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A social comparison theory approach to the relation between unemployment,
self-esteem, and depression was tested using a cross-sectional questionnaire
design (V = 88). Personal attributes were used as the domain of comparison,
and four types of comparisons — intrapersonal, interpersonal, intragroup, and
intergroup — were operationalized. Employment status affected the salience of
intrapersonal comparisons. Comparisons with the past self were highly
predictive of psychological distress among unemployed respondents, whereas
comparisons with the ideal self predicted distress among the employed.
Individual-level and group-level social comparisons had different associations
with the dependent measures for unemployed respondents. Intrapersonal and
interpersonal comparisons were significantly related to depression and self-
esteem scores, whereas intragroup and intergroup comparisons were related
only to self-esteem. Social comparisons with unemployed people were related
to reduced depression levels among employed respondents. Results also
showed that unemployed people had more negative social comparison scores
relative to their employed counterparts. Results are discussed in terms of
recent developments in social comparison theory. Suggestions for future
research are outlined.

Accumulated research suggests that unemployment is associated with
increased depression (Feather & O’Brien, 1986; Fryer & Payne, 1986; Warr,

Requests for reprints should be sent to Paschal Sheeran, Department of Psychology,
University of Sheffield, Sheffield-S10 2UR, UK.



66 SHEERAN, ABRAMS, ORBELL

1984) and poorer self- esteem (Feather, 1982; Sheeran & McCarthy, 1990,
1992; Winefield & Tiggeman, 1985). In this study, we used social compar-
ison theory (Festinger, 1954) as a theoretical basis for understanding these
psychological effects of job loss. We made distinctions between four
different types of social comparisons and examined how these comparisons
are related to self-esteemn and depression among unemployed versus em-
ployed people. We suggested that the past self may have particular
significance as a comparison standard for unemployed people and that the
unemployed generally fare worse in social comparisons than their employed
counterparts.

Unemployment has both individual (e.g., loss of confidence) and group-
level effects (e.g., when government legislation and policies are applied to
the unemployed). Both of these levels are reflected in different types of
social comparisons. Social comparisons can concern the self as an indi-
vidual (individual-level or personal comparisons) and the self as a member
of a social category (group-level or categorical comparisons; Rijsman,
1983). This distinction is at the core of social identity theory (Abrams &
Hogg, 1990; Hogg & Abrams, 1988; Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and self-
categorization theory (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherall, 1987).
According to both theories, comparisons are made between one’s self and
others at different levels (as individuals or as group members). When group
membership (social identity) is salient, the self is construed in terms of
in-group prototypicality (similarity to the stereotypical in-group attributes
in relation to relevant out-group attributes). For the evaluation of social
identity, intergroup and intragroup social comparisons are important. In
contrast, when one’s individuality (personal identity) is salient, the self is
construed in terms of attributes that establish similarities and differences
between aspects of the self-concept or between one’s self and other
individuals. For the evaluation of personal identity, interpersonal and
intrapersonal comparisons are important. Even though the same person
makes comparisons at both levels, the outcomes may be quite different (see
Abrams & Hogg, 1990; Hogg & Abrams, 1988; Tajfel, 1982; Turner et al.,
1987, for reviews).

INDIVIDUAL-LEVEL SOCIAL COMPARISONS

Table 1 shows levels and types of social comparisons we examined (see
Levine & Moreland, 1987, and Walker & Pettigrew, 1984, for reviews of
types of social comparison). At the individual level, research on intra-
personal comparisons has concentrated on the self-ideal self-comparison.
This comparison is central to operational definitions of self-esteem (Wylie,
1979) and more recently to self-discrepancy theory which shows that
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TABLE 1
Social Comparisons Examined for Employed and Unemployed Respondents
Level Unemployed Respondents Employed Respondents
Individual
Intrapersonal Self - ideal self ‘ Self - ideal self
Self - past self Self - past self
Self - metaperspective of self Self - metaperspective of self
Interpersonal Self - significant others Self - significant others
Self outgroup - Self - unemployed
Group
Intragroup Self - unemployed people -
Intergroup Unemployed - outgroups Unemployed - outgroups

self-ideal self-comparisons affect individuals’ self-esteem and depression
(Higgins, 1987; Moretti & Higgins, 1990). Another aspect of the self that
may be a salient comparison standard is the person’s conception of himself
or herself in the past (Albert, 1977). This comparison has been relatively
neglected in research. Interviews and case studies suggest, however, that
self-past self-comparisons may be particularly salient for unemployed
people and could be important in determining their psychological adjust-
ment to job loss (Gould & Kenyon, 1972; Marsden & Duff, 1975).
Indeed, it may be hypothesized that comparisons with the past self are
more predictive of self-esteem and depression among unemployed people
than comparisons with the ideal self. Two lines of research support this
view. First, the stage theory of unemployment (e.g., Bakke, 1933; Eisenberg
& Lazarsfeld, 1938; Kaufmann, 1982) suggests that job loss culminates in
resignation and such diminished personal aspirations that these aspirations
no longer provide a standard for comparison (see Ahrens, Zeiss, & Kanfer,
1988). Second, prospect theory (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979) suggests that
losses are more salient than gains in social judgments. Our unemployed
sample was comprised of individuals who had all previously held full-time
jobs and may have been keenly aware of the discrepancy between their
present and former position. Thus, what these respondents used to have
may be a more salient comparison than what they would like to have.l
Comparisons with the past self should, therefore, be more strongly related
to depression and self-esteem among this group. In contrast, employed
respondents have not experienced a loss of former position so the past self
should not be a salient comparison standard. For these respondents,
comparisons with the ideal self should predict the distress measures.
Associations between psychological distress and three other individual-
level social comparisons were also examined here. Symbolic interactionists

'We are grateful to an anonymous reviewer for this suggestion.
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have shown that the comparison of the self-metaperspective of self is related
to distress (Manis, 1958; Teichman, 1972). Metaperspectives of self refer to
the persons’ perceptions of how they are evaluated by significant others
(Kinch, 1963) which have been shown to be affected by employment status
(Sheeran & Abraham, 1994). We also examined social comparisons with
significant others. These interpersonal comparisons were the major focus of
attention in Festinger’s (1954) original formulation and have been found to
relate to self-esteem (Morse & Gergen, 1970) and depression (Salovey &
Rodin, 1984) in experimental studies. The final individual-level comparison
concerns only employed respondents: Employed people’s group member-
ship is not at issue in the self-outgroup comparison of the self-unemployed
people.

GROUP-LEVEL SOCIAL COMPARISONS

As Table 1 shows, group-level comparisons can involve comparing the self
with an in group (intragroup comparison) or comparing two groups
(intergroup comparison). Results of a study by Walker and Mann (1987)
underline the importance of distinguishing these group-level versus
individual-level social comparisons among the unemployed. Using a relative
deprivation theory approach (Runciman, 1966; Stouffer, Sucman,
DeVinney, Star, & Williams, 1949), they found that intrapersonal compar-
isons predicted stress but not a social protest orientation, whereas
intergroup comparisons predicted a social protest orientation but not stress.
It is unclear from their study, however, precisely why these different social
comparisons should have different effects.

One possible explanation relates to Major, Testa, and Bylsma’s (1991)
contention that the degree of perceived control over comparison discrep-
ancies alters the meaning and significance of those discrepancies to the
comparer. Social identity theory suggests that individual-level social com-
parisons make personal identity salient. Perceptions of personal control at
this level mean that seif-blame is likely to arise for negative comparison
outcomes (Wollert, Heinrich, Wood, & Werner, 1983). Negative outcomes
in group-level comparisons made by the unemployed seem unlikely to give
rise to self-blame, however. This is because these comparison outcomes are
probably perceived as being determined by economic and social policy
(unlike the outcomes of smaller scale voluntary-group memberships, such
as membership to a chess team, see Rosenberg, 1979). Blame for negative
outcomes in these categorical social comparisons involves beliefs about the
legitimacy and stability of the social position of one’s group (social belief
systems; Hogg & Abrams, 1988; Tajfel, 1974). Thus, although stress would
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be an anticipated outcome in individual-level comparisons, group-level
responses such as social protest would be anticipated outcomes in group-
level social comparisons (see Hogg & Abrams, 1988).

This explanation of the differential effects of individual-versus group-
level comparisons on stress versus social protest also has implications for
self-esteemn versus depression as consequences of social comparisons.
Although self-esteem and depression are frequently used interchangeably as
responses in social comparison research (Major et al., 1991), Reis, Gerrard,
and Gibbons (1989, cited in Gibbons & Gerrard, 1991) showed that social
comparisons can differentially affect these measures. Poorer self-esteem
and increased depression are both theoretically predictable responses to
negative outcomes in intrapersonal and interpersonal comparisons. Consis-
tent with a social identity theory perspective, however, poorer self-esteem
but unchanged depression levels are predicted to result from negative
group-level social comparisons among the unemployed. Self-esteem is
diminished to the extent that the in group is evaluated more negatively on
valued dimensions (Luhtanen & Crocker, 1991), and this is reflected in
measures of global self-esteem (Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992). Depression
levels should remain unchanged, however, because the critical element
responsible for depression following negative outcomes—self-blame
(Wollert et al., 1983)—should not arise. Rather, as Walker and Mann
(1987) showed, strategies such as social protest that are concerned with
changing the social position of one’s group are predicted responses to
negative outcomes at this level of social comparison.

SOCIAL STRUCTURE AND SOCIAL COMPARISON

We suggested that different facets of the self, notably the past self, may be
particularly important in determining self-esteem and depression among the
unemployed and that, although individual-level social comparisons should
be associated with both of these responses, group-level comparisons should
affect self-esteem but not depression. The final issue addressed in our study
concerns the relation between social structural position and social compar-
ison scores. Poverty (Jahoda, 1982), diminished status (Sheeran &
Abraham, 1994), and the absence of psychological benefits of work (Warr,
1987) have all been documented consequences of job loss. Research has also
shown that many unemployed people believe that they are responsible for
their own unemployment and believe that society views them as similarly
responsible (Breakwell, 1985; Furnham, 1982, 1984). Although researchers
have drawn attention to the failure to see oneself as disadvantaged (e.g.,
Crosby, 1982), it is likely that ideological concern with responsibility for
unemployment (Kelvin & Jarret, 1985) and the substantial deprivation
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involved (Jahoda, 1982; Warr, 1987) means that these social disadvantages
are reflected in more negative social comparison scores among job losers.
Intrapersonal, interpersonal, intragroup, and intergroup comparison out-
comes are, therefore, predicted to be more discrepant from desired levels
among unemployed people relative to their employed counterparts.

HYPOTHESES
We formed three hypotheses for this study:

1. Comparisons with past self are more predictive of self-esteem and
depression among unemployed respondents than respondents in full-
time jobs, whereas comparisons with the ideal self are more predictive
of negative outcomes for employed than unemployed respondents.

2. Individual-level comparisons are related both to self-esteem and
depression, whereas group-level comparisons are associated with
self-esteemn but not depression among the unemployed.

3. Unemployed respondents have more negative intrapersonal, interper-
sonal, intragroup, and intergroup comparison scores than their em-
ployed counterparts.

METHOD
Sample and Data Collection

Respondents in the study were 48 full-time employed people (24 men and 24
women) and 40 unemployed people (21 men and 19 women). Ages ranged
from 18 to 37, with a mean of 24.7 years. All were skilled, semiskilled, or
manual workers and represented points C to F on the Irish Social Class
Scale (Health Education Bureau, 1987). Unemployed respondents had
previously held jobs for at least 3 months and had a median length of
unemployment of 25.0 weeks.

Respondents were contacted at adult education classes, at labor ex-
changes, and through trade union representatives or trade union centers for
the unemployed. Only six people who were approached refused to partici-
pate. All six said they did not have the time. Treating trade union
representatives and trade union centers as equivalent subject sites, an
independent relation was obtained between employment status and sam-
pling site, x¥2(2, N = 88) = 1.99, ns. No differences on criterion measures
were observed as a function of sampling site for employed (0.06 < Fs[1, 46]
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< 0.46, ns) or unemployed (0.12 < Fs[2, 37] < 0.76, ns) subjects.
Questionnaires that took 20 to 30 min to fill in were completed in the
researcher’s presence.

Questionnaire

The questionnaire followed Weinreich’s (1980) identity instrument format.
Pilot semistructured interviews were used to elicit eleven 9-point bipolar
constructs that were relevant to our sample (dependent-independent,
competent-incompetent, active-passive, angry-calm, lazy-hardworking,
rich-poor, satisfied-frustrated, valuable-worthless, proud-ashamed,
successful-unsuccessful, and well off-badly off). Reliability analysis for the
11 scales yielded a Cronbach’s alpha equal to .76. Each respondent
indicated the relative importance or psychological centrality (Rosenberg,
1979) of the bipolar scales for describing himself or herself on 5-point scales
ranging from least important (1) to most important (5). These centrality
scores were included in the computation of measures (see Weinreich, 1980,
for equations).

Measures. Respondents rated the actual self, ideal self, and other
entities on the 11 bipolar scales. The polarity and order of scales were-
randomized to avoid halo effects. The actual self was operationalized as the
rating of “me as I am now,” the past self as the rating of “me as I used to
be,” and the ideal self as the rating of “me as I would like to be.”
Respondents also rated my friends, my family, employers, unemployed
people, and people in general. Metaperspective of the self was
operationalized as the mean rating of the perceived views of friends, family,
employers, unemployed people, and people in general (“me as my friends
etc. see me”). For each entity, respondents’ ratings on the constructs used
were multiplied by the psychological centrality of those constructs and
divided by the sum of the psychological centrality scores. The result was
then normalized against the person’s highest rating —the rating of the ideal
self. This normalization procedure is an effective control against individual
differences in response style (Weinreich, 1980).

Social comparison scores were calculated as the absolute value of the
differences in ratings of each target pair. Intrapersonal comparisons
comprised three discrepancy scores: self-ideal self, self-past self, and
self-metaperspective of self. Interpersonal comparisons comprised four
discrepancies: self-friends, self-family, self-employers, and self-people in
general. Intragroup comparisons (employed respondents) and self-out-
group comparisons (employed) were operationalized as self-unemployed
people discrepancy, whereas intergroup comparisons used two discrepan-
cies: unemployed people-employers and unemployed people-people in
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general. Scores were averaged across items within each comparison type (all
as > 0.67). Scores ranged from O to 2, with higher scores indicating greater
perceived differences between the two targets.?

Self-esteem was measured by the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale
(Rosenberg, 1965). The scale was scored on a 4-point Likert format scale
ranging from not at all (1) to much more than usual (4), and responses to
the 10 items were averaged (see Shamir, 1986). Scale reliability was similar
to that obtained in previous studies (o = .83).

Depression was measured by the subscale of the General Health Ques-
tionnaire (GHQ; Goldberg, 1978). The GHQ has been widely used in
psychological studies of unemployment, and its reliability and validity are
well established (Banks, 1983).

RESULTS

Employment Status and the Salience of
Intrapersonal Comparisons

The first question we addressed concerned whether different intrapersonal
comparisons have different effects for the self-esteem and psychological
well-being of employed versus unemployed respondents. We hypothesized
that there would be (a) a stronger association between self-past self-
comparisons and self-esteem and depression for unemployed respondents
than for employed respondents and (b) a stronger relation between com-
parisons with the ideal self and these measures among employed respon-
dents.

Table 2 presents the correlations between these two intrapersonal com-
parisons and depression and self-esteem for both groups. Z tests were used
to compare the correlation coefficients. Consistent with our predictions,
significantly stronger relations were found between self-ideal self-compa-
risons and both depression and self-esteem for the employed group.

2Crocker, Kayne, and Alloy (1985) contended that either the signed or absolute values of the
differences among targets can be used to compute social comparison scores. One serious
difficulty with the use of signed differences is that it cannot be assumed that upward
comparisons are associated with distress and downward comparisons with well-being. Rather,
as Buunk, Taylor, Collins, VanYperen, and Dakof (1990) deinonstrated “either direction has
its ups and downs” (p. 1238; see Major et al., 1991, for review). Absolute differences index
Thibaut and Kelly’s (1959) notion of normative comparisons, which concerns similarity to or
deviation from a desired norm. This measurement strategy seems particularly appropriate with
unemployed people who, as Kelvin and Jarret (1985) pointed out, are defined not by what they
are but by what they are not (unemployed). Anecdotal accounts, moreover, indicate that
feclings of being different are an important part of unemployed people’s phenomenal
experience (e.g., Hayes & Nutman, 1981; Kelvin & Jarret, 1985).
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TABLE 2
Correlations Between Intrapersonal Comparisons and Depression and
Self-Esteem for Employed and Unemployed Groups Showing Z Contrasts

Intrapersonal Comparison

Actual Self/ Actual Self/
Response Ideal Self Past Self
Depression
Employed S0%xx .04
Unemployed 11 ) Rd
VA 1.97* 3.80**
Self-Esteem
Employed — 4e*** -.05
Unemployed —.04 —.27*
VA 2.05* 1.02

*p < .05. **p < ,01. ***p < .001.

Conversely, the correlation between self-past self-comparison and depres-
sion was significantly stronger among unemployed than employed respon-
dents, whereas the relation with self-esteem was significant for the unem-
ployed but not for the employed group. To test the hypothesis derived from
stage accounts of unemployment— the ideal selves of unemployed people
become so diminished that they no longer provide a comparison standard —
a f test comparing group ratings was conducted. Employed and unemployed
people did not differ in their ratings of their ideal selves (¢ < 1, ns). This
suggests that greater salience of the past self rather than diminished ideal
selves is responsible for the differential associations observed here between
the two employment status groups.

Self-Esteem, Depression, and Individual- Versus
Group-Level Social Comparisons

Table 3 presents the correlations between intrapersonal, interpersonal,
intragroup, and intergroup comparisons and depression and self-esteem for
employed and unemployed respondents.?

Discrepancies from internal standards and differences between the at-
tributes assigned to the actual self and attributes assigned to significant
others were predictive of depression among both samples. These results
support previous studies that show that intrapersonal and interpersonal

3We also examined correlations between social comparison scores and the Anxiety subscale
of the GHQ. Because the results were virtually identical to those obtained for depression, they
are not reported here. Findings for anxiety and full intercorrelation matrices for both groups
are available from the first author.
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TABLE 3
Correlations Between Comparison Types and Response Measures for
Employed and Unemployed Groups

Employed Unemployed

Level Depression Self-Esteem Depression Self-Esteem
Individual

Intrapersonal comparisons 3Gkxx — 32%*% SpErex —.14

Interpersonal comparisons 3 G —.15 344 .20
Group

Intragroup comparisons —.28** -.07 .07 —.30**

Intergroup comparisons —-.14 —.15 -.12 — . 35%*

*p < .07. **p < .05, ¥**p < .01, ****p < 001.

comparisons are related to psychological distress. Individual-level compar-
isons were not significantly related to self-esteem among the unemployed as
we had predicted, however. One reason for this may relate to Tesser and
Campbell’s (1983) suggestion that individuals change the subjective impor-
tance attached to particular attributes in order to fare better in comparison
processes thereby protecting self-esteem. Respondents had the opportunity
to rate the importance they attached to different attributes in our study and
may have used this strategy. Previous research does, however, suggest that
this strategy may become less effective with more prolonged unemployment
and that poorer self-esteem may eventually emerge (Sheeran & McCarthy,
1990). We, therefore, examined the correlations between individual-level
comparisons and self-esteem for longer term and shorter term unemployed
people, as determined by median length of unemployment (median = 25.0
weeks, ns = 19 and 21, respectively). Intrapersonal and interpersonal
comparisons had correlations of —.17 and —.10, respectively, with global
self-esteem for the shorter term unemployed group, whereas the corre-
sponding correlations were — .30 and — .58, respectively, for longer term
unemployed people. Thus, individual-level comparisons are related to
global self-esteem, but this relation is moderated by length of unemploy-
ment.

As hypothesized, group-level social comparisons were not significantly
related to depression among the unemployed even when unemployed
respondents were divided into shorter and longer term groups. Consistent
with social identity theory predictions, intergroup and intragroup compar-
isons were significantly associated with self-esteem. Greater perceived
discrepancies between self and unemployed people and between the unem-
ployed and other social groups were related to poorer self-esteem.

Because employed people could derive no positive social identity from
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membership in the unemployed social category, it is not surprising that
there were no significant relations between group-level comparisons and
self-esteem for this sample. An interesting but unanticipated finding,
however, was that greater discrepancy between self and unemployed people
was significantly associated with reduced depressive symptomatology
among the employed sample. This finding is consistent with a downward
comparison theory prediction that distancing the self from an undesirable
social group leads to improved well-being (Spears & Manstead, 1989; Wills,
1981).

Employment Status and Social Gomparisons

A multivariate analysis of variance with employment status as the indepen-
dent variable and the four social comparison scores as the dependent
variables was undertaken. Table 4 presents the means and standard
deviations for the employed and unemployed groups.

A significant main effect was obtained for employment status across the
dependent measures, F(4, 83) = 5.59, p < .001. Univariate F tests
confirmed significant differences between the groups for intrapersonal,
interpersonal, intragroup, and intergroup comparisons, Fs(1, 86) = 8.07,
6.06, 19.92, and 4.84, respectively, ps < .05. Unemployed people perceived
greater discrepancy between their self-views and their internal standards
and saw greater differences between themselves and significant others than
employed people. The unemployed people also perceived greater similarity
between themselves and (other) unemployed people and believed unem-
ployed people have more attributes in common with other social groups
than respondents in full-time jobs. These findings support our final
hypothesis.

TABLE 4
Social Comparison Scores by Employment Status

Social Comparison Type

Employment

Status Intrapersonal Interpersonal Intragroup® Intergroup

Unemployed 455 .304 .561 .597
(.181) (.162) (.356) (-360)

Employed 344 222 .889 a1
(.153) (.151) (.331) (.376)

Note. Scores range from 0 to 2. Standard deviations are presented in parentheses.
3The comparison of actual self to unemployed people is an intragroup comparison for
unemployed respondents but is a self-outgroup comparison for employed respondents.
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DISCUSSION

These findings demonstrate the utility of a social comparison theory
approach to the impact of unemployment on individuals’ self-esteem and
depression. The first issue addressed here concerned whether self-ideal self-
and self-past self-comparisons had different associations with self-esteem
and depression for employed versus unemployed people. Z tests showed
that correlations between actual-ideal comparisons and both outcome
measures were significantly stronger for employed than for unemployed
respondents. In contrast, comparisons between the actual and past selves
were significantly more highly correlated with depression for unemployed
than for employed respondents. Consistent with previous research on ideal
self-ratings (e.g., Hoge & McCarthy, 1983), there were no mean differences
between ratings provided by employed versus unemployed respondents.
Thus, the poorer associations between actual-ideal comparisons and the
outcome measures are not the result of diminished aspirations among the
unemployed as stage theories (e.g,. Eisenberg & Lazarsfeld, 1938) imply.
Rather, the perspective offered by prospect theory (Kahneman & Tversky,
1979), which suggests that losses loom larger than gains and that the past
self, therefore, has greater salience than the ideal self (whose content may
never be achieved) among these job losers, provides a better explanation of
these findings.

We also examined the effects of individual- versus group-level social
comparisons on self-esteem and depression levels among the unemployed.
Consistent with previous research, intrapersonal and interpersonal compar-
isons were significantly related to depressive symptomology (Higgins, 1987;
Salovey & Rodin, 1984). Contrary to predictions, however, individual-level
social comparisons were not related to self-esteem among unemployed
respondents as a whole. A post hoc explanation of these findings derived
from self-evaluation maintenance theory (Tesser & Campbell, 1983) sug-
gested that respondents’ opportunity to rate the subjective importance of
the attributes used for self-conception may have been used by respondents
as a short-term coping strategy. Data from Sheeran and McCarthy’s (1990)
study suggest this strategy was ineffective in the long term and that
associations between individual-level comparisons and self-esteem would be
stronger among the longer term than the shorter term unemployed. This
prediction was confirmed.

Consistent with a social identity theory perspective, both intragroup and
intergroup comparisons were significantly related to global self-esteem
among the unemployed. Greater perceived differences between unemployed
people and people in general and employers were associated with reduced
self-esteem. This finding supports the view that feelings of self-worth are
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contingent, at least in part, on the perceived status of one’s own group
relative to other groups (Abrams & Hogg, 1988).

At the intragroup level, greater similarity between traits attributed to self
and traits attributed to (other) unemployed people was associated with
enhanced feelings of self-worth. This finding may seem paradoxical because
it can be argued that unemployed people should derive self-esteem from
distancing themselves from characteristics of a stigmatized group: unem-
ployed people. Kelvin and Jarret (1985), however, contended that, in times
of very high unemployment, stigmatization of the unemployed is relatively
rare because it is apparent that the causes of high unemployment are
external factors such as recession and not characteristics of individuals such
as laziness. Because the percentage of the workforce officially registered as
unemployed was approximately 18% during the period in which these data
were collected, it is likely that those unemployed people who do not perceive
themselves sharing many personal attributes with the mass of unemployed
people perhaps see their own job loss as unique and view themselves as
exceptional. That is, they may believe that they possess certain attributes
that caused them to lose their jobs.

Conversely, those unemployed people who perceive themselves as similar
to others without jobs are probably more likely to see their redundancy as
an outcome of external factors and are thus able to derive a sense of
self-worth from similarity in comparisons with other unemployed people.
As mentioned earlier, self-categorization theory and recent developments
in social identity theory (e.g., Hogg & Abrams, 1993) can also account for
this finding—in terms of the perceived prototypicality of the self vis 4 vis
the in group. Those seeing themselves as more prototypical can be expected
to have higher self-esteem.

Following Major et al.’s (1991) suggestion that perceived control may
alter the meaning of comparison discrepancies and hence comparers’
response to them, we argued that group-level social comparisons involving
large-scale social groups such as the unemployed may not give rise to
depression. This was true because self-blame would not accrue for negative
outcomes among low status of groups of this type; rather, group members
would be concerned with the legitimacy and stability of the social system
which determined the hierarchical position of the group. Consistent with
these predictions, and confirming findings from Walker and Mann (1987),
depression was not associated with intragroup or intergroup social compar-
isons among our unemployed sample.

Although self-blame is not anticipated by unemployed people, for which
the social position of the group is fairly clearly determined by economic and
social policy consistent with a particular political ideology, it is valuable to
explore this issue further with other social groups who perceive themselves
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to disadvantaged by the social system (e.g., ethnic minorities or women).
Different social categories may vary in the extent to which members
experience self-blame for negative outcomes or in their perceptions of
control for future outcomes (Crosby, 1982). Social categories may also need
to be distinguished from voluntary group memberships, such as belonging
to a chess team in which self-blame may indeed arise for negative outcomes
in group-level social comparisons. Similarly, individual differences in
self-blame or perceived control within groups may be examined. There is
also a need for further investigation of the group-level responses to negative
comparison outcomes such as social protest orientation (see Abrams &
Emler, 1992).

An interesting finding related to membership of a low-status social
category was that greater perceived discrepancy between self and unem-
ployed people was related to reduced depressive symptomology among
respondents in full-time jobs. Although this finding was not predicted, it is
consistent with our analysis of personal versus categorical comparisons
because this was an individual-level comparison for employed respondents
in our study. This relation between the self-out-group comparison and
improved well-being parallels research on directional comparisons, partic-
ularly downward comparison research (e.g., Spears & Manstead, 1989;
Wills, 1981), which has shown that comparisons with less fortunate others
leads to improved mood.

The final issue addressed here concerned whether unemployed respon-
dents had more negative social comparison outcomes than respondents in
full-time jobs. Results show that the unemployed respondents perceived the
attributes of their actual selves to be more discrepant from the attributes of
their internal standards and the attributes of socially significant others than
did employed people. Unemployed people also saw themselves as more
similar to the unemployed people social category and perceived greater
similarity between unemployed people and other social groups than people
in full-time jobs. We argued that ideological concern with responsibility for
unemployment coupled with the substantial deprivation involved (Jahoda,
1982) means that unemployed people’s social position is reflected in
negative social comparisons. Although this prediction was confirmed
among our predominantly blue-collar sample, it would be interesting to
examine this issue among financially better off job losers and other less
visibly deprived social groups (Walker & Pettigrew, 1984).

In conclusion, results of our study strongly support the utility of a social
comparison theory approach to psychological distress and diminished
self-esteem among unemployed people. The emphasis within this approach
on the continuity between social structure, social processes, and individual
experience is valuable (cf. Doise, 1986), and this shows that the deleterious
psychological consequences of unemployment may arise from the
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intrapersonal, interpersonal, intragroup, and intergroup comparisons of
the unemployed person. Social comparison theory represents a potentially
fruitful perspective within which to investigate psychological aspects of job
loss. Further longitudinal research is needed to examine the role of social
comparisons in both the onset and maintenance of feelings of depression
and self-esteem. Equally, issues including choice of comparison group
others in the transition to unemployment and over the course of unemploy-
ment, motives not to socially compare (Brickman & Bulman, 1977), and the
use of social comparisons in coping with job loss (see Menaghen, 1982) may
be addressed in the future.
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