risk aversion (i.e., the certainty effect) when 

reasoning about monetary gains.  When asked to choose between two outcomes, one of 

which was a more certain, but positionally lesser monetary gain and the other was a more 
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risky, but positionally greater monetary gain, men and women were found to prefer the 

positionally greater monetary gain, regardless of it being associated with risk.  This 

finding lends support for the hypothesis that the positional bias is a robust enough effect 

to reverse the certainty effect.   

The positional bias does not influence risk preferences in decision making across 

all gain domains, however.  As predicted, the positional bias was not exhibited when 

individuals were reasoning about their preferences for a risky or certain vacation prize.  

The majority of men and women exhibited the certainty effect when reasoning about two 

potential vacation prizes, preferring the certain, but positionally shorter vacation to the 

positionally longer, but uncertain vacation prize.  Similarly, as predicted, the positional 

bias was absent and thus did not affect individuals’ preferences for being risk-seeking in 

the face of losses.   Men and women did not incorporate positional information about the 

losses of others into their own decisions about being risk-seeking when choosing between 

two potential losses (i.e., they preferred the uncertain, but larger loss to the certain, but 

smaller loss), replicating the findings regarding being risk-seeking in losses presented in 

Prospect Theory. 

 Study 1 provided mixed support for the predictions about sex differences in the 

positional bias.  As predicted, women exhibited the positional bias more than men when 

reasoning about how attractive they would like to be.  Similarly, the data supported the 

corresponding prediction that men would exhibit the positional bias more than women 

when reasoning about the desired attractiveness of a romantic partner.  The prediction 

that men would be less likely to exhibit the positional bias than women when reasoning 

about the frequency with which they have sex with their mate during the week was also 

supported.  The majority of men were found to exhibit a preference for having sex with 

their mate the absolutely greatest number of times per week, regardless of the frequency 
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with which their peers have sex with one mate.  However, Study 1 did not support the 

prediction that women would exhibit the positional bias more than men when reasoning 

about the preferred income of their romantic partner or the prediction that men would 

exhibit the positional bias more than women when judging their preferred number of sex 

partners.     

One important limitation of Study 1 was that men’s and women’s risk preferences 

were not tested by comparing the risk preferences of men and women given positional 

information to a similar population of participants making the judgments without 

positional information.  Although Study 1 employed test items found to elicit the 

certainty effect in prior research (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979), a more desirable design 

would be one able to test the prediction that the positional bias will decrease the certainty 

effect directly.  An additional weakness of Study 1 was that the test items appeared in the 

same order for all participants.  It is thus possible that participants’ responses on the test 

items were affected by the order in which they were presented.  Study 2 was conducted to 

remove these limitations and assess the positional bias in a wider range of decision-

making scenarios. 

 

STUDY 2: FURTHER TESTING THE POSITIONAL BIAS  

Study 2 was designed to extend the first study by (a) assessing the positional bias 

predictions in a wider range of decision-making scenarios, (b) changing the order in 

which participants are asked the questions tested in Study 1, and (c) testing the effects of 

the positional bias on risk preferences against a control group’s risk preferences.  In study 

1, the effect of the positional bias on individuals’ preferences for risk were tested using a 

chi-square with the null hypothesis set to 50:50 (i.e., predicting that 50% of respondents 

will choose the positionally lower, sure monetary outcome and 50% will choose the 
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positionally higher outcome that is associated with a degree of risk).  The current study 

tested these predictions by comparing responses for risk preference in the absence of 

positional information to those responses given to the same questions once the positional 

information was included.  These predictions were also tested by using a wider range of 

questions than were used in study 1.  Two new predictions were also tested in study 2.    

Prediction 15:  When choosing the amount of college education that one would 

most prefer, individuals will prefer an absolutely lesser, but positionally greater degree 

to an absolutely greater, but positionally lesser degree (i.e., the positional bias will be 

present). Gaining access to resources that augment survival and reproductive success has 

been an adaptive problem that humans have been solving throughout the course our 

evolutionary history.  It was thus proposed that the mind has been designed by selection 

to judge success in the pursuit of such resources in terms of relative position.  Although 

college education attainment is an indirect measure of future resource accrual, in our 

current environment, it does correlate strongly with socioeconomic status in the United 

States (U.S. Census Bureau, 2004).  Thus, it is predicted that the positional bias will be 

present when individuals are reasoning about college education. 

Prediction 16:  Men more than women will exhibit the positional bias when 

choosing how much social status they would like to have (i.e., men more than women will 

prefer to be relatively higher in social status than their same-sexed peers compared with 

being absolutely higher in social status, but relatively less high in social status then their 

peers). Cross-culturally, women have been demonstrated to place a greater premium than 

do men on the social status of their mates (Buss, 1989).  Consequently, this is a domain in 

which men have recurrently had to compete more fiercely than women for access to 

mates.  Because men’s mating successes are more dependent on relative position in the 



22

status hierarchy than are women’s, I predict that men will exhibit the positional bias more 

than women in this domain. 

 

Method 

 

Participants 

107 male and 132 female undergraduates completed the experimental instrument 

and 40 male and 55 female undergraduates completed the control instrument.  

Participants’ ages ranged between 17 and 25 (M = 18.65, SD = 1.10).  All participants’ 

participation partially fulfilled an experiment requirement for course credit. 

 

Procedure 

A first group of participants (n = 239) was given a 36 item instrument comparable 

to that used in study 1 (see Appendix C).  Of these items, 29 were used to test the 

predictions derived from the positional bias hypothesis. Similar to Study 1, participants 

were shown two states of the world, State A and State B.  For each, in one state of the 

world the subject would possess a greater absolute amount of a resource (e.g., 

attractiveness, money, etc.), but they would have less then their same-sexed peers.  In the 

other state, they would have a lesser absolute amount of the same resource, but more than 

their same-sexed peers.  Participants chose which state of the world they would prefer.  

The instructional set read identical to that used in Study 1.    

A second group of participants (n = 95) was given a 13 item instrument (see 

Appendix B.) to test their preferences for risky prospects in the absence of positional 

information similar to the questions used by Kahneman & Tversky (1979) to demonstrate 
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the certainty effect.  These items will be used as a comparison against which to test 

whether adding positional information influences preference for risk. 

 

Results 

 

Test of predictions   

Chi-square tests were performed to test for the presence or absence of the

positional bias across the 11 items for which a main effect was predicted. Chi-square

tests were again set to a null value of 50:50, biasing the results in favor if the null

hypothesis. A Mann-Whitney U-test was used to test each of the 12 risk items against a

control group to test the effect that the positional bias has on individuals’ base level of

risk aversion. A second Mann-Whitney U-test was used to test for the presence of sex

differences on each of the 29 items. A sex difference was predicted for six of these

items.

Table 3. Testing for the presence of the positional bias

Total  (N = 239)  
Item (Prediction Number) Prediction Posit.  Non-Posit.  Chi-

Square 
Monthly Income ($500 diff.) (1) Present 64% 36%  19.92** 
Inheritance (1) Present 72% 28%  48.60** 
Vacation time (2) Absent 21% 79%  83.18** 
Happily Married (2) Absent 24% 75%  62.54** 
Income Tax (loss) (5) Absent 28% 72%  47.90** 
Pay cut (5) Absent 16% 84%  109.35** 
IQ (6) Present 55% 45%  2.21 
Popularity (7) Present 52% 47%  .61 
Publicly praised by boss (8)  Present 85% 15%  120.42** 
Sex with mate (11) Absent 34% 66%  23.73** 
College Education (15) Present 71% 29%  42.68** 

NOTE: * p • .01. ** p • .001.01. ** p • .001
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Main Effects 

Chi-square tests were performed to test for a main effect of the positional bias on 

individuals’ decision making behaviors.  Tests revealed that the positional bias was 

present in 4 of the 6 domains in which it was predicted.  These results are displayed in 

Table 3.  Subjects exhibited the positional bias when reasoning about monthly income 

(64% chose the positional answer, χ2 = 19.92, p <.001), the amount of inheritance they 

would like to receive (72% chose the positional answer, χ2 = 48.60, p <.001), their 

preferred number of years of college education (71% chose the positional answer, χ2 =

42.68, p <.001), and the amount of public praise they would prefer to receive from their 

boss (85% chose the positional answer, χ2 = 120.42, p <.001).  As with Study 1, subjects 

failed to exhibit the positional bias when choosing between being absolutely or 

positionally more popular.  Furthermore, the positional bias for IQ found in Study 1 was 

not as robust in Study 2.  This time, only 55% of respondents chose the positional 

answer, not enough to reach statistical significance (χ2 = 2.21, p = .137). 

The positional bias was absent in all 5 of the domains in which its absence was

predicted. A summary of these findings can be found in Table 3 and include: amount of

vacation time allowed each year, number of times per week one has sex with an

individual mate, the number of years spent happily married, the amount of yearly income

tax required to pay, the number of times one is privately scolded by a boss, and the

amount of a pay cut that one will receive.
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Table 4. Testing for the effect of the positional bias on risk preferences

Percent Choosing Each Response

Cont. (n = 95) Exp. (n = 239)

Item & Prediction Number Prediction High
Risk

Low
Risk

High
Risk

Low
Risk

Z

Game w/ risk monetary gain (12) Experiment >
Control

34% 66% 70% 29% 6.28**

Holiday bonus w/ risk (12) Experiment >
Control

0% 99% 23% 77% 5.14**

Inheritance w/ risk (12) Experiment >
Control

51% 49% 64% 36% 2.39

Pay raise w/ risk I (12) Experiment >
Control

51% 49% 70% 30% 3.30**

Pay raise w/risk II (12) Experiment >
Control

21% 79% 66% 34% 7.43**

Pay raise w/risk III (12) Experiment >
Control

11% 89% 57% 43% 7.67**

Salary w/ risk I (12) Experiment >
Control

24% 76% 54% 46% 4.89**

Salary w/ risk II(12) Experiment >
Control

25% 75% 51% 48% 4.38**

Salary w/ risk III (12) Experiment >
Control

84% 16% 90% 10% 1.35

Salary w/risk IV(12) Experiment >
Control

25% 75% 70% 30% 7.37**

Game w/ risk monetary loss (13) Experiment =
Control

76% 23% 63% 37% 2.34

Salary cut w/ risk (13) Experiment =
Control

83% 17% 77% 23% 1.32

Vacation prize w/ risk(14) Experiment =
Control

13% 87% 29% 70% 3.15*

NOTE: * p • .01. ** p • .001.01. ** p • .001

Direct test of positional bias on risk preferences  

Mann-Whitney U-tests revealed that the positional bias increased risk preferences 

in eight of the ten domains in which it was predicted (see Table 4).  Participants in the 

experimental group (i.e., the group who were presented risk questions coupled with 

positional information) were significantly more risk seeking than the control group when 

choosing between games with two monetary payoffs, with 34% of the control group and 

70% of the experimental group choosing the high risk, high payoff option (Z = 6.28, p <

.001).   Participants in the experimental group were also significantly more risk-seeking 
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than controls when choosing between two potential pay-raises in all three questions 

testing risk preferences in this domain.  70% of participants in the experimental group 

chose the high risk option for question 1, compared with 51% of the controls (Z = 3.30, p

= .001).  Questions 2 and 3 had a similar pattern of results with 66% and 57% of 

respondents in the experimental group choosing the high-risk options for questions 2 and 

3, respectively, compared with 21% and 11% of subjects in the control group (question 2: 

Z = 7.43, p < .001, question 3: Z = 7.67, p < .001).  Similarly, participants in the 

experimental group were significantly more risk-seeking than controls when choosing 

between two holiday monetary bonuses (0% of controls and 23% of experimental group 

choosing the high-risk option in this domain, (Z = 5.14, p < .001) and in 3 out of 4 

questions pertaining to preferring a positionally or absolutely larger salary (question 1: Z

= 4.89, p < .001; question 2: Z = 4.38, p < .001; and question 3: Z = 7.37, p < .001) . No 

significant differences between the experimental and control groups were found on the 

two remaining items (inheritance associated with risk and one question assessing risk 

preferences associated with salary), although the item pertaining to inheritance 

approached significance (Z = -2.39, p = .017).   

Of the three domains in which risk preferences were not predicted to be affected 

by positional information (i.e., risk preferences exhibited by the experimental group were 

predicted to equal those exhibited by the control group), no significant differences were 

found.  As predicted, the positional bias was absent, and thus had no impact on how 

individuals reasoned about risk in the case of a monetary loss.  This was true whether 

individuals were reasoning about a pay-cut or about the desirability of two games that 

each would yield a monetary loss.  As predicted, individuals were risk-seeking when 

reasoning about losses in these domains, regardless of whether positional information 

was available.  For the remaining item, vacation prize with risk, it was predicted that 
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positional information would have no effect on risk aversion.  However, whereas 13% of 

the control group chose the high-risk option in this domain, 29% of the experimental 

group chose the high risk option (Z = 3.15, p = .002).  Thus, although the majority of 

respondents preferred the certain vacation prize to the risky one, the experimental group 

was significantly more risk-seeking than the control group in this domain.   

 

Sex differences   

Tests for sex differences in the positional bias were supported on three of the six

items for which they were predicted (see table 5). As predicted, women exhibited the

positional bias more than men when asked whether they would rather be absolutely or

positionally more attractive than their same-sexed peers (Z = 3.22, p <.001). 67% of

women chose the positional answer compared to 47% of men in this domain. Women

also exhibited the positional bias significantly more than men when asked whether they

would prefer to have sex with their mate an absolute or positionally greater number of

times per week (Z = 2.55, p = .010), with 44% of women, but only 23% of men

exhibiting the positional bias in this domain. Conversely, men were found to exhibit the

positional bias more than women when choosing how attractive their romantic partner is,

(Z = 2.55, p = .01), with 62% of men and 45% of women exhibiting this positional bias.

For the remaining three items, (romantic partner income, number of sex partners, and

social status), no significant sex differences were found.
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Table 5. Testing for sex differences in the positional bias

Percent Choosing Each Response

Women
(n = 132)

Men
(n = 107)

Item & Prediction Number Prediction Posit. Non-
Posit.

Posit. Non-
Posit.

Z

Physical Attractiveness (4) Present, Women >
Men

67% 33% 47% 53% 3.22**

Romantic Partner Attractiveness (3) Present, Men >
Women

45% 55% 62% 38% 2.55*

Romantic Partner Income (9) Present, Women >
Men

35% 63% 40% 60% .71

Number of sex partners (10) Present, Men >
Women

53% 47% 58% 42% .45

Sex with mate (11) Absent, Men >
Women

44% 56% 23% 77% 3.18**

Social Status (16) Present, Men >
Women

55% 45% 45% 55% 1.66

Popularity (n/a) --- 52% 48% 51% 49% .13

Monthly Income ($500 diff.) (n/a) --- 66% 34% 62% 38% .66

IQ (n/a) --- 55% 45% 56% 44% .21

College Education (n/a) --- 67% 33% 77% 23% 1.69

Inheritance (n/a) --- 75% 25% 70% 30% .96

Vacation time (n/a) --- 18% 82% 23% 77% .99

Happily Married (n/a) --- 26% 73% 22% 78% .63

Income Tax (loss) (n/a) --- 28% 71% 27% 74% .24

Pay cut (n/a) --- 15% 85% 18% 83% .51

Publicly praised by boss (n/a) --- 82% 18% 90% 10% 1.74

Game w/ risk monetary gain (n/a) --- 73% 26% 67% 33% 1.14

Game w/ risk monetary loss (n/a) --- 37% 62% 36% 64% .21

Holiday bonus w/ risk (n/a) --- 23% 77% 24% 76% .29

Inheritance w/ risk (n/a) --- 72% 27% 55% 45% 2.79*

Pay raise w/ risk I (n/a) --- 70% 29% 69% 32% .38

Pay raise w/risk II (n/a) --- 64% 36% 69% 32% .71

Pay raise w/risk III (n/a) --- 58% 42% 55% 46% .58

Salary cut w/ risk (n/a) --- 21% 79% 27% 73% 1.13

Salary w/ risk I (n/a) --- 54% 45% 53% 47% .14

Salary w/ risk II (n/a) --- 53% 46% 50% 50% .60

Salary w/ risk III (n/a) --- 86% 14% 94% 7% 1.82

Salary w/risk IV(n/a) --- 67% 33% 73% 28% .80

Vacation prize w/ risk (n/a) --- 24% 75% 36% 65% 1.82

NOTE: * p • .01. ** p • .001.01. ** p • .001
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Discussion 

 Study 2 built on Study 1 by expanding the number of items testing the positional 

bias predictions and eliminating the potential for order effects, thus removing two 

potential threats to the validly of the results presented in Study 1. 

The results of Study 2 provided additional evidence to support all but two of the 

predictions about the domains in which the positional bias was expected to be present or 

absent.  As in Study 1, men and women exhibited the positional bias when reasoning 

about desired monthly income, the amount of inheritance they would like to receive, and 

the frequency with which they receive public praise from their boss.  Study 2 also showed 

that men and women exhibit the positional bias when reasoning about their preferred 

number of years of college education.   

Additionally, Study 2 provided support for each of the 5 predictions about the 

domains in which the positional bias was expected to be absent, replicating the findings 

from Study 1.  As predicted, the positional bias was absent when men and women 

reasoned about the length of vacation time they would most prefer, the number of years 

that they would prefer to spend happily married, the number of times that they would 

prefer to have sex with one mate, and the relative desirability of two potential monetary 

losses, whether framed as a pay cut or a one-time income tax.  These findings lend 

additional support for the hypothesis that the positional bias has a significant impact on 

men’s and women’s decision making behaviors in delimited domains specified in 

advance by evolutionary theory.  Study 2 failed to replicate the finding from Study 1 that 

men and women exhibit the positional bias when reasoning about preferred IQ.  Although 

the majority of men and women exhibited the positional bias in this domain (55%), this 

difference was not significantly different from 50%, the value at which the null 

hypothesis was tested.  A significant result would have likely been found if a less 
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conservative test was used.  As with Study 1, no support was found for the prediction that 

men and women would exhibit the positional bias when reasoning about their preferred 

degree of popularity. 

Study 2 found continuing support for the prediction that the positional bias has a 

significant impact on individuals’ aversion to risk (i.e., the certainty effect) when 

reasoning about monetary gains.  When asked to choose between two outcomes, one of 

which was a low risk, but positionally lesser monetary gain and the other was a higher 

risk, but positionally greater monetary gain, men and women were found to be 

significantly more risk-seeking than a comparable group of men and women asked to 

choose between the same outcomes without any positional information on 8 of the 10 

items on which it was tested.  Although no significant differences between the 

experimental and control groups were detected for two of the items (Inheritance with risk 

and Salary with risk III, see Table 4), it is likely that this lack of difference resulted from 

the test items in the control group failing to elicit the certainty effect rather than a failure 

of the positional bias to decrease risk aversion.  For both non-significant test items, the 

majority of men and women in the control group preferred the risky outcomes to the 

certain ones.  Thus, although a greater number of men and women in the experimental 

group preferred the positionally higher, but risky option, this difference was not 

significantly greater than the preference for the risky option exhibited by the control 

group.   

Study 2 also replicated the findings demonstrating the absence of the positional 

bias effect on individuals’ preferences for being risk-seeking in the face of losses.   As 

with Study 1, men and women were found to ignore positional information about the 

losses of others when judging the relative desirability of two potential losses (i.e., they 

preferred the uncertain, but larger loss to the certain, but smaller loss), replicating the 
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findings regarding being risk-seeking in losses presented in Prospect Theory and in Study 

1.  There were no differences between the experimental and control groups in the 

exhibited preference to be risk seeking in the face of losses, regardless if positional 

information was present or not. 

 As with Study 1, Study 2 provided mixed support for the predictions about sex 

differences in the positional bias.  Study 2 replicated the findings from Study 1 

demonstrating that women exhibit the positional bias more than men when reasoning 

about how attractive they would like to be and the corresponding effect that men exhibit 

the positional bias more than women when reasoning about the desired attractiveness of a 

romantic partner.  Study 2 also found continuing support for the prediction that men 

would be less likely to exhibit the positional bias than would women when reasoning 

about the frequency with which they have sex with their mate in one week.  As in Study 

1, the majority of men were found to exhibit a preference for having sex with their mate 

the absolutely greatest number of times per week, regardless of the frequency with which 

their peers have sex with a mate.  Study 2 did not support the prediction that women 

would exhibit the positional bias more than men when reasoning about the preferred 

income of their romantic partner or the predictions that men would exhibit the positional 

bias more than women when judging their preferred number of sex partners or desired 

amount of social status. 

 

GENERAL DISCUSSION: THE POSITIONAL BIAS 

Evolution by natural selection is a process by which individual phenotypes – and 

the genes that code for them – are selected based on their ability to outperform existing 

alternate forms in domains that affect fitness.  Because the ultimate evolutionary outcome 

of resource competition is selection for attributes that have facilitated success relative to  
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Table 6: Summary of Predictions and Empirical Support for the Positional Bias
across Studies

Confirmed

Item & Prediction Number Prediction Study 1 Study 2

Monthly Income ($300/$500
diff.) (1)

Present ----- + N/A + N/A

Inheritance (1) Present ----- + N/A + N/A

Vacation time (2) Absent ----- + N/A + N/A

Happily Married (2) Absent ----- + N/A + N/A

Physical Attractiveness (4) Present Women > Men N/A + N/A +

Romantic Partner
Attractiveness (3)

Present Men > Women N/A + N/A +

Income Tax (loss) (5) Absent ----- + N/A + N/A

Pay cut (5) Absent ----- + N/A + N/A

IQ (6) Present ----- + N/A - N/A

Popularity (7) Present ----- - N/A - N/A

Publicly praised by boss (8) Present ----- + N/A + N/A

Romantic Partner Income (9) Present Women > Men N/A - N/A -

Number of sex partners (10) Present Men > Women N/A - N/A -

Sex with mate (11) Absent Men > Women + - + +

Inheritance w/ risk (12) Present Experiment > Control + N/A N/A -

Pay raise w/ risk I (12) Present Experiment > Control + N/A N/A +

Pay raise w/risk II (12) Present Experiment > Control N/A N/A N/A +

Salary w/ risk I (12) Present Experiment > Control + N/A N/A +

Salary w/ risk II(12) Present Experiment > Control N/A N/A N/A +

Salary w/ risk III (12) Present Experiment > Control N/A N/A N/A -

Salary w/risk IV(12) Present Experiment > Control N/A N/A N/A +

Holiday bonus w/ risk (12) Present Experiment > Control N/A N/A N/A +

Game w/ risk monetary gain
(12)

Present Experiment > Control N/A N/A N/A +

Salary cut w/ risk (13) Absent Experiment = Control + N/A N/A +

Game w/ risk monetary loss
(13)

Absent Experiment = Control + N/A N/A +

Vacation prize w/ risk (14) Absent Experiment = Control + N/A N/A +

College Education (15) Present ----- N/A N/A + N/A

Social Status (16) Present Men > Women N/A N/A N/A -

one’s rivals, successful acquisition of these resources from an evolutionary perspective is 

not based on absolute amounts attained in these domains.  Rather, success is defined by 

how well one’s own resource acquisition abilities and the products of these abilities stand 

in comparison to everyone else’s.  Based on this logic, it was hypothesized that the 

human mind has been shaped by selection to be biased in favor of outcomes where one is 
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positionally better off than social competitors in delimited domains that have historically 

affected fitness.  Moreover, it was hypothesized that selection should have shaped the 

positional bias to be sex differentiated in those domains in which the adaptive benefit of 

the positional bias has reliably differed between the sexes over evolutionary time.  

Findings obtained from both studies offer convergent support for the positional

bias hypothesis. In both Studies 1 and 2, men and women were found to exhibit a

positional bias when making judgments about the desirability of social outcomes in

domains predicted in advance by evolutionary theory. Furthermore, the positional bias

was found to have a tremendous influence on men’s and women’s preferences for risk-

taking when reasoning about potential monetary gains. Men and women exhibited a clear

preference for risky monetary gains when the certain gains were positionally lower than

the gains realized by their peers. Support was also found for sex differences in the

presence of the positional bias in many of the domains in which such a difference was

predicted. A summary of the predictions and results of the empirical tests can be found

in Table 6.

The positional bias is domain specific 

The positional bias hypothesis uses an evolutionary framework to predict that

individuals’ decision making mechanisms have been shaped by the evolutionary process

to selectively attend to positional rather than absolute values of 1) resources that are

known to affect survival or reproduction and 2) personal attributes that affect individuals’

abilities to acquire such resources. Individuals are thus only expected to exhibit the

positional bias in those domains where access to more or better resources has reliably had

an increasing effect on fitness. From this theoretical framework, it was predicted that

men and women would exhibit the positional bias when judging the desirability of
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monetary gains, IQ, popularity, and the number of times that they are publicly praised by

their boss. Support was found for 3 of these predictions. As predicted, men and women

exhibited a clear preference for the positional outcome when reasoning about monetary

gains and the two items indirectly related to monetary gains (IQ and public praise by their

boss). Although money and its correlates are evolutionarily novel phenomena, in our

current environment they are tantamount to an individual’s ability to solve critical

adaptive problems that have been facing the human species for millions of years.

Monetary holdings have a direct influence on one’s access to: proper nutrition (deOnis,

Frongillo, & Blossner, 2000; Frongillo, deOnis, & Hanson, 1997; Haddad, 2003),

healthcare (Case, Lubotsky, & Paxson, 2002; Chen, Martin, & Matthews, 2006; Ettner,

1996), resources necessary to care for children (Berntsson, Köhler, & Vuille, 2006;

Spernak, Schottenbauer, & Ramey, 2006), and for men, mates (Buss, 1989, 1994). These

results are consistent with others’ findings regarding positional concerns with income in

the psychology and economics literatures (see Frank, 1999 for an overview).

Although Studies 1 and 2 did not provide support for the prediction that men and

women would exhibit the positional bias when making judgments about their popularity,

a noteworthy number of men and women did exhibit the positional bias in this domain.

In Studies 1 and 2, the positional bias was exhibited by 56 and 52 percent of respondents,

respectively. The lack of statistical significance for this finding is the result of the null

hypothesis against which the predictions were tested being a very conservative one (to

bias results in its favor). The null hypothesis for Study 1 and 2 assumed that – in the

absence of the positional bias – individuals would choose randomly between the two

options. However, in reality, it is likely that in the absence of positional information,

individuals would prefer the absolutely greater amounts of the resources specified in each

test item (e.g., wealth, popularity, mates) rather than choosing randomly between the two.
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Thus, although not significant, the majority of men and women were found to exhibit the

positional bias when making judgments about their preferred level of popularity. Future

tests of the positional bias should compare preferences of individuals for whom positional

information was included to the preferences of a control group (for whom no positional

information is provided) to conclude whether the positional bias is truly present or absent

in this domain.

The evolutionary logic of the positional bias predicts that the positional bias will

not influence judgments across all domains of social judgment. The positional bias was

predicted to be absent and thus not influence men’s and women’s judgments about

unlimited resources or resources whose amount or desirability does not have an impact

on survival or reproduction. This selective attention to relative standing in some domains

but not others is proposed to be a design feature of cognitive structures favored by

selection due to their ability to judge success in social competitions in a manner that has

historically augmented fitness. The data from Studies 1 and 2 lend support to this

supposition. The number of years that one’s rivals spend happily married or the number

of weeks of vacation that are allocated to one’s rivals do not logically entail a decrement

to one’s own success in achieving a positive outcome in these domains. Thus, it was

predicted that the positional bias would not affect judgments in these domains. Indeed,

men and women exhibited a clear preference for having spent an absolute longer number

of years happily married and having an absolutely longer vacation time allotment. Also

as predicted, men and women did not exhibit the positional bias when judging the

number of times that they would like to have sex with one mate. If men’s and women’s

mating exploits are limited to one sexual partner, successful reproduction would be

affected more by an increase in the absolute frequency of intercourse than by the amount
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had by one compared to one’s peers. The results from Studies 1 and 2 are consistent with

this logic.

Studies 1 and 2 also lend support for the hypothesis that the positional bias should

be absent when individuals are judging the desirability of potential losses. Loss aversion

is a phenomenon that has been well documented in the psychological and economics

literature since it was first documented by Kahneman & Tversky in 1979. Evolutionary

psychologists have proposed that such loss aversion represents a design feature

deliberately built into human decision making adaptations by the process of natural

selection to help ensure that baseline survival and reproductive needs are met and prevent

cascading losses. It is reasoned that marginal losses have been more fitness relevant than

comparable gains over evolutionary time because – in many domains – the expected

effects of losses and gains on fitness have been asymmetrical throughout most of human

evolutionary history (see e.g., Aktipis & Kurzban, 2004; Stephens & Krebs, 1986).

Indeed, both Studies 1 and 2 demonstrated that the positional bias was absent and thus

had no influence men’s and women’s preferences when choosing between two monetary

losses.

Although it is reasoned in the current study that losses are more fitness relevant 

than comparable gains because losses and gains have been asymmetrical with respect to 

their expected effect on fitness, this assumption is not expected to be met across all 

domains of social reasoning.  That is, it is likely that there are a number of specific 

contexts in which the marginal costs associated with a loss may not be asymmetrically 

large compared to comparable gains.  For instance, if one is starting out from a position 

of a large resource endowment, the aversion to losses may be less than if the person is 

starting out from a position of having limited resources.  In the latter case, the loss 

function is much steeper than it is for the person with a larger resource endowment 
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because the loss is more likely to be associated with devastating fitness consequences.  

Indeed, researchers have shown that designating that an individual possesses a fixed sum 

of money for necessities apart from the amount associated with a loss, leads to decreased 

loss aversion (Wicker et al, 2001), suggesting that the availability of expendable 

resources mitigates loss aversion.  Conversely, if one is in a position where a small 

increase could greatly increase their competitive ability to a greater degree than could a 

comparable loss set them back, we might predict that loss aversion would disappear and 

that the positional bias would be exhibited.  Future research exploring the relative effects 

of context and current endowment on loss aversion and the positional bias are clearly 

needed to more fully understand the design of both psychological processes. 

 

Sex differentiation of positional bias 

According to the meta-theory of sex differences, men’s and women’s different 

mating psychologies have evolved in response to recurrently different adaptive problems 

that each sex has had to solve over evolutionary time (Buss, 1989, 1994; Symons, 1979).  

Several researchers have suggested that physical attractiveness might be an important 

mate choice criterion for men as an indirect means of assessing a potential mate’s age, 

health, and fertility (Buss, 1989, 1994; Kenrick & Keefe, 1992; Symons, 1979).  

Consistent with this logic, evolutionary psychologists have demonstrated that men value 

a potential mate’s physical attractiveness more highly than do women (Buss, 1989; Buss 

& Schmitt, 1993; Kenrick, Neuberg, Zierk, & Krones, 1994; Kenrick, Sadalla, Groth, & 

Trost, 1990).  Using this logic, it was hypothesized that women would exhibit the 

positional bias more than men when reasoning about how attractive they would like to be.  

The data in these studies support this hypothesis.   
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Several studies prior to this one have demonstrated that judgments of a potential 

or current mate’s attractiveness depend on that individual’s attractiveness relative to 

others of the same sex.  For instance, some researchers have found that exposure to 

physically attractive women results in diminished ratings of the attractiveness of other, 

average-looking women and diminished feelings of attraction to their own romantic 

partners (Kenrick & Gutierres, 1980; Kenrick, Gutierres, & Goldberg, 1989).  Thus, 

women exhibiting the positional bias in this domain would have likely had selective 

advantage over their rivals: because physical attractiveness is judged based on relative, 

rather than absolute standards, women exhibiting the positional bias in this domain likely 

would have out-competed those women whose own beauty standards were based on 

absolute criteria.  Similarly, it was predicted that men would exhibit the positional bias 

when reasoning about how attractive their romantic partner is.  This prediction was also 

supported.   

 No support was found for the predictions that women would exhibit the positional 

bias more than men when choosing their preferred romantic partner’s income or that men 

would exhibit the positional bias more than women when choosing the number of sex 

partners they would like to have.  A sex difference also failed to materialize when men 

and women were asked to make judgments about their desired level of social status.  It is 

possible that these sex differences failed to materialize because men’s and women’s 

competition assessment mechanisms in these domains are more similar than they are 

different.  For instance, although the importance of solving the adaptive problems 

inherent in striving for social status historically have been more critical to men’s than 

women’s reproductive success, this has still been an important adaptive problem for 

women.  Historically, women’s relative social status amongst other women has been 

directly related to that of her mate, making her own social status a reflection of her mate 
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value.  It is additionally likely that a sex difference failed to emerge on this item due to 

the lack of specificity about the exact domain of social status being asked about in the 

questions used to test this prediction.  Amongst women, high social status may be 

associated with possessing characteristics such as youth and physical attractiveness, 

whereas men’s status may be more closely linked to financial prospects and physical 

formidability.  Future research could benefit from framing research questions such that 

there is little room for subjective interpretations of the test items.  

 

Positional bias and risk aversion 

In their landmark 1979 paper, Kahneman and Tversky demonstrated that 

individuals tend to be risk averse when reasoning about potential monetary gains.  

Dubbed the certainty effect, they found that individuals exhibit a preference for lesser-

valued, more certain outcomes compared to higher-valued, less certain outcomes.  Here it 

is demonstrated that the positional bias can moderate and oftentimes completely reverse 

this tendency.  Individuals are significantly more likely to prefer risky options when other 

available options would lead to their being outperformed by their competitors.  When 

asked whether they would prefer a risky, positionally greater monetary gain or a less 

risky, positionally lower monetary gain, the majority of all respondents preferred the 

high-risk outcome on all but one of the items on which this effect was tested.  On the one 

item where the majority of respondents preferred the less risky option, the presence of 

positional information significantly increased the percentage of respondents preferring 

the risky outcome from 0 to 23%.   

Conversely, in the same 1979 paper, Kahneman and Tversky demonstrated that 

individuals tend to be risk-seeking when it comes to losses.  That is, although people 

prefer smaller but certain gains, they prefer larger but risky losses.  Because the 
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positional bias was predicted to be absent in loss situations, it was predicted that the 

positional bias would have no bearing on how individuals reason about losses.  It was 

thus predicted that individuals would be loss-seeking when reasoning about losses 

whether or not there was any positional information made available.  This prediction was 

also supported. 

These findings highlight the importance of positional information on men’s and 

women’s decision-making behaviors: men and women do not make decisions about 

social outcomes in a vacuum as is often assumed in research employing traditional 

decision-making research methodologies.  Rather, it appears that men’s and women’s 

preferences for risk are greatly influenced by social and contextual cues in delimited 

domains, one of which is the positional bias.  This could have a tremendous impact on 

how risky behaviors are analyzed and described in the psychological and economics 

literature and may shed light on a number of risky behaviors that deviate from a rational 

actor model of human behavior and decision making.  For instance, women go to tanning 

beds in droves, despite tanning behavior being linked to an increased risk of getting skin 

cancer.  However, this is a risk that women are willing to take to prevent their being out-

competed by other women in the domain of physical attractiveness (see Saad & Peng, 

2006 for a discussion of sun tanning as social competition).  The positional bias may shed 

light on this, and other frequently observed risky behaviors such as smoking, engaging in 

unprotected sex, eating disorders, drug use, and criminal activity.  Furthermore, the 

positional bias may elucidate how risk is processed in different economic decision 

making contexts such as those observed in investing and lending behaviors.   
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Limitations and future directions 

One important limitation of the current studies is that they were based on

participants’ responses to forced-choice questions about hypothetical outcomes. Thus, it

is possible that the results from the current studies do not accurately reflect men’s and

women’s decision-making behaviors regarding real social and economic outcomes.

Future research is needed to draw definitive conclusions on the pervasiveness of the

positional bias and its’ influence on decision-making in contexts with real rather than

hypothetical outcomes. Similarly, in the current studies, men and women were forced to

choose between two worlds: in one, they possessed an absolutely greater, but positionally

smaller amount of a good or attribute; in the other, they possessed a positionally greater,

but absolutely smaller amount of the same good or attribute. This forced-choice

methodology did not allow participants to entertain the option of having the same amount

of the described goods or attributes as their same sex competitors. It is thus possible that

men’s and women’s true preference would be to live in a world where they are not

positionally better- or worse-off than their competitors. Additional research is needed to

definitively rule out the possibility that the positional bias is an artifact of the employed

research methodology.

An important aspect of the positional bias that was not captured in the current

study is that there are likely a number of individual differences in the degree to which

individuals exhibit the positional bias. For instance, men who are high in dominance and

status-striving may exhibit the positional bias more frequently and to a greater degree

than men lower in these dimensions. Similarly, the domains in which the positional bias

is exhibited will likely vary within-individual depending on the adaptive problems that

the person is solving at a specific point in their lives. Because the positional bias has

been proposed to have been shaped by the evolutionary process to facilitate successful



42

competition, it is predicted that there will be a relatively strong, positive relationship

between the importance of solving specific sets of adaptive problems at a given moment

in time and the probability that a person will exhibit the positional bias in that domain.

Accordingly, it is likely that as the relative importance of solving different adaptive

problems changes over one’s lifetime due to aging and other contextual factors (e.g.,

divorce, pregnancy, famine), the probability of exhibiting the positional bias in each

specific domain of decision-making will also change.

For instance, for most men, the importance of solving the adaptive problems

associated with gaining sexual access to short-term mates will change depending on their

age and relationship status. The net fitness benefit associated with fierce competition for

access to sexual partners has typically been greater for unmated men in their 20s than it

has been for the same group of men, thirty-five years later, after having gotten married

and raised children. Thus, we might predict that the proportion of men exhibiting the

positional bias when reasoning about short-term mating prospects would decrease as a

function of the diminishing importance of solving that adaptive problem over a man’s

lifetime. Future research exploring the relationship between the relative importance of

different adaptive problems that must be solved at different points in time and over the

course of development may uncover new knowledge about contextual effects and

individual differences in the positional bias.

Future research could also benefit from making more specific predictions about

the circumstances in which the positional bias is expected to be present or absent

depending on the specific contexts in which the individual currently finds themselves.

For instance, as described above, incorporating contextual information pertaining to one’s

current resource endowment into the different decision-making scenarios could elucidate

how differences in current financial resources affect the positional bias and its
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demonstrated absence when reasoning about monetary losses. Future research in which

additional relevant contextual information is present in the decision-making scenarios

used to test the positional bias hypothesis is necessary to get at some of the more

contextually-specific design features of the positional bias adaptation.

Future research exploring the positional bias and its effects on decision-making

and behavior could additionally benefit from developing a clear definition of an

individual’s reference group. It is assumed in the current studies that individuals make

their assessments of relative position based on an evaluation of themselves compared to

their same-sex peers. However, exactly who an individual’s relevant same-sex peers are

in any given decision domain is somewhat unclear. In some domains, the reference

group is easily definable as being comprised of other individuals with whom one is in

direct competition for access to a predefined set of limited resources. For instance, one’s

classmates are typically one’s reference group in a given academic setting and one’s

siblings are one’s reference group when competing for parental resources. However, the

exact processes by which individuals choose their reference groups in some other

domains are less clear. For instance, how do individuals choose their reference group for

home size? To some extent, they use their immediate neighbors as a reference group, but

(and perhaps to a lesser) extent, they also compare themselves to homeowners they see

on television and the owners of the homes in the nicest part of town, etc. Similarly, when

women are comparing their own physical attractiveness to that of a reference group, do

they compare themselves to their same-sex peers with whom they interact nearly daily?

Or do they also use the women depicted in advertisements that they are bombarded with

nearly the same frequency? Does proximity of rivals influence the degree to which an

individual is incorporated into one’s reference group? These are all important questions
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that need to be addressed empirically to better understand the nature of the positional bias

adaptation and the psychology of social comparisons in general.

Other samples might yield different results than those reported in Studies 1 and 2.

The participants in these studies were college students at a large, research university and

have more education than the typical individual and likely differ in the degree to which

they value positionally higher outcomes. Similarly, variations in the questions might

affect the proportion of individuals found to exhibit the positional bias. For instance, the

results were very similar when individuals were asked if they would prefer a positionally

or absolutely higher income when the difference between the two amounts was $300 or

$500. However, future research needs to uncover how difference magnitudes influence

the positional bias. Perhaps there is a threshold for each decision domain for which the

individual benefits more from choosing the absolutely greater amount compared to the

positionally higher amount.
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Chapter 2 – Envy

Successfully out-competing rivals in resource competition requires extensive 

social comparisons and, more specifically, a) taking note when rivals possess a fitness 

advantage not enjoyed by oneself and b) feeling motivated to acquire those same fitness 

advantages. Strategic interference theory (Buss, 1989b) posits that negative emotions 

have been shaped by selection to signal someone or something impeding one’s preferred 

behavioral strategy. Strategic interference has been hypothesized to function by 1) 

focusing attention on the source of strategic interference, temporarily screening out 

information that is less relevant to the adaptive problem being faced, 2) prompting 

storage of the relevant information in memory 3) motivating action to reduce the strategic 

interference, and 4) motivating action to prevent future such interference.  I propose that 

the emotion of envy has been shaped by natural selection to signal competitive 

disadvantage, making individuals experience a strong resentful awareness of a fitness-

augmenting advantage enjoyed by others with whom they are in direct competition 

combined with a desire to possess the same advantage (see Gilbert, 1990, 2000).   

Almost all cultures have a word meaning something similar to envy (Schoeck, 

1969).  Existing research on envy has demonstrated that individuals tend to feel envy 

when the relative good fortune or advantage of another person makes them feel 

discontent and ill will.  Researchers have noted that individuals likely feel discontent 

because of the unflattering implications of the comparison for the self in an area that is 

important to us (e.g., Foster, 1972; Salovey & Rodin, 1984; Silver & Sabini, 1978; Smith, 

1991; Smith, Parrott, Ozer, & Moniz, 1994).  The person who envies must cope with a 

lowered self-worth resulting from an unflattering comparison (Salovey, 1991; Salovey & 

Rodin, 1984; Silver & Sabini, 1978; Smith, Diener, & Garonzik, 1990).  Because envy 
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results from social comparative processes (which often determine how individuals 

evaluate themselves), it is easy to see why discontent should be an important part of the 

envy experience (Smith, 1991; Smith & Insko, 1987; Teser, 1991).  However, researchers 

have had a harder time understanding why ill will also typifies the emotion of envy (e.g., 

Smith, Parrott, Ozer, & Moniz, 1994).  Some research suggests that invidious 

comparisons will often create a subjective sense that the envied person’s advantage is 

unfair which, in turn, creates the feelings of ill-will (Smith, Parrott, Ozer, & Moniz, 

1994).  

From an evolutionary perspective, the feelings of ill-will that accompany envy are 

a predicted feature of this emotion.  Envy has been hypothesized to have been shaped by 

selection to facilitate successful social competition for access to resources that affect 

fitness.  A central component of successful resource competition is rendering oneself 

more deserving of the resources one is competing for relative to others who are striving 

to achieve the same goal (Buss, 1988a).  This is true whether a person is attempting to 

enhance one’s relative standing in the eyes of members of the opposite sex during 

intrasexual mate competition, or trying to appear more competent than one’s coworkers 

in the workplace in front of one’s boss.  Relative self-enhancement can be achieved 

through two basic strategies: (1) making oneself more attractive or appealing, and (2) 

rendering the competition less attractive or appealing (Buss & Dedden, 1990).  Indeed, 

researchers have shown that envy-produced hostility typically manifests itself in indirect 

ways, such as derogation of the envied person to a third party (Salovey & Rodin, 1984; 

Silver & Sabini, 1978).  In this way, individuals are able to diminish the social effects of 

their cometitors’ advantage by making them appear less advantaged in the eyes of their 

peers and, more importantly, those who possess the resources for which individuals 

compete. 
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I propose that the emotion of envy has been shaped by selection to alert a person 

to another’s present or potential competitive advantage and motivate corrective action by 

(1) facilitating acquisition of the fitness-enhancing resources that rivals have that one 

lacks, (2) mitigating the social effects of their rivals’ relative advantage, or (3) taking 

away the fitness-enhancing resources that rivals enjoy for themselves.  Evolutionary 

theory and, more specifically, the theory of strategic interference, provide a framework 

from which to derive predictions about the targets of men’s and women’s enviousness 

and the existence of sex differences in the content of men’s and women’s enviousness.   

These predictions are detailed below. 

 

SPECIFIC PREDICTIONS ABOUT DESIGN FEATURES OF ENVY 

Prediction 1: The target of men’s and women’s envy feelings will most often be 

their same-sexed peers or individuals with whom they are in direct resource competition 

(e.g., friends, siblings, co-workers) rather than celebrities or people outside of their 

immediate social group. Because humans have spent the majority of their evolutionary 

history in small groups where same-sexed peers were the most direct reproductive 

competitors, envy should be designed to focus most intensely on these primary 

competitors.  Both men and women are predicted to cite the following groups of 

individuals as being the most frequent loci of their envy: 1) same-sex peers with whom 

they most closely compete for access to mates and status and, and secondarily 2) their 

same-sexed siblings with whom they compete most closely for access to parental 

resources.  Although same-sex siblings often compete over parental resources, envy 

should be mitigated, compared to that over same-sex peers, due to their genetic 

relatedness. 
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Prediction 2: Women will feel more envious than men when one of their same-

sexed peers is or becomes noticeably more physically attractive. Men’s mate preferences 

have been shaped by selection to place a premium on a woman’s attractiveness when 

choosing a mate, as physical appearance provides a wealth of cues to health and fertility 

status of a woman (Buss, 1989a, 2003; Singh, 1993; Symons, 1979; Sugiyama, 2005).  

Physical attractiveness has thus been an evolutionarily recurrent domain in which women 

have had to compete more fiercely than men for access to mates (Buss, 1988a, 2003).  

Women are thus predicted to feel more envious than men when one of their same-sexed 

peers becomes noticeably more physically attractive, making them take note of the 

advantage possessed by their rival so that they can adjust their competitive strategy as 

necessary.  This includes facial attractiveness, body attractiveness, and overall physical 

attractiveness. 

Prediction 3:  Men will feel more envious than women when one of their same-

sexed peers’ exhibits cues predictive of successful resource acquisition. Women’s mate 

preferences have been shaped by selection to place a premium on cues that signal a man’s 

ability to gain access to valuable resources that can have an impact on the survival and 

reproductive success of the woman and her children (Buss, 1989a; 2003). Access to 

resources has been an evolutionarily recurrent domain in which men have had to compete 

more than men in the service of mating success (Buss, 1988a, 2003).  Men are thus 

predicted to feel more envious than women when one of their same-sexed peers exhibits 

cues associated with preferential access to financial resources, making them take note of 

the advantage possessed by their rival so that they can adjust their competitive strategy as 

necessary. These cues include social status and prestige, job prospects, ambition, access 

to financial resources, and industriousness. 
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Prediction 4:  Women will feel more envious than men when one of their same-

sexed peers’ romantic partners buys them expensive gifts. The magnitude of resources 

invested in a woman by a man reflects both her mate value and the intensity of her 

partner’s commitment to her—both domains central to female-female competition.  Since 

women’s mate preferences have been shaped by selection to place a premium on traits 

indicative of a man’s ability and willingness to invest resources in herself and her 

offspring (Buss, 1989a), feeling envious of a same-sexed rival whose mate buys her 

expensive gifts would call attention to her rival’s fitness advantage, motivating the 

woman to acquire the same advantage for herself. 

Prediction 5:  Men will feel more envious than women when one of their same-

sexed peers has more sexual experience or skill than themselves. Sexual access to 

multiple mates has been one critical path by which men, more than women, have been 

able to increase their reproductive success over the course of evolutionary time (Buss, 

2003; Symons, 1979).  Thus, men should feel more envious when one of their same-

sexed peers out-competes them in this evolutionarily critical domain either by having 

more sexual experience or being more sexually skilled than themselves. 

Prediction 6:  Men will feel more envious than women when one of their same-

sexed peers acquires an attractive mate. Female attractiveness provides a powerful cue 

to a woman’s fertility, and occupationally successful men are better able than their less 

successful peers to acquire physically attractive partners (Buss, 2003).  The physical 

attractiveness of a mate, therefore, provides an honest signal of a man’s success.  Men 

should feel more envious in this domain, calling attention to their rival’s success so that 

they can adjust their competitive strategy accordingly.  

Prediction 7:  Women will feel more envious than men when one of their same-

sexed peers acquires a mate with good financial prospects. Women’s mate preferences 
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have been shaped by selection to place a premium on a potential mate’s access to 

financial resources (Buss, 1989a, 2003; Symons, 1979).  The financial prospects of a 

woman’s mate, therefore, provide an honest signal of her mating success.  Women should 

feel more envious than men in this domain, calling attention to their rival’s success so 

that they can adjust their competitive strategy accordingly. 

Prediction 8:  Young, American women (between the ages of 18 – 21) will feel 

more envious than men when one of their same-sexed peers is a virgin. Over the course 

of human evolutionary history, men who have had a preference for chaste women likely 

enjoyed greater reproductive success than men who were indifferent to the sexual contact 

that a potential mate has had with other males (Buss, 1989a, 2003).  Since past behavior 

is the best predictor of future behavior, over the course of evolutionary time, men who 

were unconcerned with the sexual histories of their mates would have been at a 

heightened risk of wasting time and effort investing in offspring that were not his (Buss, 

1988b; Daly & Wilson, 1983; Dickemann, 1981).  Cues to chastity are thus more likely to 

be expressed in men’s mate preferences than women’s.  Accordingly, women are more 

likely to express greater envy than men when one of their same-sexed peers has had no 

prior sexual experience. 

Prediction 9:  Men will feel more envious than women if one of their same-sexed 

peers has more athletic talent than themselves. Over the course of human evolutionary 

history, one benefit to women of long-term mating has been the physical protection a 

man can offer.  A man’s size, strength, and athletic ability are cues that signal his ability 

to protect his mate.  Indeed, it has been demonstrated that women judge men who are tall, 

physically strong, and athletic, as very desirable marriage partners (Buss & Schmitt, 

1993).  Furthermore, displays of strength and athleticism are judged to be significantly 

more effective for attracting mates when used by men compared to women (Buss, 2003).  
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Thus, I predict that men will express more envy than women if their peers are more 

athletic than themselves. 

Prediction 10:  There will not be any sex differences in those domains where the 

sexes have not faced qualitatively different adaptive problems throughout human 

evolutionary history (Buss, 1995b). Men and women have faced a number of divergent 

adaptive problems over the course of evolutionary history that stem from differences in 

obligate parental investment (Trivers, 1972).  However, there are a number of domains in 

which the adaptive problems that men and women have been solving over evolutionary 

time are very similar.  For instance, both men and women have reliably benefited from 

having a number of social alliances.  Thus, I would expect that both men and women 

would feel comparable amounts of envy if one of their same-sexed peers had more 

friends than themselves.  In those domains where the selection pressures to solve specific 

adaptive problems have been more-or-less equivalent for the two sexes, I expect that 

there will be no sex differences in envy.  More specifically, I predict that there will be no 

sex differences in reported envy experiences when asked how much envy one would feel 

when: a) a same-sexed peer is more kind and understanding than oneself, b) a same-sexed 

peer has a better sense of human than oneself, c) a same-sexed peer is more popular with 

other members of one’s own sex than oneself, or when d) a same-sexed peer receives 

more compliments from members of the opposite sex than oneself. 

 

Overview of Studies 

Three studies tested the predictions about envy detailed above.  The first and 

second studies (Study 3 and Study 4) tested predictions about the content of men’s and 

women’s envy feelings and the domains in which sex differences in envy are predicted.  

Study 3 employed an autobiographical narrative methodology wherein subjects were 
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asked to write about personal experiences that they have had feeling envious of others.  

Study 4 tested the predictions about sex differences in envy experiences using a ranking 

scale instrument.  The final study in this section (Study 5) employed a memory 

methodology to further test predictions about sex differences in envy experiences in 

addition to testing the effects of envy on memory for information about one’s rivals.  

 

STUDIES 3 AND 4: WHO DO MEN AND WOMEN ENVY AND WHY?

In studies 3 and 4, predictions 1 – 10 were tested using two complementary 

methodologies.  Study 3 employed an autobiographical narrative methodology in which 

participants were asked to describe situations where they had experienced feeling envious 

of another (Gergen & Gergen, 1988).  This methodology has proved useful for examining 

other phenomena that are similarly subjective and idiosyncratic in nature (e.g., 

Bausmeister, Stillwell, & Wotman, 1990).  Study 4 employed a 20-item ranking 

instrument to test for the predicted sex-differences in enviousness.  

 

Method 

 

Participants   

Participants in Study 3 were 127 male and 126 female undergraduates.  Subjects’ 

ages ranged between 17 and 30 (M = 18.67, SD = 1.49).  In Study 4, participants were 

116 male and 99 female undergraduates.  Subjects’ ages ranged between 17 and 30 (M =

18.62, SD = 1.50).  All subjects’ participation partially fulfilled an experiment 

requirement for course credit. 
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Procedure   

Participants in Study 3 were asked to describe 7 instances when they had felt 

envious of another individual.  They were asked to specify who they were envious of and 

why they had felt envious.   

Participants in Study 4 were asked to rank 19 items in the order of the degree to 

which each would cause him/her to feel envious (see appendix D for a list of test items). 

They were asked to give a “1” to the item that would make them feel the most 

envious…all the way down to “19” which is the item that would cause them the least 

amount of envy.  The exact instruction set for Study 4 read as follows: 

 

Below, we would like you to rank the following in a way that reflects the amount 

of envy that you would feel if one of your same-sexed peers or rivals possessed one of the 

listed characteristics. Please rank-order the following items on the degree to which they 

would make you feel envious. Give a “1” to the item that would make you feel most 

envious, a “2” to the one that would make you feel the second-most amount of envy, a 

“3” to the one that would make you feel the third-most amount of envy…all the way down 

to “19” which is the item that would make you feel the least amount of envy. 

 

Data coding  

Because the data collected in Study 3 were responses to open-ended questions, all 

data required coding for subsequent analysis.  Subjects’ responses were independently 

coded for content by two trained research assistants (one male and one female) who were 

blind to the purpose of the research.  The inter-rater agreement for data coding of the 

relationship between the participant and the person toward whom they felt envious was 
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99%.  The inter-rater agreement on for data coding of why participants felt envious was 

96%.  The author resolved any disagreements between coders. 

 

Table 7: Who Do Men & Women Envy?

Results

Who Men and Women Envy

As illustrated by Table 7, the most frequently cited target of men’s and women’s

enviousness was their same-sex friends, accounting for 53.1% and 58.9 % of men’s

women’s responses, respectively. The second most frequently cited target of men’s and

women’s envy was their same-sex siblings, accounting for 7.3% of men’s and 8% of

women’s responses. Men and women differed in the category of target third most

frequently cited as being the target of their envy. The third most frequently cited target

Who We Envy Total Total
(%)

Female Female
(%)

Male Male
(%)

N = 253 n = 127 n = 126
Same Sex Friend 906 55.9% 472 58.9% 434 53.1%
Same-Sex Sibling 115 7.1% 64 8.0% 51 7.3%
Opposite-Sex Sibling 90 5.6% 30 3.7% 60 6.2%
Classmate 89 5.5% 43 5.4% 46 6.1%
Other Family Members 72 4.4% 48 6.0% 24 5.6%
Opposite-Sex Friend 62 3.8% 12 1.5% 50 3.9%
Celebrities 47 2.9% 29 3.6% 18 3.9%
Athletic Competitors 43 2.7% 11 1.4% 32 2.9%
Mate 43 2.7% 32 4.0% 11 2.9%
Co-Worker 39 2.4% 7 0.9% 32 2.6%
Neighbor 39 2.4% 18 2.2% 21 2.2%
Stranger 28 1.7% 13 1.6% 15 1.8%
Other 47 2.9% 23 2.9% 24 1.3%
Total 1620 100% 802 100% 818 100%
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of men’s envy was their opposite sex siblings (6.2% of men’s responses), whereas the

third most frequently cited target women’s envy was “other family members” (6% of

women’s responses), a category referring to all non-sibling family members. The fourth

most frequently cited target of men’s and women’s enviousness were their classmates, a

category under which 6.1% of men’s and 5.4% of women’s responses fell. As predicted,

although celebrities are in a much more enviable position than are the majority of men’s

and women’s immediate social rivals, only 3.9% of men’s and 3.6% of women’s

responses cited a celebrity as being the target of their enviousness. All categories of

men’s and women’s responses can be found in Table 7.

Why Men and Women Feel Envious

Table 8 shows all of the categories of men’s and women’s descriptions of why they have 

felt envious.  The sexes differed in the most frequently cited reason for feeling envious.  

The most frequently cited reason for men’s envy was a sexual or romantic rivalry; a 

category under which14.7% of men’s responses fell.  Women most frequently cited a 

rival’s attractiveness as being responsible for their enviousness, a category under which 

17.8% of women’s responses fell.  The second most frequently cited reason for men’s 

enviousness was a rival’s having access to a greater amount of financial resources than 

themselves, a category into which 12.6% of men’s responses fell.  Women were second 

most-likely to cite a romantic or sexual rivalry as being responsible for their enviousness, 

a category under which 11.4% of women’s responses fell.  Men and women also differed 

in the third most frequently cited reason for their enviousness.   
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Table 8. Why men and women feel envious

The third most frequently mentioned reason for men’s enviousness was their rival 

having access to a status item (e.g., an expensive car, a designer watch, etc.), a category 

under which 10.7% of men’s responses fell. The third most frequently mentioned reason 

for women’s envy was their rival being more popular of having a better social life than 

themselves, a category under which 9.2% of women’s responses fell.  The fourth most 

frequently cited (10.6% of responses) reason for men’s enviousness was their rival being 

Why We Envy Total Total
(%)

Female Female
(%)

Male Male
(%)

N = 253 n = 127 n = 126
Sexual/Romantic Rivalry 224 13.0% 103 11.4% 121 14.70%
Has a romantic relationship 47 2.7% 28 3.1% 19 2.30%
More Attractive (Total)* 224 13.0% 161 17.8% 63 7.70%
More popular/Better Social
Life 136 7.9% 83 9.2% 53 6.40%
Socially Facile 66 3.8% 43 4.7% 23 2.80%
Family 41 2.4% 28 3.1% 13 1.60%
Status Position 117 6.8% 62 6.8% 55 6.70%
More Talented 87 5.0% 44 4.9% 43 5.20%
More athletically talented 105 6.1% 38 4.2% 67 8.10%
More Intelligent 85 4.9% 47 5.2% 38 4.60%
More money 180 10.4% 76 8.4% 104 12.60%
More sophisticated, worldly 16 0.9% 13 1.4% 3 0.40%
Better wardrobe 26 1.5% 23 2.5% 3 0.40%
Own a status item 144 8.3% 57 6.3% 88 10.70%
Better Student 144 8.3% 56 6.2% 87 10.60%
More Free Time 47 2.7% 22 2.4% 25 3.00%
More parental investment 40 2.3% 22 2.4% 18 2.20%
Total 1729 100% 906 100% 823 100%

More Attractive Broken
Down) Total Female

Female
% Male

Male
%

More Attractive Face 31 14% 21 13% 10 15.9%
More Attractive Body 104 46% 78 48% 26 41.3%
More Attractive Hair 14 6% 12 7%  2 3.2%
Did not specify attractiveness 75 34% 62 38% 13 20.6%
Total 224 100% 161 100% 63 100%
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a better student than themselves, whereas women were fourth most likely to mention their 

rival having access to more financial resources as being responsible for their feelings of 

enviousness.  All categories of men’s and women’s responses can be found in Table 8.

Table 9. What makes men envious of their same-sexed peers?

Men's envy rankings (n = 116) 
1 = most envy, 19 = least envy 
Rank Item  M SD 
1 Higher in status and prestige  6.40 4.99 
2 More compliments from opposite sex  7.40 4.92 
3 Better job prospects  7.59 4.85 
4 Better financial prospects  7.74 4.76 
5 More ambitious and goal-oriented  8.01 6.10 
6 More attractive romantic partner  8.49 5.19 
7 More attractive body 9.00 4.87 
8 More athletically talented 9.03 4.71 
9 More attractive face  9.23 5.80 
10 Better sense of humor  9.47 5.02 
11 More sexually skilled  9.66 5.15 
12 More industrious  9.68 4.93 
13 More popular  9.83 5.31 
14 More sexual partners  11.89 5.93 
15 More kind and understanding  12.50 5.63 
16 Romantic partner with better financial prospects  13.87 4.12 
17 More attractive, in general  14.04 4.61 
18 Romantic partner buys more expensive gifts  15.04 3.31 
19 No prior sexual experience 17.66 3.74 
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Table 10. What makes women envious of their same-sexed peers?

Women's envy rankings (n = 99)
1 = most envy, 19 = least envy
Rank Item M SD

1 More attractive face 5.65 4.40
2 More attractive body 6.14 4.29
3 More compliments from opposite sex 7.67 4.69
4 Higher in status and prestige 8.74 4.66
5 Better job prospects 8.77 4.87
6 More kind and understanding 8.88 6.00
7 More ambitious and goal-oriented 9.16 5.50
8 Better sense of humor 9.33 5.04
9 More popular 9.40 4.76
10 More attractive, in general 9.45 6.06
11 Better financial prospects 9.46 4.93
12 More industrious 10.20 4.77
13 More attractive romantic partner 10.58 5.56
14 More athletically talented 11.47 4.98
15 Romantic partner with better financial prospects 11.48 5.57
16 Romantic partner buys more expensive gifts 12.65 4.92
17 More sexually skilled 14.52 5.01
18 No prior sexual experience 14.71 5.48
19 More sexual partners 16.07 5.27

Sex Differences and Similarities in Envy Rankings 

Men’s and women’s respective rankings of the envy items can be found in Tables 

9 and 10.  Men’s top five ranked items for degree to which they cause envy were: a rival 

being higher in status and prestige (M = 6.40, SD = 4.99), a rival receiving a greater 

number of compliments from members of the opposite sex (M = 7.40, SD = 4.92), a rival 

having better job prospects (M = 7.59, SD = 4.58), a rival having better financial 

prospects (M = 7.74, SD = 4.76), and a rival being more ambitious and goal-oriented (M

= 8.01, SD = 6.10).  Women’s top five ranked items were:  a rival having a more 

attractive face (M = 5.65, SD = 4.40), a rival having a more attractive body (M = 6.14, SD

= 4.29), a rival receiving more compliments from members of the opposite sex (M = 7.67,
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SD = 4.69), a rival being higher in status and prestige (M = 8.74, SD = 4.66), and a rival 

having better job prospects (M = 8.77, SD = 4.87).  

Table 11. Sex differences in men’s and women’s envy experiences

Ranking Envy
N = 215
1 = Most envy, 19 = least envy

Men
n = 116

Women
n = 99

Item & Prediction
Number

Prediction* M SD M SD t df p

More attractive body (2) Women <
Men

9.00 4.87 6.14 4.29 4.55 214 <.001

More attractive face (2) Women <
Men

9.23 5.80 5.65 4.40 5.03 213 <.001

More attractive, in general
(2)

Women <
Men

14.04 4.61 9.45 6.06 6.08 214 <.001

Higher in status and
prestige (3)

Men <
Women

6.40 4.99 8.74 4.66 3.52 211 0.001

Better financial prospects
(3)

Men <
Women

7.74 4.76 9.46 4.93 2.60 213 0.010

Better job prospects (3) Men <
Women

7.59 4.85 8.77 4.87 1.79 214 ns

More ambitious and goal-
oriented (3)

Men <
Women

8.01 6.10 9.16 5.50 1.45 214 ns

More industrious (3) Men <
Women

9.68 4.93 10.20 4.77 0.78 214 ns

Romantic partner buys
more expensive gifts (4)

Women <
Men

15.04 3.31 12.65 4.92 4.24 214 <.001

Romantic partner with
better financial prospects
(7)

Women <
Men

13.87 4.12 11.48 5.57 3.61 214 <.001

More attractive romantic
partner (6)

Men <
Women

8.49 5.19 10.58 5.56 2.84 213 0.005

More sexual partners (5) Men <
Women

11.89 5.93 16.07 5.27 5.43 214 <.001

More sexually skilled (5) Men <
Women

9.66 5.15 14.52 5.01 7.00 214 <.001

No prior sexual
experience (8)

Women <
Men

17.66 3.74 14.71 5.48 4.66 214 <.001

More athletically talented
(9)

Men <
Women

9.03 4.71 11.47 4.98 3.70 214 <.001

More kind and
understanding (10)

Men =
Women

12.50 5.63 8.88 6.00 4.57 214 <.001

More popular (10) Men =
Women

9.83 5.31 9.40 4.76 0.61 213 ns

More compliments from
opposite sex (10)

Men =
Women

7.40 4.92 7.67 4.69 0.41 213 ns

Better sense of humor (10) Men =
Women

9.47 5.02 9.33 5.04 0.21 214 ns

*NOTE: predictions reflect predicted mean ranking score, with 1 = most envy & 19 = least envy. Thus, the
prediction men < women reflects the prediction that men will be more envious than women on this item



60

Independent samples t-tests were used to test predictions about sex differences 

and similarities in men’s and women’s envy experiences (predictions 2 – 10).  Results 

can be found in Table 11.  To mitigate the potential for type I errors, p ≤.01 for each test 

of sex differences.  Prediction 2 was strongly supported by all three items testing it.  

Women were significantly more envious than men when their rival had a more attractive 

face than themselves (women: M = 5.65, SD = 4.40; men: M = 9.23, SD = 5.80); t(213) = 

5.03, p < .001, when their rival had a more attractive body than themselves (women: M =

6.14, SD = 4.29; men: M = 9.00, SD = 4.87); t(214) = 4.55, p < .001, and when their rival 

was more attractive than themselves, in general (women: M = 9.45, SD = 6.06; men: M =

14.04, SD = 4.61); t(214) = 6.08, p < .001 . Prediction 3 had mixed results, with only two 

of the five the items testing this prediction supporting it.  As predicted, men were 

significantly more envious than women when their rival had better financial prospects 

than themselves (men: M = 7.74, SD = 4.76; women: M = 9.46, SD = 4.93); t(213) = 2.60, 

p = .01, and when their rival was higher in status and prestige than themselves (men: M =

6.40, SD = 4.99; women: M = 8.74, SD = 4.66); t(211) = 3.52, p = .001).  There were no 

significant differences found between men and women ranking their envy in response to 

the rival having better job prospects than themselves, being more ambitious and goal-

oriented than themselves, or being more industrious than themselves.  

The three predictions (4, 6, and 7) regarding sex differences in envy due to the 

characteristics possessed by a rival’s romantic partner were also supported.  As predicted, 

women cited being more envious than men when their rival’s romantic partner bought 

them expensive gifts (women: M = 12.65, SD = 4.92; men: M = 15.04, SD = 3.31); t(214) 

= 4.24, p < .001) or had better financial prospects than their own romantic partner 

(women: M = 11.48, SD = 5.57; men: M = 13.87, SD = 4.12); t(214) = 3.61, p < .001.

Conversely, men cited being more envious than women when their rival’s romantic 
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partner was more attractive than their own (men: M = 8.49, SD = 5.19; women: M =

10.58, SD = 5.56); t(213) = 2.84, p = .005).  Support was also found for prediction 5, with 

men being significantly more envious than women when their rivals have more sexual 

partners (men: M = 11.89, SD = 5.93; women: M = 16.07, SD = 5.27); t(214) = 5.43, p <

.001, or are more sexually skilled (men: M = 9.66, SD = 5.15; women: M = 14.52, SD =

5.01); t(214) = 7.00, p < .001 than themselves.  

Prediction 8 was also supported, with women being significantly more envious 

than men when a rival has had no prior sexual experience (women: M = 14.71, SD =

5.48; men: M = 17.66, SD = 3.74); t(214) = 4.66, p < .001. Support was also found for 

prediction 9, with men being significantly more envious than women when their rival is 

more athletically talented than themselves (men: M = 9.03, SD = 4.71; women: M =

11.47, SD = 4.98); t(214) = 3.70, p < .001.  No sex differences were predicted for envy in 

response to a rival having a better sense of humor than oneself or receiving more 

compliments from members of the opposite sex, and none were found, supporting 

prediction 10.  An unanticipated result was that women were significantly more envious 

than men in response to a rival being more kind and understanding than themselves 

(women: M = 8.88, SD = 6.00; men: M = 12.50, SD = 5.63); t(214) = 4.57, p < .001.

Discussion

Studies 3 and 4 provided support for the evolutionary account of envy detailed 

above.  The targets of men’s and women’s envy feelings were most often those 

individuals with whom they are in direct competition for access to resources.  Although 

celebrities, sports figures, and multimillionaires are in more enviable positions than most 
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people’s friends and relatives, men and women reserve the majority of their envy for 

those individuals against whom they must compete to get ahead.    

Similarly, the content of men’s and women’s envy feelings provided support for 

the hypothesis that envy has been shaped by selection to facilitate successful social 

competition for access to resources that have historically affected fitness.  Men and 

women were most likely report having experienced envy in response to their rivals 

having a competitive advantage over themselves in domains that correspond to adaptive 

problems typically being solved by college-aged men and women.  For instance, the most 

frequently cited reasons for men’s and women’s enviousness was their rival: having the 

upper hand in a sexual or romantic rivalry, being more attractive to than themselves, and 

having access to more financial resources than themselves.  All of these domains bear 

either directly or indirectly on an individual’s ability to succeed in mate competition, an 

adaptive problem that is at the forefront of importance to college-aged men and women. 

Furthermore, the frequency with which each sex cited specific domains of 

competitive advantage differed between men and women in ways predicted in advance by 

an evolutionary account of envy.  Women cited their rivals’ attractiveness as being 

responsible for their envy more frequently than did men and men cited their rivals having 

greater access to financial resources as being responsible for their envy more than 

women.  Men also cited their rivals’ being more athletically talented than themselves and 

their rivals’ having access to a status item more frequently than did women.  These 

findings are consistent with existing evidence regarding sex differences in mate 

preferences and the domains in which men and women have to compete most fiercely for 

access to mates (e.g., Buss, 1989, 1994; Symons, 1979). 

Study 4 provided convergent support for the predictions about sex differences in 

enviousness explored in Study 3, with men and women differing in how they ranked the 



63

envy items in ways consistent with an evolutionary account of envy.  Women ranked 

their rivals’: attractiveness, romantic partner’s financial prospects, and virginity as being 

significantly more envy-inducing than did men.  Women’s heightened envy response to 

these items is consistent with an evolutionary perspective on men’s and women’s mate 

preferences and the corresponding domains in which each has had to compete for access 

to mates.  Because women have historically had to compete more fiercely than men for 

access to mates in the domains of chastity and physical attractiveness, it is reasoned that 

selection has shaped women’s envy response to be more sensitive to cues that their rivals 

possess an advantage in these domains.  Similarly, because being mated to a man with a 

lot of financial resources has been a primary avenue through which women have 

historically been able to augment their reproductive success, a rival’s being mated to such 

a man is indicative of a potential competitive failure for women in this domain. 

Men, on the other hand, ranked their rivals’ having a competitive advantage in 

domains in which men have had to compete more fiercely for access to mates as being 

significantly more envy inducing than women.  Among these items was their rivals’ 

having: greater status and prestige, better financial prospects, more sexual partners and 

athletic talent, and an attractive romantic partner.  These findings are also consistent with 

the hypothesis that envy is an adaptation shaped by selection to facilitate successful 

social competition.  Because women have a heightened preference for physically 

formidable mates with high status and good financial prospects, these are domains in 

which men have historically had to compete for access to mates more fiercely than 

women.  That men are more likely than women to experience envy when their rival has a 

competitive advantage in these domains supports the hypothesis that envy is an 

adaptation designed to facilitate success in social competition.  
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STUDY 5: ENVY AND MEMORY 

Study 5 was designed to extend the first study by (a) assessing predictions 2 & 3 

about sex differences in envy using a different method and (b) assess the effect of envy 

on memory for rivals’ characteristics.  Three additional predictions were made for the 

pattern of data to be collected in Study 5. 

Prediction 11:  Envy facilitates memory of one’s rivals. Men and women will 

preferentially remember information about same-sexed rivals that they envy.  The central 

hypothesis states that envy has been designed to facilitate successful resource 

competition such that individuals take note of advantages possessed by their rivals and 

feel motivated to acquire those same advantages.  Thus, envy should prime memory of 

one’s rivals such that one can A) better exploit the weaknesses of their competitors and 

B) attempt to emulate or acquire the envied characteristics / resources. 

Prediction 12:  Individual differences in tendencies to envy as measured by the 

Dispositional Envy Scale (DES) (Smith, Parrott, Diener, Hoyle, & Kim, 1999) will 

moderate the relationship between the stimuli and envy feelings. That is, I expect that 

individuals who are high in dispositional envy will have a greater envy response to the 

stimuli designed to evoke enviousness and will have a heightened memory of the 

depicted individuals. 

 Prediction 13:  Men and women will experience greater envy in response to 

individuals that they rate themselves as having a lot in common with than in response to 

those with whom they have little in common. The central hypothesis is that envy is an 

emotion that has been shaped by selection to facilitate successful social competition.  

Thus, those individuals who are most similar to oneself are predicted to elicit the 

strongest envy response.  Social comparison theory and research has demonstrated that 

strong emotional responses to others are typically reserved for those social comparisons 
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made with individuals possessing characteristics relevant to an individual’s own goals 

(e.g., Campos, Barrett, Lamb, Goldsmith, & Stenberg, 1983; Larzarus, 1991; Ortony, 

Clore, & Collins, 1988).  

 

Methods 

 

Participants 

51 male and 54 female undergraduates participated in Study 5.  Subjects received 

partial course credit for participation.  Subjects’ ages ranged between 17 and 27 (M =

19.02, SD = 1.29). 

 

Stimulus Materials 

Six, six-question newspaper interviews with fictitious students were created.  The 

fictitious students were said to be from the University of Texas (the same university 

attended by subjects).  All interviews included the following four questions: (1) What is 

your full name?, (2) What year are you and what is your major?, (3) What are your career 

goals for the future?, (4) What is something about you that most people don’t know?,  in 

addition to asking either (5a) What is your favorite restaurant in Austin? or (5b) Why did 

you choose to attend UT? and (6a) Where would you live if you could live anywhere in 

the world? or (6b) What is your dream car?.  The content of two of the interviews 

provided cues that suggest that the fictitious students are wealthy and high in social 

status.  The content of two of the interviews provides cues that suggest that the fictitious 

students are poor and low in social status.  The remaining two interviews lack any cues 

that provide information about wealth and social status.  A manipulation check has been 
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performed on the content of the interviews and supports the effectiveness of the provided 

cues in conveying the status / wealth information provided in the fictitious interviews and 

also the degree to which they evoke envy (displayed in Figure 1). 

A photograph of either an attractive or unattractive man and woman was then 

linked with each of the three status / wealth conditions such that there was an unattractive 

and an attractive person associated with each condition (e.g., one interview with a 

wealthy student was linked to an attractive photographic stimulus and the other was 

linked to a below-average attractive stimulus) for each sex.  Photographic stimuli were 

rated in advance for attractiveness.  The stimuli were considered attractive if they 

received an average attractiveness rating between 7.5 and 9 on a 1 – 10 scale, where 1 is 

very unattractive and 10 is very attractive. Photographic stimuli were considered below 

average in attractiveness if they received an average attractiveness rating between a 2.5 

and 4 on the same 1 – 10 scale.  Four experimental webpages were then set up.  Two 

were designed to look like a gender-specific on-line newspaper targeted either at male or 

female University of Texas students.  The other two were the same as the first, but 

counterbalanced such that half of subjects within each sex would read the interviews in 

order 1-6 and half would read the interviews in the order 5, 4, 1, 6, 3, 2.  Interviews were 

counterbalanced in this way to avoid the possibility of primacy or recency effects in 

memory retrieval (i.e., individuals preferentially recalling the first and last item observed 

in the sequence).  Each page of the newspaper displayed an interview with a fictitious 

same-sexed student, depicted at the top of the page.  

 

Procedure   

Participants were told that they would be participating in an experiment designed 

to explore how individual differences and media type affect emotional responses to social 
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information.  Subjects first filled out a one-page questionnaire about themselves that 

asked for demographic information and additional autobiographical information that 

might affect how much envy is elicited from the depicted individuals (e.g., subjects were 

asked to rate how important the amount of money that they have is, how attractive they 

perceive themselves to be, etc.).  Participants were then instructed that they would be 

reading six human interest stories in either an on-line or print copy of a new gender-

specific newspaper being developed for University of Texas students.  After reading each 

interview, subjects were asked to use 1-7 Likert-type scales to rate the degree to which 

they agree or disagreed to having experienced 17 different emotions from reading the 

interview.  This list was comprised of an envy scale embedded within a number of 

additional items to obscure the central hypotheses from the subjects.   

 After subjects read the interviews and filled out the corresponding rating scales, 

they were then asked to rate a series of cartoons for ‘funniness’ for 10min.  Subjects were 

then given a spontaneous cued-recall task in which they were shown the photographs of 

the individuals associated with the interviews they read in the same order that they 

appeared in the experimental manipulation and were asked to write down everything that 

they remember about the answers given by depicted interviewee.  Subjects were then 

given a 38-question multiple-choice assessment in which they were asked to choose the 

items that they remember each student having said in his or her interview.  Of these 38 

items, 10 were things actually mentioned during the interview with the remaining 28 

items being false.  After performing each of the three recall tasks, subjects were asked to 

fill out the Dispositional Envy Scale (DES) to test for individual differences in 

enviousness (see Appendix E).  
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Mediating variables 

After reading each interview, subjects were asked to rate how much reading the 

interview made them feel 17 different emotions (see Appendix F).  Of these items, 10 are 

potential mediator variables in this study; the remaining items are included to mask the 

true purpose of this study from participants.  The following 10 items rated on 7-point 

Likert-type rating scales are predicted to mediate the relationship between envy and 

memory in this study: dissatisfied with self, envious, hostile, inferior, longing for what 

another has, mediocre, motivation to improve, resentful, unlucky, and wishful.  These 

items have been found to load heavily on the emotion of envy (Parrott & Smith, 1993; 

Smith, Kim, & Parrott, 1988).   

 

Dependent variables 

The primary dependent variable that will be used in this study is memory for 

information about rivals.  The amount of information that participants correctly 

remember about each fictitious interviewed student will be measured via written recall 

and the use of a multiple choice assessment.  The general prediction is that envy should 

facilitate better memory for information about one’s rivals in both recall tasks (interview 

information recall and multiple choice recall). 

 

Scoring written memory recall 

 The written interview recall portion of the experiment was scored in two ways: 

the recalled text was first scored based on the number of exact words remembered by 

participants.  The recalled text was also scored based on the number ‘idea units’, (i.e., 

units of text that embody a single complete idea) correctly remembered by each subject).  
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This is a popular method of dividing text for scoring purposes (see e.g., Voss, Tyler, & 

Bisanz, 1982).  The number of units present in each particular passage was pre-

determined by four research assistants blind to the purpose of the study.  The inter-rater 

agreement for the number of idea units present in each interview was 97%. 

Two research assistants blind to the purpose of the study counted the number of

words correctly remembered by the subjects for each of the questions asked in the

interview. The arithmetic mean of the assistants’ scores was then calculated (cronbach’s

alpha = .981), and the data were then turned into a proportion by dividing the number of

words correctly recalled by the total number of words present in the interview. The

proportion of words correctly remembered for each of the six interview questions were

used as one set of dependent measures in this study. Four different trained research

assistants, also blind to the purpose of the study, counted the number of idea units

correctly remembered by participants. The arithmetic mean of the assistants’ scores was

then calculated (cronbach’s alpha = .987), and the data were then turned into a proportion

by dividing the number of idea units correctly recalled by the total number of idea units

present in the interview. The proportion of idea units correctly remembered for each

interview question was used as a second set of dependent measures in this study.

Results 

Men’s and women’s envy responses to each stimulus was assessed by calculating

the arithmetic mean of each individual’s responses to the 10 self-report measures

previously determined to load heavily on the emotion of envy (see Appendix F).

Consistent with previous reliability analyses of these measures, the 10 variables were

found to be highly inter-correlated ( = .77 and .85 for men’s and women’s ratings,= .77 and .85 for men’s and women’s ratings,
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respectively). Men’s and women’s self-reported envy response to each of the stimuli are

illustrated in Figures 1 and 2. Next, a memory composite was created by calculating the

arithmetic mean of the proportion of words remembered with the proportion of idea units

remembered about each stimulus interview, as the two were highly inter-correlated ( ==

.98 and .96 for men’s and women’s ratings, respectively). The percentage of information

correctly recalled from each interview by men and women is illustrated in Figures 3 and

4. Each participant’s dispositional envy was then calculated by calculating the arithmetic

mean of the item ratings in the Dispositional Envy Scale (DES) (Smith, Parrott, Diener,

Hoyle, & Kim, 1999) (see Appendix E). These items were also highly inter-correlated (

= .89 and .84 for men’s and women’s ratings, respectively).

Figure 1. Men’s self-reported envy response to stimuli by attractiveness and status
of stimulus
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Figure 2. Women’s self-reported envy response to stimuli by attractiveness and
status of stimulus
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Correlation coefficients between self-reported envy response and the two memory

measures were computed within each of the six stimulus conditions. The results of the

correlation analyses can be found in Table 12. Four of the twelve correlations revealed a

significant positive relationship between self-reported envy and memory. The strongest

of these correlations was between self-reported envy and both memory measures for the

high-attractive, high-status stimulus. The positive correlation found between self-

reported and envy and memory for the low attractive, high status stimulus were also

supportive of the prediction that envy facilitates memory for one’s rivals. However, the

remaining correlations between self-reported envy and memory measures for most of the

stimuli were non-significant, with two showing a negative relationship between envy and

memory measures (memory for the high attractive, low status condition measured by the

multiple choice instrument and memory for the low attractive person of unknown status

measured by free-recall).
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Table 12. Relationship between self-reported envy and memory measures

Pearson Correlation Coefficients 

Stimulus 

Memory 
Free 
Recall 

Memory 
Multiple 
Choice 

High Attractive, High Status Self-Reported Envy 0.4*** 0.227* 

High Attractive, Unknown Status Self-Reported Envy 0.095NS 0.041 NS 

High Attractive, Low Status Self-Reported Envy -0.116 NS -0.263** 

Low Attractive, High Status Self-Reported Envy 0.342*** 0.214* 

Low Attractive, Unknown Status Self-Reported Envy -0.195* -0.098 NS 

Low Attractive, Low Status Self-Reported Envy -0.06 NS -0.112 NS 
Table Note: two tailed tests, * = .05, ** = .01, *** • .001.001

Predictions about sex differences in men’s and women’s envy responses and

subsequent memory for information about targets were tested using three univariate

repeated-measures ANOVAs, with the status and attractiveness of the targets as the

within-subjects factors, and gender as a between-subjects’ factor. The dependent

measures used to test the predictions were: self-reported envy response, proportion of

correct information recalled using the free-form recall instrument, and number of items

correctly recalled on the multiple choice instrument.

The first ANOVA revealed a significant interaction between gender and target

attractiveness on self-reported envy responses (Wilk’s Lambda = .486, F(2, 102) = 53.84,

p < .001). No significant interactions were found between gender and target status, nor

between gender, target status, and target attractiveness on individuals’ self-reported envy

measures (p = .89 and .17, respectively). However, a main effect for status was found for

self-reported envy (Wilk’s Lambda = .933, F( 1, 103) = 7.34, p = .008). Follow up tests

revealed that both men and women were significantly more envious of the high status
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stimuli across levels of attractiveness than they were to either the low status targets or the

targets about whom no status information was revealed. Additionally, as predicted,

women were significantly more envious of attractive same-sexed targets than were men

(see Figures 1 and 2).

A significant interaction was also found between gender and attractiveness of

target on the proportion of information subjects’ correctly recalled using the free-form

recall instrument (Wilk’s Lambda = .884, F( 1, 103) = 13.46, p < .001). Women were

able to recall significantly more information about attractive targets than were men (see

Figures 3 and 4). No significant main effects or interactions were found for men’s and

women’s recall using the multiple-choice assessment (see Figures 5 and 6).

Figure 3. Percent of interview information correctly recalled by men
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Figure 4. Percent of interview information correctly recalled by women
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A second set of analyses was performed to directly test the evolutionary 

predictions about the effects of 1) targets’ attractiveness on women’s envy responses and 

subsequent memory for information provided in the interviews and 2) targets’ status on 

men’s envy responses and subsequent memory for information provided in the 

interviews.  Repeated-measures ANOVAs within each sex were performed for this 

purpose.  In this analysis, the effect of status (for men) and attractiveness (for women) on 

the three dependent variables were tested directly by collapsing all levels of the second 

independent variable (attractiveness for men and status for women) for each.  Thus, there 

were two levels of one independent variable for women (high versus low attractiveness) 

and three levels of one independent variable for men (low versus high versus unknown 

status).  As predicted by the evolutionary account of envy detailed above, women were 

found to have a significantly higher self-reported envy response to the highly attractive 

targets across all three levels of the targets’ status (Wilk’s Lamba = .719, F(1, 53) = 

20.68, p < .001) (see Figure 1).  Similarly, as predicted, women were also able to recall 

the greatest amount of interview content from the interviews with the attractive targets 
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using the free-form recall instrument across the three levels of the targets’ status (Wilk’s 

Lambda = .886, F(1, 53) = 6.85, p = .012) (see Figure 2).  The physical attractiveness of 

the targets did not appear to influence women’s ability to correctly recall information 

about targets using the multiple choice assessment instrument, although the data were 

trending in the direction of the research hypothesis (Wilks' Lambda = .971, F(1, 53) = 

1.596, p = .212) (Figure 3). 

Also, as predicted, men were found to report a significantly higher envy response 

to the high status targets across levels of attractiveness (Wilk’s Lamba = .525, F(2, 49) = 

22.13, p < .001) (see Figure 1).  Similarly, as predicted, men were able to recall the 

greatest amount of interview content from the interviews with the high status targets 

across the two levels of the targets’ attractiveness in both the free-recall assessment 

(Wilk’s Lamba = .874, F(2, 49) = 3.52, p = .037) (Figure 3) and the multiple choice 

assessment (Wilk’s Lamba = .825, F(2, 49) = 5.81, p = .009) (Figure 5). 

No support was found for the predictions that 1) dispositional envy or 2) how

much targets self-rated themselves having in common with targets influences the degree

to which participants experience envy and are later able to correctly recall the

information from the interviews in the free-recall and multiple choice assessments was

tested. Three 2 x 2 x 3 (gender x attractiveness x status) ANOVAs (one each for self-

reported envy, free memory recall, and multiple choice recall) into which dispositional

envy and self-rated similarity were used as covariates revealed no significant correlation

between either dispositional envy or similarity to envy as measured by each of the three

dependent variables.
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Figure 5. Number of multiple choice items correctly recalled by men (out of 10)
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Figure 6. Number of multiple choice items correctly recalled by women (out of 10)
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Discussion 

Study 5 provided some convergent support for predictions tested in Studies 3 and 

4 regarding the relative degrees to which the status and attractiveness of rivals influences 

men’s and women’s respective envy responses.  Men were found to be significantly more 
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envious of and subsequently remembered more about high-status targets than low status 

targets across the different levels of the targets’ attractiveness.  Women were found to be 

significantly more envious of and subsequently remembered more about the attractive 

targets than unattractive targets across the different levels of the targets’ status. 

Mixed support was found for the general prediction that envy influences memory 

for information about one’s rivals.  Although the majority of correlations between self-

reported envy and the two dependent memory measures were not significant, men and 

women were found to recall more about the targets that they were predicted to envy.  For 

instance, when asked to recall everything that they remembered from the interviews with 

same-sex targets, men remembered the most information about the two high status 

targets, regardless of the target’s attractiveness.  Similarly, women were found to 

remember the most information about the attractive, high-status target, and remembered 

significantly more about the attractive stimuli than the unattractive stimuli across the 

different levels of the target’s status.   

There are a number of reasons why self-reports of envy and memory may not 

have been found to be significantly correlated despite their seeming relationship to one 

another presented above.  One potential explanation for the non-significant correlation 

between the two is that envy is a negative and socially undesirable emotion and, as such, 

many people are reluctant to admit to experiencing it (Smith, 1991; Smith, Parrott, Ozer, 

& Moniz, 1994).  In fact, an evolutionary perspective would predict that suppression of 

envy is likely the result of a design feature of this emotion designed to prevent 

highlighting our competitive weaknesses to our rivals.  The evolutionary account of envy 

hypothesizes that envy has been shaped by selection to alert us to competitive advantages 

possessed by rivals.  Thus, in experiencing envy, we are recognizing a potential 

competitive weakness in ourselves.   Admitting to feeling envious highlights one’s own 
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relatively lower position to one’s competitors, opening oneself up to competitive failure 

or exploitation.  Suppression and self-deception about experiencing envy would have 

increased the likelihood that one could conceal one’s weaknesses from rivals to prevent 

exploitation and increase the probability of competitive success. 

It is interesting to note that the strongest correlation between self-reported envy 

and the memory measures were for the items that elicited the highest envy response from 

both men and women (i.e., the high status, attractive target).  It is thus possible that the 

apparent weak correlations between self-reported envy and memory owe themselves to 

the items used to measure envy not being equally as predictive of envy’s absence as they 

are of its presence.  That is, although the ten items in the self-report envy scale have been 

found to be positively related to the presence of envy (Parrott & Smith, 1993; Smith, 

Kim, & Parrott, 1988), rating yourself low on any of the dimensions that make up the 

scale may not necessarily be predictive of the relative degrees to which someone is 

experiencing the absence of envy.  Thus, it is possible that low envy ratings do not 

correspond as neatly to low memory retrieval, accounting for the low or absent 

correlations between the two in the lesser-envy eliciting conditions.   

Similarly, it is possible that only the high status, highly attractive stimulus 

possessed enough envy-inducing characteristics to elicit a true envy response from 

participants.  That is, although some of the other targets possessed a competitive 

advantage on one dimension (either status or attractiveness), perhaps it required the target 

possessing an advantage on multiple fronts to elicit a strong enough envy response to get 

the emotion to register consciously such that it could be captured by self-reported envy.  

Furthermore, there is likely an interaction between participants’ own relative status and 

attractiveness and their envy responses to the individual targets.  Data on these factors 
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and the role they may play in eliciting envy are currently being analyzed and may provide 

some answers to the weak correlations presented in the present analysis. 

The prediction that dispositional envy would affect individuals’ envy and 

subsequent memory for information about one’s rivals was not supported.  The 

Dispositional Envy Scale (DES) is a scale designed to measure individual differences in 

tendencies to envy and has been found to correlate with measures theoretically linked to 

self-measures of inferiority, ill-will, and depression (Smith, Parrott, Diener, Hoyle, & 

Kim, 1999).  Although the DES has been found to predict the self-reported frequency of 

envious thoughts that a person experiences throughout a given day and self-reported envy 

in response to a videotape of an advantaged student, it has not been found to predict any 

behavioral or cognitive measures of envy.  That is to say that although responses to the 

DES predict other self-reports of envy, it may not be predictive of experienced envy.  

Because individuals are reluctant to admit to feeling envious, the DES may really be a 

measure of individual differences in willingness to admit to feeling envious, accounting 

for the predictive nature of the DES to other self-reported measures of envy and envy-

type responses.  Future research would benefit from exploring new ways of uncovering 

individual differences in enviousness using non-self report measures.  One way of doing 

this might be to get cortisol measures and galvanic skin responses of individuals exposed 

to envy eliciting stimuli.  Here, we would predict that there would be a positive 

correlation between propensity to experiencing envy and the increases in cortisol and 

galvanic skin response measures to envy elicitations.  Clearly more research is needed in 

this important domain.   

Similarly, no support was found for the prediction that individuals would be most 

envious of those with whom they rated themselves as having a lot in common.  There are 

several reasons why this prediction may not have been supported.  First, it is likely that 
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the prediction tested in the current study was simply too general to be meaningful.  The 

evolutionary envy hypothesis proposes that envy has been shaped by selection to alert 

individuals to others out-competing themselves in domains that affects fitness.  The true 

‘similarity prediction’ that falls from this hypothesis is that individuals will be more 

likely to feel envious of others who are performing well in domains in which one is 

competing (e.g., one’s officemate, one’s sibling, etc.).  Thus, predicting that individuals 

would simply feel more envious in response to individuals with whom they have a lot in 

common didn’t really capture the expected relationship hypothesized to exist between 

one’s own and one’s competitors’ goals.   

A second and related reason this prediction may not have been supported in the 

current study is because the way that similarity between participants and targets was 

measured was somewhat crude (asking the person to rate how similar they are to the 

target) and may not have captured whether the targets were perceived by participants as 

potential social competitors.  Asking individuals whether they believe they have a lot in 

common with the depicted target was likely not the best way to capture whether the 

depicted targets were competing for the same resources as the participants.  Future 

research may find a better way to test this prediction such that it effectively captures the 

true predicted relationship between envy and social competition derived from the 

evolutionary psychological model. 

New data analyses using hierarchical linear modeling are currently under way to 

more fully understand the pattern of results that is beginning to emerge from the 

relatively simple analyses presented in Study 5.  These explorations will give a better 

understanding of how one’s own self-rated attractiveness, status, and career aspirations 

affect one’s envy responses to the depicted stimuli.  They also will more fully probe some 

of the interactions not fully explored in the current paper.  These more detailed analyses, 
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coupled with new research being developed in this domain may help elucidate the nature 

of envy and its role in memory for social information.  

 

GENERAL DISCUSSION: ENVY 

Findings obtained from three studies using three methodologies offer convergent 

support for the hypothesis that envy is an emotion designed by selection to facilitate 

social competition for access to scarce resources.  In Study 3, an autobiographical 

narrative methodology was employed to explore the targets and content of men’s and 

women’s enviousness.  These findings demonstrated that the most frequently cited targets 

of men’s and women’s enviousness are those individuals with whom one is in direct 

competition for access to resources.  These findings also provided initial support for the 

predictions regarding sex differences in the content of men’s and women’s enviousness.  

The content of men’s and women’s envy experiences corresponded to the different 

adaptive problems that men and women have been solving over evolutionary time.  

Women were more likely to cite a rival’s attractiveness or possession of a long-term mate 

as causing envy than were men.  Conversely, men were more likely to cite a rival’s 

status, access to financial resources, and athletic talent as causing envy than were women.   

Using a 19-item ranking instrument, Study 4 replicated the sex differences 

observed in Study 3 and found support for predictions about sex differences in envy on 

12 of the 15 items for which a sex difference was predicted.  As predicted, women were 

more envious than men when a same-sex rival: was more attractive than themselves 

(whether facial or body attractiveness), has a romantic partner that buys them expensive 

gifts, has a romantic partner that has better financial prospects than their own romantic 

partner, and has no prior sexual experience.  Conversely, as predicted, men were more 

envious than women when a same-sex rival: was higher and status and prestige, has 
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better financial prospects, has a more attractive romantic partner than their own, has more 

sexual partners or sexual skill, and is more athletically talented than themselves.  These 

findings are consistent with the hypothesis that envy is an adaptation shaped by the 

evolutionary process to facilitate successful social competition.  It is reasoned that envy 

in response to the described competitive advantages possessed by rivals would have 

called attention to these advantages such that the envious individual would commence 

corrective action to mitigate the advantage. 

Although it was predicted that men would be more envious than women in 

response to a rivals’ having better job prospects, being more ambitious and goal-oriented, 

or being more industrious, no sex differences were found on these items.  It is likely that 

the lack of sex differentiated envy responses to these items is due to these items reflecting 

adaptive problems that are especially salient to participants of both sexes in this sample.  

The participants in Study 4 were exclusively college-aged men and women.  Thus, for 

this sample, the quality of job prospects is likely of great importance for men and women 

alike.  Similarly, because being ambitious and goal-oriented are both characteristics that 

play a pivotal role in academic success, it is likely that men and women in this sample 

value these dimensions equally.  The remaining items testing prediction 3 (men will be 

more envious than women when rivals’ exhibit cues associated with successful resource 

acquisition) were supported, lending some support for the predicted sex difference in this 

domain.   

Study 5 lent some additional convergent support for the predicted sex differences 

in envy and demonstrated that individuals tend to remember more about potential social 

competitors who possess characteristics that have been found to elicit envy in men and 

women in Studies 3 and 4.  Although the exact nature of the relationship between 

subjective envy response and memory is not yet clear, the data presented demonstrate that 
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men and women tend to remember more about those targets that they were most 

predicted to envy.  That is, women remembered significantly more about the attractive 

targets than about the unattractive targets and men remembered more about the high 

status men than about the low status men or the men with indeterminate status.  Future 

research is under way to more fully understand the relationship between envy, social 

competition, and memory for information about one’s rivals. 

 

Limitations and future directions 

In this paper it is hypothesized that envy is an adaptation that has been shaped by 

natural selection to facilitate successful resource competition.  It is reasoned that the 

emotion of envy serves to alert individuals to situations in which they are being 

outperformed by their rivals such that they can mitigate the effect of the other’s 

advantage.  The current studies demonstrate that envy is most often experienced in 

response to a direct social competitor possessing an advantage over oneself in specific 

domains of social competition predicted in advance by evolutionary theory.  They also 

demonstrate that envy may play an important role in alerting individuals’ to rivals’ 

advantages and, in turn, facilitate memory for information about the rivals.  However, a 

critical test for the envy hypothesis is in determining whether envy motivates corrective 

action designed to diminish the perceived advantage of others.  Future research needs to 

demonstrate what role, if any, envy plays in motivating behaviors designed to ameliorate 

perceived discrepancies between oneself and the advantaged other (e.g., spreading 

negative gossip about the individual, self-improvement, etc).  

It is also important to point out that Studies 3 and 4 suffer from the same 

limitations that are associated with all types of self-report research.  Subjects may not 

want to admit to feeling envious and thus may have been reluctant to admitting to feeling 
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envy in response to any of the items.  Although the memory methodology employed in 

Study 5 was not subject to the same pitfalls associated with self-report, it too was an 

indirect measure of individuals’ envy responses to the stimuli.  Despite these limitations, 

the present research on envy was consistent with others’ findings on envy (Smith, Parrott,

Ozer, Moniz, 1994; Smith, Turner, Garonzik, Leach, Urch-Druskat, Weston, 1996) and 

with findings regarding the amount of subjective distress experienced in response to 

attributes possessed by mating rivals (Buss, Shackelford, Choe, Buunk, & Dijkstra, 

2000).   

Future research should examine envy and its effects on memory and social 

behavior on a larger, more random sample of participants, using additional non-self-

report measures. Furthermore, the results of the current research should be incorporated 

into a larger research framework including physiological and behavioral measures of 

envy.  The next phase of this research is ongoing, with projects currently being developed 

that explore the effects of envy and fear-of-envy on willingness to engage in cooperative 

behavior, the role played by envy in feelings of sexual jealousy, and the role played by 

envy in the degree to which individuals’ discount the value of future outcomes (i.e., 

hyperbolic discounting).       

It is important to point out that other samples might yield different results than

those reported in Studies 3 through 5. The participants in these studies were college

students, the majority of whom are single, in their 20s, and are in prime mating mode

(i.e., are currently solving the adaptive problems inherent in the pursuit of long- and/or

short-term mates). Therefore, the types of stimuli and scenarios likely to elicit an envy

response in these particular men and women are expected to be related to successful mate

acquisition. An evolutionary psychological perspective on envy predicts that as the

adaptive problems that an individual is solving over the lifetime change, so too should the
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targets and content of his or her enviousness. For instance, individuals who are solving

the adaptive problems associated with raising children would be more likely to

experience envy in response to a rival’s moving into a better school district than their

own, than would an individual who was childless. Similarly, an evolutionary perspective

predicts that the degree and frequency with which individuals experience envy should

change over the course of the lifetime based on the changing importance of social

competition. More specifically, it would be predicted that envy would be the strongest

and most frequent at the point in development when the effects of selection are the

strongest (i.e., envy should follow the reproductive curve). Research to test these

predictions will be critical to understanding important design features of envy that have

heretofore been undiscovered.

Conclusion 

It is clear that social competition for access to limited resources has been an

important adaptive problem confronting the human species for millions of years. The

present research provided evidence supporting the hypothesis that the emotion of envy is

an adaptation that has been shaped by selection to facilitate success in such competitions.

The findings, the majority of which were predicted in advance using evolutionary theory,

demonstrate that men’s and women’s envy is most frequently targeted toward social

competitors and most often occurs in response to others’ outperforming us in domains

that have historically affected fitness. The evolutionary psychological perspective that is

the theoretical foundation of the current body of research has great potential to suggest

novel research directions in the domain of social competition, decision-making, and

beyond.
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APPENDIX A

In the questions below, there are two states of the world, State A and State B. You are 
asked to circle the letter (A or B) corresponding to the world you would prefer to live 
in. Treat each question independently from the others (e.g., State A in question 1 is 
different from State A in question 2, which is different from State A in question 3, and 
so on). There are no 'correct' answers, so please be completely honest when choosing 
which of the two worlds you prefer.  This exercise is completely voluntary; you are free 
to skip any questions for any reason.

What is your sex?     Male   Female 

 

How old are you?    _________ 
 

1.  Assume physical attractiveness can be measured on a scale from 1 (lowest) to 10 
(highest).
A. Your physical attractiveness is 5; your same-sexed peers average 3. 
B. Your physical attractiveness is 7; your same-sexed peers average 9. 
 
2.  Which of the following two options would you most prefer?
A. You have 1 week of vacation; your peers have none. 
B. You have 2 weeks of vacation; your peers have 4 weeks. 
 
3.  Imagine that you and all of your same-sexed peers each have one mate (romantic 
partner).  Which of the following would you prefer?
A. You have sex with your mate 3 times a week with your mate; your same-sexed peers 
have sex with their mate 1 time a week. 
B. You have sex with your mate 5 times a week; your same-sexed peers have sex with 
their mate 7 times a week. 
 
4.  Which of the following two options would you most prefer?
A. You have been sick 8 days out of the year; your co-workers have been sick 12 days. 
B. You have been sick 4 days out of the year; your co-workers have not been sick. 
 
5.  Assume physical attractiveness can be measured on a scale from 1 (lowest) to 10
(highest):
A. Your romantic partner’s attractiveness is 6; your same-sexed rivals’ romantic partners 
average 4. 
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B. Your romantic partner’s attractiveness is 7.5; your same-sexed rivals’ romantic 
partners average 9.5. 
 
6.  Note that prices are what they are currently and prices (the purchasing power of 
money) are the same in States A and B. Which of the following incomes would you 
most prefer for your romantic partner?
A. Your romantic partner’s yearly income is $35,000; your same-sexed rivals’ romantic 
partners earn $20,000.  
B. Your romantic partner’s current yearly income is $45,000; your same-sexed rivals’ 
romantic partners earn $60,000. 
 
7.  Which of the following two options would you most prefer?
A. You have had sex with 4 different individuals in the past; your same-sexed rivals 
have had sex with 2. 
B. You have had sex with 6 different individuals in the past; same-sexed rivals have had 
sex with 8. 
 
8.  You are allowed to choose one of the following schemes for your new job’s salary.  
Which of the following incomes would you most prefer?
A. You have a: 

o 66% chance of getting paid $2,400 a month 
o 33% chance of getting paid $2,500 a month 
o 1% chance of getting paid $1,000 a month 

Your co-workers get paid: 
o $1,000 a month with certainty  

 
B. You get paid: 

o $2,400 a month with certainty 
Your co-workers get paid: 

o $3,000 a month with certainty 
 
9.  Assume popularity can be measured on a scale from 1 (not at all popular) to 10 
(the most popular person that you know).  Which of the following options would you 
most prefer?
A. Your popularity is a 6, your same-sexed rivals average 4. 
B. Your popularity is a 7.5, your same-sexed rivals average 9.5. 
 
10.  Which of the following options would you most prefer?
A. You have been happily married for 10 years; your peers have been married for 8. 
B. You have been happily married for 15 years; your peers have been married for 20. 
 
11.  You recently found out that an old teacher from high school has passed away 
and has left you and other students from your class some money in their will. They 
let you choose between the following ways of dividing up their money.  Choose the 
option that you would most prefer:
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A. You have a: 
o 33% chance of getting $2,500 
o 67% chance of not getting anything ($0) 

The rest of your class has a: 
o 75% chance of getting $3000 
o 25% chance of not getting anything ($0) 

 
B. You have a: 

o 34% chance of getting $2,400 
o 66% chance of getting $0 

The rest of your class has a: 
o 10% chance of receiving $2400 
o 90% chance of receiving $0       

 
12.  Which of the following jobs would you most prefer?
Job A. You are given a 50% chance of getting a $1,000 pay raise; your co-workers 
receive no raise. 
Job B. You receive a $450 raise with certainty; your co-workers receive a $1,000 raise 
with certainty. 
 
13.  Which of the following jobs would you prefer?
Job A. You make $2700.00 a month with certainty; your co-workers make $1500 a 
month with certainty. 
Job B. You make $3000.00 a month with certainty; your co-workers make $4000 a 
month with certainty. 
 
14.  You and a number of others recently entered into a sweepstakes where prizes 
were awarded. Choose between the following prizes:
A. A 50% chance to win a three-week tour of England, France, and Italy; your rivals win 
nothing. 
B. A one-week tour of England with certainty; your rivals win a two-week tour with 
certainty. 
 
15.  Due to downsizing at your place of employment, you may have to take a new job 
and a salary cut. There are two plans being debated by management to handle this 
situation. Choose the plan that you most prefer:
A. You receive a: 

o 45% chance of losing $6,000 from your yearly salary. 
o 65% chance of not losing anything from your yearly salary. 

Your co-workers receive: 
o 5% chance of losing $5,000 from their yearly salary 
o 95% chance of not losing anything from their yearly salary. 

 
B. You receive a: 

o 90% chance of losing $3,000 from your yearly salary. 
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o 10% chance of not losing anything from your yearly salary. 
Your co-workers receive a: 

o 95% chance of losing $6,000 from their salary 
o 5% chance of not losing anything. 

 
16.  You and a number of your peers have gone to Las Vegas to gamble and you 
must choose one of the following games to play. Which game would you choose?
A. You have a 20% chance of losing $4,000; your peers have a 50% chance of losing 
$3000 
B. You have a 25% chance of losing $3,000; your peers have a 25% chance of losing 
$3000 
 
17.  Assume intelligence can be described by IQ on current tests.  Which of the 
following would you most prefer?
A. Your IQ is 110; your peers average 90. 
B. Your IQ is 125; your peers average 145. 
 
18.  Note that prices are what they are currently and prices (the purchasing power 
of
money) are the same in States A and B.
A. You must pay a yearly income tax of $700; your rivals must pay $1,000. 
B: You must pay a yearly income tax of $400; your rivals must pay $200. 
 
19.  Note that other than the paper requirements, Schools A and B are identical.
A. To graduate from college, you need to write 12 papers; your classmates have to write 
10. 
B. To graduate from college, you need to write 15 papers; your classmates have to write 
17. 
 
20.  Which of the following options would you most prefer?
A. You are taken into your boss’s office and privately scolded 2 times this year; your 
coworkers are scolded 1 time.   
B. You are taken into your boss’s office and privately scolded 5 times this year; your 
coworkers are scolded 7 times. 
 
21.  Which of the following options would you most prefer?
A. You gain 10 pounds of excess weight this year; your same-sexed rivals gain 12. 
B. You gain 5 pounds of excess weight this year; your same-sexed rivals gain 3. 
 
22.  Your great Aunt has passed away and has left you and the members of your 
extended family (e.g., siblings, cousins, aunts, uncles, etc.) a trust fund inheritance.  
Which of the following would you prefer?
A. You receive a $2,000 payment each month; other members of your extended family 
receive $1,500 each month. 
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B. You receive a $2,300 payment each month; other members of your extended family 
receive $2,800 each month. 
 
23.  Which of the following options would you most prefer?
A. You are praised publicly by your boss 5 times this year; your co-workers are praised 
10 times. 
B. You are praised publicly by your boss twice this year; your co-workers are not 
praised. 
 
24.  Due recent recession, you have to take a cut in your pay.  Which of the following 
options would you most prefer?
A. You lose $1000 a year; your same-sexed rivals lose $800. 
B. You lose $1500 a year; your same-sexed rivals lose $1700. 
 
25.  Which of the following options would you most prefer?
A. You have been dumped by romantic partners 6 times in the last five years; your same-
sexed rivals have been dumped 4 times. 
B. You have been dumped by romantic partners 11 times in the last five years; your 
same-sexed rivals have been dumped 13 times. 
 
26.  Which of the following options would you most prefer?
A. You have had 2 days where your skin has broken out in pimples in the last month; 
your same-sexed rivals have averaged 1 day of broken out skin in the last month. 
B. You have had 4 days where your skin has broken out in pimples in the last month; 
your same-sexed rivals have averaged 6 days of broken out skin in the last month. 
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Appendix B 

In the questions below, there are two states of the world, State A and State B. You are 
asked to circle the letter (A or B) corresponding to the world you would prefer to live 
in. Treat each question independently from the others (e.g., State A in question 1 is 
different from State A in question 2, which is different from State A in question 3, and 
so on). There are no 'correct' answers, so please be completely honest when choosing 
which of the two worlds you prefer.  This exercise is completely voluntary; you are free 
to skip any questions for any reason.

What is your sex?     Male   Female 

 

How old are you?    _________ 
 

1.  Instead of their traditional system of awarding holiday bonuses, your place of 
employment is going to use one of the following raffle systems. Which do you most 
prefer?
A. You have an 90% chance of receiving $3000.00 and a 10% chance of receiving $0. 
B. You have a 45% chance of receiving $6000.00 and a 55% chance of receiving $0. 
 
2.  Which of the following games would you most prefer to play?
A. You have a 33% chance of receiving $2500.00 and a 67% chance of receiving $0. 
B. You have a 34% chance of receiving $2400.00 and a 66% chance of receiving $0. 
 
3.  You are allowed to choose one of the following schemes for your new job’s salary. 
Which of the following would you most prefer?
A. Salary A., in which you have a: 

o 66% chance of getting paid $2400.00 a month 
o 33% chance of getting paid $2500.00 a month  
o 1% chance of getting paid $1000.00 a month. 

B. Salary B, in which you have a: 
o 100% chance of getting paid $2400.00 a month. 

 
4.  You recently found out that an old teacher from high school has passed away and 
has left you and some other students from your class some money in their will. They 
let you choose between the following ways of dividing up their money:
A. You have a: 

o 33% chance of getting $2500.00 
o 67% chance of getting $0 

B. You have a: 
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o 34% chance of getting $2400.00 
o 66% chance of getting $0 

 
5.  Note that prices are what they are currently and prices (the purchasing power of 
money) are the same in States A and B. Which of the following incomes would you 
most prefer?
A. Income A, in which you have a:  

o 33% chance of making $2500 per month 
o 66% chance of making $2400 per month 
o 1% chance of making $0 per month 

B. Income B, in which you have a:  
o 100% chance of making $2400 per month 

 
6.  Which of the following two jobs would you prefer?
A. Job A: You are given a 50% chance of getting a $1,000 pay raise 
B. Job B: You receive a $450 raise with certainty 
 
7.  Which of the following two jobs would you most prefer?
A. Job A: You have an 80% chance of making $4,000 a month (you have a 20% chance 
of making $1500) 
B. Job B: You make $2000 a month with certainty 
 
8.  You and a number of others recently entered into a sweepstakes where prizes 
were awarded. Which of the following prizes would you most prefer?
A. You win a 50% chance to win a three-week tour of Italy and France 
B. You win a one-week tour of Italy and France with certainty 
 
9.  Which of the following salary increases would you most prefer?
A. You receive a 60% chance of getting a $2,000 monthly pay raise 
B. You receive a 90% chance of getting a $1,000 monthly pay raise 
 
10.  Due to downsizing at your place of employment, you may have to take a new job 
and a salary cut. There are two plans being debated by management to handle this 
situation. Choose the plan that you most prefer:
A. Plan A., in which you have a: 

o 35% chance of losing $6000.00 from your yearly salary 
o 65% chance of not losing anything from your yearly salary ($0) 

B. Plan B, in which you have a: 
o 90% chance of losing $3000.00 from your yearly salary 
o 10% chance of not losing anything from your salary 

 
11.  You and a number of your same-sexed peers have gone to Las Vegas to gamble 
and you must choose one of the following games to play. Which game would you 
choose?
A. Game A: You have a 20% chance of losing $4,000 
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B. Game B: You have a 25% chance of losing $3,000 
 
12.  Which of the following two jobs would you prefer?
A. Job A: You have an 80% chance of making $4,000 a month. 
B. Job B: You make $3000 a month with certainty 
 
13.  Which of the following two pay raises would you prefer?
A. You have a 45% chance of getting a $6,000 a year pay raise 
B. You have an 80% chance of making getting a $3,000 a year pay raise 
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Appendix C 

 
In the questions below, there are two states of the world, State A and State B. You are 
asked to circle the letter (A or B) corresponding to the world you would prefer to live 
in. Treat each question independently from the others (e.g., State A in question 1 is 
different from State A in question 2, which is different from State A in question 3, and 
so on). There are no 'correct' answers, so please be completely honest when choosing 
which of the two worlds you prefer.  This exercise is completely voluntary; you are free 
to skip any questions for any reason.

What is your sex?     Male   Female 

 

How old are you?    _________ 
 

1.  Imagine that you and all of your same-sexed peers each have one mate (romantic 
partner).  Which of the following would you most prefer?
A. You have sex with your mate 3 times a week; your same-sexed peers have sex with 
their mate 1 time a week. 
B. You have sex with your mate 5 times a week; your same-sexed peers have sex with 
their mate 7 times a week. 
 
2.  Which of the following would you most prefer?
A. You have been sick 8 days out of the year; your co-workers have been sick 12 days. 
B. You have been sick 4 days out of the year; your co-workers have not been sick. 
 
3.  Assume physical attractiveness can be measured on a scale from 1 (lowest) to 10 
(highest).  Which of the following would you most prefer?
A. Your romantic partner's attractiveness is 6; your same-sexed rivals' romantic partners 
average 4. 
B. Your romantic partner's attractiveness is 7.5; your same-sexed rivals' romantic 
partners average 9.5. 
 
4.  Note that prices are what they are currently and prices (the purchasing power of 
money) are the same in States A and B.  Which of the following would you most 
prefer?
A. Your romantic partner's monthly income is $3500.00; your same-sexed rivals' 
romantic partners earn $2500.00 each month. 
B. Your romantic partner's current monthly income is $4000.00; your same-sexed rivals' 
romantic partners earn $5000.00 each month. 
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5.  Which of the following games would you most prefer to play?
A. Game A., in which you have a: 

o 33% chance of receiving $2500.00  
o 67% chance of receiving $0 

Your same-sexed peers have a:  
o 67% chance of receiving $2700.00  
o 33% chance of receiving nothing. 

 
B. Game B., in which you have a: 

o 34% chance of receiving $2400.00  
o 66% chance of receiving $0 

Your same-sexed peers have a:  
o 33% chance of receiving $2200.00  
o 67% chance of receiving nothing 

 
6.  Assume social status can be measured on a scale from 1 (lowest) to 10 (highest).  
Which of the following would you most prefer?
A. Your social status is 7.5; your same-sexed rivals average 9.5. 
B. Your social status is a 6; your same-sexed rivals average 4. 
 
7.  Which of the following would you most prefer?
A. You have had sex with 4 different individuals in the past; your same-sexed rivals 
have had sex with 2. 
B. You have had sex with 6 different individuals in the past; same-sexed rivals have had 
sex with 8. 
 
8.  You are allowed to choose one of the following schemes for your new job’s salary. 
Which of the following would you prefer?

A. Salary A., in which you have a: 
o 66% chance of getting paid $2400.00 per month 
o 33% chance of getting paid $2500.00 per month  
o 1% chance of getting paid $1000.00 per month 

Your co-workers have a: 
o 100% chance of getting paid $1000.00 per month 

 
B. Salary B, in which you have a: 

o 100% chance of getting paid $2400.00 per month 
Your co-workers have a: 

o 100% chance of getting paid $3000.00 per month 
 
9.  Assume popularity can be measured on a scale from 1 (not at all popular) to 10 
(the most popular person that you know).  Which of the following would you most 
prefer?
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A. Your popularity is a 6, your same-sexed rivals average 4. 
B. Your popularity is a 7.5, your same-sexed rivals average 9.5. 
 
10.  Which of the following would you most prefer?
A. You have been happily married for 10 years; your peers have been married for 8. 
B. You have been happily married for 15 years; your peers have been married for 20. 
 
11.  Note that prices are what they are currently and prices (the purchasing power 
of money) are the same in States A and B.  Which of the following would you most 
prefer?
A. Your current monthly income is $3000.00; your same-sexed peers earn $4000.00 each 
month. 
B. Your current monthly income is $2500.00; your same-sexed peers earn $1500.00 each 
month. 
 
12.  You recently found out that an old teacher from high school has passed away 
and has left you and some other students from your class some money in their will. 
Which of the ways would you most prefer to divide up their money?

A. A: Inheritance Scheme A, in which you have a: 
o 33% chance of getting $2500.00  
o 67% chance of not getting anything 

The rest of your classmates have a: 
o 75% chance of getting $3000.00  
o 25% chance of not getting anything 

 
B. Inheritance Scheme B, in which you have a: 

o 34% chance of getting $2400.00 
o 66% chance of not getting anything. 

The rest of your classmates have a: 
o 10% chance of getting $2400.00 
o 90% chance of not getting anything. 
 

13.  Assume physical attractiveness can be measured on a scale from 1 (lowest) to 10 
(highest). Which of the following would you most prefer?
A. Your physical attractiveness is 5; your same-sexed rivals average 3. 
B. Your physical attractiveness is 7; your same-sexed rivals average 9. 
 
14.  At a job interview, which of the following scenarios would you most prefer?
A. You have 14 years of education (some college); your competitors for the same job 
have 12 (high-school diploma). 
B. You have 16 years of education (completed college); your competitors for the same 
job have 20 (graduate degree). 
 
15.  Which of the following would you most prefer?
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A. You have 1 week of vacation; others have none. 
B. You have 2 weeks of vacation; others have 4 weeks. 
 
16.  Instead of their traditional system of awarding holiday bonuses, your place of 
employment is going to use one of the following raffle systems. Which do you most 
prefer?
A. Raffle Scheme A, in which you have a: 

o 90% chance of receiving $3000.00 
o 10% chance of receiving $0. 

Your co-workers have a:  
o 90% chance of receiving $6000.00  
o 10% chance of receiving $3000.00 

 
B. Raffle Scheme B, in which you have a: 

o 45% chance of receiving $6000.00  
o 55% chance of receiving $0. 

Your co-workers have a:  
o 20% chance of receiving $3000.00 
o 80% chance of receiving $0. 

 
17.  Note that prices are what they are currently and prices (the purchasing power 
of money) are the same in States A and B. Which of the following incomes would 
you most prefer?
A. Income A, in which you have a:  

o 33% chance of making $2500 per month 
o 66% chance of making $2400 per month 
o 1% chance of making $0 per month 

Your same-sexed peers have a: 
o 99% chance of making $1500 per month 
o 1% chance of making $0 per month 
 

B. Income B, in which you have a:  
o 100% chance of making $2400 per month. 

Your same-sexed peers have a: 
o 100% chance of making $3500 per month 

 
18.  Which of the following two jobs would you most prefer?
A. Job A: You are given a 50% chance of getting a $1,000 pay raise; your co-workers 
receive no raise. 
B. Job B: You receive a $450 raise with certainty; your co-workers receive a $1,000 
raise with certainty. 
 
19.  Which of the following two jobs would you most prefer?
A. Job A, in which you have a: 

o 80% chance of making $4,000 per month 
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o 20% chance of making $1500 
Your co-workers have a:  

o 100% chance of making $1500 per month 
 

B.  Job B, in which you have a: 
o 100% chance of making $2000 per month  

Your coworkers have a: 
o 100% chance of making $4000 per month 

 
20.  You and a number of others recently entered into a sweepstakes where prizes 
were awarded. Which of the following prizes would you most prefer?
A. You win a 50% chance to win a three-week tour of Italy and France; your rivals win 
nothing. 
B. You win a one-week tour of Italy and France with certainty; your rivals win a two-
week tour of Italy and France with certainty. 
 
21.  Which of the following salary increases would you most prefer?
A. You receive a 60% chance of getting a $2,000 monthly pay raise; your co-workers 
receive a 5% chance of getting a $2,000 monthly pay raise. 
B. You receive a 90% chance of getting a $1,000 monthly pay raise; your co-workers 
receive a $2,000 monthly pay raise with certainty. 
 
22.  Due to downsizing at your place of employment, you may have to take a new job 
and a salary cut. There are two plans being debated by management to handle this 
situation. Which of the following plans do you most prefer?
A. Plan A., in which you have a: 

o 35% chance of losing $6000.00 from your yearly salary  
o 65% chance of not losing anything from your yearly salary ($0) 

Your co-workers have a: 
o 5% chance of losing $5000.00 from their yearly salary 
o 95% chance of not losing anything from their yearly salary ($0)  

 
B. Plan B, in which you have a: 

o 90% chance of losing $3000.00 from your yearly salary 
o 10% chance of not losing anything from your yearly salary 

Your co-workers have a: 
o 95% chance of losing $6000.00 from their yearly salary 
o 5% chance of not losing anything from their yearly salary 

 
23.  You and a number of your same-sexed peers have gone to Las Vegas to gamble 
and you must choose one of the following games to play. Which game would you 
most prefer to play?
A. Game A: You have a 20% chance of losing $4,000; your same-sexed peers have a 
50% chance of losing $3000 
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B. Game B: You have a 25% chance of losing $3,000; your same-sexed peers have a 
25% chance of losing $3000 
 
24.  Assume intelligence can be described by IQ on current tests.  Which of the 
following would you most prefer?
A. Your IQ is 110; your peers average 90. 
B. Your IQ is 125; your peers average 145. 
 
25.  Note that prices are what they are currently and prices (the purchasing power 
of money) are the same in States A and B. Which of the following would you most 
prefer?
A. You must pay a yearly income tax of $700; your rivals must pay $1,000. 
B. You must pay a yearly income tax of $400; your rivals must pay $200. 
 
26.  Note that other than the paper requirements, Schools A and B are identical.
Which of the following would you most prefer?
A. To graduate from college, you need to write 12 papers; your classmates have to write 
10. 
B. To graduate from college, you need to write 15 papers; your classmates have to write 
17. 
 
27.  Which of the following would you most prefer?
A. You are taken into your boss’s office and privately scolded 2 times this year; your 
coworkers are scolded 1 time. 
B. You are taken into your boss’s office and privately scolded 5 times this year; your 
coworkers are scolded 7 times. 
 
28.  Which of the following would you most prefer?
A. You gain 10 pounds of excess weight this year; your same-sexed rivals gain 12. 
B. You gain 5 pounds of excess weight this year; your same-sexed rivals gain 3. 
 
29.  Your great aunt has passed away and has left you a trust fund inheritance.  
Which of the following would you most prefer?
A. You receive a $2,000 payment each month; other members of your extended family 
receive $1,500 each month. 
B. You receive a $2,300 payment each month; other members of your extended family 
receive $2,800 each month. 
 
30.  Which of the following would you most prefer?
A. You are praised publicly by your boss 5 times this year; your co-workers are praised 
10  times. 
B. You are praised publicly by your boss twice this year; your co-workers are not 
praised. 
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31.  Due recent recession, you have to take a cut in your pay. Which of the following 
would you most prefer?
A. You lose $1000 a year; your same-sexed rivals lose $800. 
B. You lose $1500 a year; your same-sexed rivals lose $1700. 
 
32.  Which of the following would you most prefer?
A. You have been dumped by romantic partners 6 times in the last five years; your same-
sexed rivals have been dumped 4 times. 
B. You have been dumped by romantic partners 11 times in the last five years; your 
same-sexed rivals have been dumped 13 times. 
 
33.  Which of the following would you most prefer?
A. You have had 2 days where your skin has broken out in pimples in the last month; 
your same-sexed rivals have averaged 1 day of broken out skin in the last month. 
B. You have had 4 days where your skin has broken out in pimples in the last month; 
your same-sexed rivals have averaged 6 days of broken out skin in the last month. 
 
34.  Which of the following would you most prefer?
A. Job A: You have an 80% chance of making $4,000 a month; your co-workers make 
$1500 a month with certainty. 
B. Job B: You make $3000 a month with certainty; your co-workers make $4500 a 
month with certainty. 
 
35.  Which of the following two pay raises would you most prefer?
A. Pay raise A: You have a 45% chance of getting a $6,000 a year pay raise; your co-
workers have a 25% chance of getting a $4,000 a year pay raise. 
B. Pay raise B: You have an 80% chance of making getting a $3,000 a year pay raise; 
your co-workers have a 90% chance of getting a $6,000 a year pay raise. 
 
36.  Which of the following two salary arrangements would you most prefer?
A. Job A: You make $2,000 a month with certainty; your co-workers have an 80% 
chance of making $4,000 a month. 
B.) Job B: You make $2000 a month with certainty; your co-workers make $3000 a 
month with certainty. 
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Appendix D 

WHICH OF THE FOLLOWING ITEMS WOULD MAKE YOU FEEL THE MOST 
ENVIOUS? 

Below, we would like you to rank the following in a way that reflects the amount 

of envy that you would feel if one of your same-sexed peers or rivals possessed one of the 

listed characteristics. Please rank-order the following items on the degree to which they 

would make you feel envious. Give a “1” to the item that would make you feel most 

envious, a “2” to the one that would make you feel the second-most amount of envy, a 

“3” to the one that would make you feel the third-most amount of envy…all the way down 

to “19” which is the item that would make you feel the least amount of envy. 

 

What is your sex?     Male   Female 

 

How old are you?    _________ 
 

How envious would you feel if your same sexed peer:

_____  was more kind and understanding than you 

_____  had a more attractive face than you 

_____  was a more skilled sexual partner than you 

_____  was higher in status and prestige than you 

_____  had a more attractive romantic partner than you 

_____  had better financial prospects than you 

_____  had more sexual partners than you 

_____  had a more attractive body than you 
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_____  had better future job prospects than you 

_____  was a virgin (had no previous sexual experience) 

_____  had a romantic partner with better financial prospects than your own 

_____ had a romantic partner that bought them more expensive gifts than yours 

_____  was more athletically talented than you 

_____  became noticeably more attractive than you 

_____  was more ambitious and goal-oriented than you 

_____  was more industrious than you 

_____  had a better sense of humor than you 

_____  was more popular than you 

_____  got more compliments from members of the opposite sex than you 
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Appendix E 

PERSONALITY INVENTORY WITH THE DISPOSITIONAL ENVY SCALE (DES) (SMITH,
PARROTT, DIENER, HOYLE, & KIM, 1999). *INDICATES ITEM IS COMPONENT OF 
THE DES. 

Responses rated on 1 – 7 Likert-type scales. 
 

1. I enjoy helping others 

2. I am a good listener 

3. Frankly, the success of my neighbors makes me resent them* 

4. I help others with their problems on a regular basis 

5. I am troubled by feelings of inadequacy* 

6. I feel envy every day* 

7. I often feel like I am better than everyone else 

8. I am very concerned with the welfare of others 

9. I find it easy to strike up conversations with strangers 

10. It is so frustrating to see some people succeed so easily* 

11. People often tell me that I am too nice to others 

12. The bitter truth is that I generally feel inferior to others* 

13. It makes me feel good to see others happy 

14. Feelings of envy constantly torment me* 

15. No matter what I do, envy always plagues me* 

16. I am very sympathetic to what others are going through 

17. In general, I am not very competitive 

18. It somehow doesn't seem fair that some people seem to have all the talent* 
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Appendix F 

EMOTION RATING INSTRUMENT GIVEN TO SUBJECTS AFTER READING EACH 
FICTITIOUS INTERVIEW. *INDICATES ITEM IS PREDICTIVE OF ENVY AND WILL 
SERVE AS A DEPENDENT VARIABLE 

Responses rated on 1 – 7 rating scales, where 1 = Not at All, 4 = Moderately, and 7 = 
Very Much. 

Please rate how much reading the above interview made you feel the following emotions:

Generally positive about life 

Dissatisfied with self* 

Envious* 

Fortunate 

Happy 

Hostile* 

Inferior* 

Longing for what another has* 

Lucky 

Mediocre*  

Motivation to improve* 

Pleased 

Resentful* 

Satisfied 

Respected 

Superior 

Unlucky* 

Wishful* 
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