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Social identity theory postulates that people are motivated to achieve a positive and distinct identity. One strategy in 

response to threatened identity is differentiation, the occupation of vacant social niches. Studies by Lemaine (1974) 

demonstrated that individuals when feeling inferior do in fact use differentiating behavior to justify themselves, both 

in situations with and without explicit competition. However, there is need for further exploration of differentiation in 

contexts of cooperation rather than competition, and in social comparisons when individuals feel superior rather than 

inferior. This study compares differentiation strategies used when participants are in a scenario of applying for an 



internship, in situations of upward or downward competition or cooperation. Participants’ ratings of importance, 

perceived superiority over another candidate, and perceived difference from another candidate revealed that, contrary 

to my hypothesis, individuals tend to differentiate most when in situations of downward comparison, rather than in 

competition with a superior rival. However, my hypothesis was partly confirmed in that participants in upward 

competition did show some evidence of self-enhancement through superiority ratings and differentiation when 

compared to those cooperating with a superior partner. 

Strategies of differentiation: 
Preferences in contexts of upward or downward comparisons 

and cooperation or competition

Introduction

Social identity theory postulated the importance of positive distinctness to an individual’s identity (Tajfel & 

Turner, 1979). This motivation to establish an identity which is not only positive but also distinct gives origin to the 

distinctiveness principle: the motive within identity encouraging the establishment and maintenance of a sense of 

differentiation from others (Vignoles, Chryssochoou, & Breakwell, 2000). Differentiation, the tendency to seek 

distinction from a relevant comparison group, can also be formulated in a Darwinian sense as the occupation of 

vacant social niches by individuals and groups in competition (Jetten, Postmes, & Spears, 2004; Lemaine, 1974). 

The process of differentiation may construct distinctiveness regarding both the individual and the group aspects of 

identity (Vignoles, Chryssochoou, & Breakwell, 2000). Differentiation also encompasses various classes of 

distinctiveness, including difference from others, separateness from others, and one’s position within social relations 

(Vignoles, Chryssochoou, & Breakwell, 2000). Differentiation is distinct from the more widespread concept of 

ingroup bias in that the former involves a broader range of strategies that do not necessarily favor the ingroup or the 

individual; differentiating responses can be neutral or even self-deprecating (Jetten, Postmes, & Spears, 2004). 



Evidence for the existence of differentiation is abundant on both cognitive and behavioral levels. People tend 

to stress the distinctiveness of their characteristics, and perceive those characteristics providing a sense of 

distinctiveness as more fundamental to identity. Negative affect is associated with perceptions of excessive similarity 

to others (Fromkin, 1972). Moreover, when the motivation for distinctiveness is unsatisfied, individuals employ both 

behavioral and cognitive coping strategies to regain a sense of distinctiveness (Branscombe, Ellemers, Spears & 

Doosje, 1999; Breakwell, 1988; Brewer, 1991; Lemaine, 1974). 

Theorists hypothesize that distinctiveness is important for identity for various reasons. Distinctiveness offers 

fundamental meaning in identity: the individual cannot formulate a sense of self without a concept of who she is not, 

which requires distinctiveness (Vignoles, Chryssochoou, & Breakwell, 2000). Others stress that distinctiveness is a 

socially valued construct, at least in Western, individualistic societies. The uniqueness theory reflects this perspective 

in positing that different degrees of similarity to others correspond with different degrees of acceptability, with 

extremely high or low similarity as the least acceptable outcomes and moderate distinctiveness as the most acceptable 

(Snyder & Fromkin, 1980). Brewer (1991) formalized this idea in optimal distinctiveness theory, positing that 

individuals attempt to achieve an optimal balance between ‘standing out’ from a group and ‘fitting in’ as a group 

member. Related to both the uniqueness theory and the optimal distinctiveness theory is evidence that feedback 

indicating moderate distinctiveness leads to higher self-esteem than feedback indicating higher or lower 

distinctiveness does (Ganster, McCuddy, and Fromkin, 1977, cited in Snyder & Fromkin, 1980). 

This tie to self-esteem leads others to conclude that the importance of distinctiveness lies in its value for self-

enhancement (Vignoles, Chryssochoou, & Breakwell, 2000). Research tends to support the notion that a 

differentiated identity corresponds with high self-esteem. People overestimate the uniqueness of their positive 

attributes, and exhibit more assurance about the accuracy of social comparisons in which they are positively 

differentiated from others (Campbell, 1986; Schwartz & Smith, 1976). Furthermore, people prefer to be compared to 

others from whom they are positively distinguished, particularly in threatening contexts (Crocker, Thomspon, 



McGraw, & Ingerman, 1987; Gruder, 1977; Hakmiller, 1966). When positive distinctness is not available, people 

seek or create alternative dimensions of comparison, (Lemaine, 1974) or try to avoid any social comparison 

(Brickman & Bulman, 1977). While distinctiveness is clearly related to self-esteem, its importance to identity cannot 

be reduced to self-enhancement. Some evidence demonstrates that positive similarity to others is also associated with 

self-enhancement (Wheeler, 1966). Moreover, there are instances in which individuals seek distinctiveness even in 

negative terms (Mlicki and Ellemers, 1996). 

A more comprehensive explanation is that distinctiveness is a fundamental need. Brewer’s optimal 

distinctiveness theory expresses this notion in maintaining that people experience both the need to differentiate from 

others and the need to be included in greater social collectives (Brewer, 1991). Thus, the optimal point lies 

somewhere between differentiation and inclusion, explaining the curvilinear relationship between distinctiveness and 

acceptability in the uniqueness theory. While Brewer formulated the optimal distinctiveness theory for the intergroup 

level, the same logic can be applied to the individual and interpersonal scales of self-representation (Brewer and 

Gardner, 1996). Viewing distinctiveness as a need, an end in itself rather than a means to self-enhancement, allows 

for phenomena such as negative differentiation. As Lemaine notes, strategies of differentiation go beyond the search 

for superiority; rather, they represent the search for incomparability, or the shift into vacant places (Lemaine, 1974). 

However, this notion of distinctiveness as a fundamental need has not been subjected to sufficient empirical testing 

(Vignoles, Chryssochoou, & Breakwell, 2000). 

Thus, distinctiveness is vital for identity “because of the social value of distinctiveness itself, as a means of 

self-enhancement through social comparison, as a fundamental human need, and as a basic property of self-

definition” (Vignoles, Chryssochoou, & Breakwell, 2000). Without it, an individual’s or a group’s identity is 

threatened. According to the reactive distinctiveness hypothesis, in situations where intergroup distinctiveness is 

lowered—and ingroup identity thereby threatened—people employ strategies of differentiation to regain 

distinctiveness (Jetten, Postmes, & Spears, 2004). As Lemaine describes, “When identity is threatened it will be 



restored by way of otherness and non-comparability” (Lemaine, 1974). This hypothesis follows logically from 

social identity theory’s notion of the motivation to seek a positive, distinct identity. However, support for this idea is 

not unequivocal: sometimes, differentiation follows high, rather than low, levels of distinctiveness (e.g. Grant, 1993; 

Henderson-King et al., 1997; Hensley & Duval, 1976; Mummendey & Schreiber, 1984; Rokeach, 1960). In 

response to this phenomenon, Spears et al. (2002) formulated the reflective distinctiveness hypothesis, positing that 

differentiation is more probable when groups are clearly distinct. Thus, people employ strategies of differentiation 

both when intergroup distinctiveness is high and low.

This seemingly contradictory role of differentiation becomes clear when we make a distinction between two 

kinds of measures of differentiation—judgmental and behavioral (Jetten, Postmes, & Spears, 2004). Jetten, Postmes, 

and Spears reasoned, and indeed found, that studies using judgmental measures foster reflective distinctiveness, as 

the descriptive content of the rating dimensions already provide a source of differentiation and ratings measures 

allow for affirming this distinctiveness (2004). Behavioral measures, on the other hand, lent themselves better to 

highlight distinctiveness according to the reactive distinctiveness theory, with differentiation occurring when groups 

were portrayed as similar. 

While this distinction is useful in understanding the role of differentiation at the group level, it is unclear 

whether it applies to the interpersonal level of social interactions. Vignoles, Chryssochoou, and Breakwell assert that 

there is no apparent reason to assume that differentiation operates differently at the individual and group levels of 

identity (Vignoles, Chryssochoou, & Breakwell, 2000). Nevertheless, empirical evidence is needed to demonstrate 

the link between interpersonal and intergroup differentiation. 

In addition, competition and social comparison between agents play an important yet little understood role in 

predicting differentiation. Based on experiments with a handicapped and an advantaged party in competition, 

Lemaine concluded that the inferior of two agents in competition will demonstrate differentiating behavior (Lemaine, 

1974). He then tried to account for the role of competition and of advantages by incorporating control groups with no 



disadvantage and with no explicit competitive context, and found no differentiation without disadvantage, thereby 

concluding that situations of upward comparison are necessary for differentiation to occur. However, areas of 

downward competition in which the participant is superior to her rival, and situations of cooperation rather than 

explicit competition or neutrality, have yet to be explored. These areas are important as in our daily life we are often 

at the upward end of a comparison, and we find ourselves in many situations requiring cooperation. There is need for 

further empirical study of the role of differentiation in these alternative contexts in order to better understand the role 

of differentiation in our lives. 

Thus, this study sought to compare the use of differentiation on the interpersonal level in contexts of 

cooperation and competition, and in situations of upward and downward social comparison. While previous research 

sheds little light on these areas, the above discussed theories suggest that differentiation would be greatest in 

situations of upward competition. As Lemaine posits, as long as the distance between rivals is great enough, inferior 

candidates “gives up” on trying to compete directly and begin to justify themselves by devaluing the original criterion 

of comparison (Lemaine, 1974). Thus, in competitive situations, I expected differentiation strategies to appear more 

strongly with the promotion of upward rather than downward comparison. 

Lemaine, testing the influence of competition on differentiation, created settings free of explicit competition, 

and still found that “comparison with another which results in a negative evaluation of self tends to create 

diversity” (Lemaine, 1974). While the absence of preliminary studies of cooperative contexts made conjecture 

difficult, based on Lemaine’s conclusions, I proposed that cooperation would still promote differentiation as long as 

subjects felt inferior. I expected, therefore, participants in situations of upward competition to differentiate the most, 

followed by those in situations of upward cooperation, with participants in both cooperative and competitive superior 

contexts exhibiting little differentiation. 
Methods

Participants were male (n=34) and female undergraduates (n=52), plus one who did not indicate gender, 



attending Georgetown University. Participants were presented with a scenario in which they applied for a prestigious 

internship, and randomly assigned to one of four conditions: (1) competitive—upward comparison, (2) competitive

—downward comparison, (3) cooperative—upward comparison, and (4) cooperative—downward comparison. 

Depending on the condition, the selection process was described as involving competition for a single position or 

being hired as part of a cooperative pair of applicants (competition/cooperation manipulation); and the other 

competitor/cooperative partner was described in a biographical sketch (see Appendix) as being high status or low 

status (upward/ downward comparison manipulation). This sketch presented information about the other candidate’s 

education, work experience, and GPA. The high status candidate was described as a student of Columbia University 

with a 3.9 GPA and experience interning at two high profile organizations. The low status profile of a student of 

Cecil Community College listed a 2.4 GPA and work experience as a house painter and summer camp counselor. 

On a scale of 1-9, with 1 indicating not at all important and 9 indicating highest importance, participants rated 

the level of importance they would want a prospective employer to give to various characteristics when considering 

their applications (see Appendix). First, they rated the three characteristics mentioned in the other candidate’s bio 

(university attended, work experience, GPA). Then they were asked to think of three other characteristics, and rate 

the level of importance they would want a prospective employer to give to them (personality traits, extracurriculars, 

language skills and career goals were given as examples). Participants also compared themselves to their partner or 

competitor, rating on scales of 1-9 the extent to which they felt better than and different from the other candidate in 

light of each characteristic. An open-ended section after each characteristic prompted participants to explain their 

reasoning for assigning the respective levels of importance. Finally, participants in the cooperation conditions were 

asked to rate overall how much merit their contribution had to their pair’s candidacy for the internship. 

Results

Participants’ rating scores differed across conditions, especially when rating the degree to which they 



perceived themselves to be better than and different from the other candidate (see Table 1). Desired level of 

importance of each characteristic, however, did not differ between conditions. Post-hoc tests of means revealed that 

the most strongly significant differences were between upward and downward social comparison conditions. For 

example, when rating the degree to which participants felt better than the other candidate regarding university 

attended, the differences between those in upward and downward competitions, and between those in the upward 

and downward comparisons conditions were highly significant [t(41)= -4.79, p< .001;  t(42)= -9.87, p <.001], 

whereas the differences between downward cooperation and downward competition, and between upward 

cooperation and upward competition, were either moderately or not significant [t(40)=2.35, p>.05; t(43)=1.74, p<.

10]. The ratings for perceived superiority and perceived differences in work experience and GPA follow the same 

pattern, indicating the most significant trend is the main effect of the upward/downward social comparison condition.
TABLE 1: Mean Scores (and Standard Deviations) of Ratings of Desired Importance, Perceived Superiority, 

and Perceived Differences
Upward 

Competition
Downward 

Competition
Upward 

Cooperation
Downward 

Cooperation
F

(3, 83)

University-
Important

6.7a
(.80)

7.43a
(1.38)

6.73a 
(1.03)

6.41a
(1.87) 2.39

University-Better
4.95a 
(2.06)

7.52b 
(1.44)

3.45c 
(2.06)

8.14b 
(.83) 38.13**

University-
Different

6.15a
(2.37)

7.61a
(1.41)

4.91b 
(2.22)

7.95a 
(1.21) 12.65**

Experience-
Important

6.55a 
(1.70)

6.38a
(1.51)

6.36a
(1.71)

6.41a 
(1.37) 0.26

Experience-
Better

4.3a 
(2.39)

6.13b
(1.69)

2.82a1 
(2.54)

5.27a2 
(2.10) 9.39**

Experience-
Different

6.55a 
(2.31)

6.17a 
(1.67)

6.73a 
(2.27)

5.5a 
(2.24) 1.42

GPA-Important
5.6a

(1.43)
6.39a 
(1.62)

6.05a
(1.73)

5.95a
(1.94) 0.78

GPA-Better
3.75a 
(2.24)

7.48b
(1.59)

2.77a 
(2.11)

7.82b 
(1.54) 40.67**

GPA-Different
5.65a 
(2.23)

7.17b 
(1.90)

4.77a 
(2.37)

7.73b 
(1.20) 10.47**



Upward 
Competition

Downward 
Competition

Upward 
Cooperation

Downward 
Cooperation

F
(3, 83)

University-
Important

6.7a
(.80)

7.43a
(1.38)

6.73a 
(1.03)

6.41a
(1.87) 2.39

University-Better
4.95a 
(2.06)

7.52b 
(1.44)

3.45c 
(2.06)

8.14b 
(.83) 38.13**

University-
Different

6.15a
(2.37)

7.61a
(1.41)

4.91b 
(2.22)

7.95a 
(1.21) 12.65**

Experience-
Important

6.55a 
(1.70)

6.38a
(1.51)

6.36a
(1.71)

6.41a 
(1.37) 0.26

Experience-
Better

4.3a 
(2.39)

6.13b
(1.69)

2.82a1 
(2.54)

5.27a2 
(2.10) 9.39**

Experience-
Different

6.55a 
(2.31)

6.17a 
(1.67)

6.73a 
(2.27)

5.5a 
(2.24) 1.42

GPA-Important
5.6a

(1.43)
6.39a 
(1.62)

6.05a
(1.73)

5.95a
(1.94) 0.78

GPA-Better
3.75a 
(2.24)

7.48b
(1.59)

2.77a 
(2.11)

7.82b 
(1.54) 40.67**

GPA-Different
5.65a 
(2.23)

7.17b 
(1.90)

4.77a 
(2.37)

7.73b 
(1.20) 10.47**

Note: Mean scores could range from 1 to 9; 9 indicates participants desired high importance level for characteristic, perceived themselves 
to be highly superior to other candidate, or perceived a large difference between themselves and other candidate. F scores come from a 
four level, one-way ANOVA. Within each row, means with different subscripts differ at the .05 level of significance.
*p<.05. **p<.01

 

A two-way Analysis of Variance also revealed a strong trend of the main effect of the upward vs. downward 

comparison variable, and weaker, less consistent influence of the competition vs. cooperation variable. There were 

also interactions; for example, in rating the degree of perceived superiority over the other candidate regarding 

university attended (see Figure 1), participants in inferior positions rated themselves higher when in competition than 

in cooperation, while those in downward comparison conditions rated themselves slightly higher when in 

cooperation than in competition: F (3, 83) =7.76, p<.01. Post-hoc analysis indicated that the source of this variance 

came from moderately and highly significant differences in means between each pair of conditions except between 

the contexts of downward comparison and the downward competition. That is, participants in upward competition 

rated themselves higher than those in upward cooperation [t (40) =2.35, p<.05], and lower than those in downward 

competition or cooperation [t (41) = -4.79, p<.001; t (40) = -2.25, p<.05]. Similarly, participants in upward 

cooperation rated themselves lower than those in both downward cooperation [t (43) = -9.87, p<.001] and 

downward competition [t (43) = -7.69, p<.001]. The largest differences arose upon contrasting upward and 

downward comparison contexts, both in competition and in cooperation. Thus, there was a strong effect for level of 

comparison, with participants in the downward comparison conditions evaluating higher than the upward 

comparison groups the degree to which they were better than their partner or competitor [F (3, 83)= 104.43, p<.001]. 

Following a similar pattern, ratings of the extent to which participants differed from the other candidate in 

light of university attended (see Figure 2) revealed a near significant interaction, [F (3, 83)=3. 52, p<.10], as those in 



upward competition tended to perceive themselves as more different than did those in upward cooperation [t (40)

=1.75, p<.10], while those in downward competition tended to perceive themselves as slightly less different than did 

those in downward cooperation. Again, the level of comparison had a strong effect. Those in inferior positions rated 

themselves as less different than did those in superior positions [F (3, 83)=32.85, p <.001].

Participants across conditions responded very differently when rating the superiority of their previous work 

experience over that of the other candidate (see Figure 3). Again, the main effect was significant: participants in 

upward comparison show much lower scores than those in downward comparison [F (3, 83) =21.65, p<.001]. 

There was also a highly significant main effect for the competition vs. cooperation factor, with those in competition 

rating themselves much higher than those in cooperation [F (3, 83)= 6.89, p<.01]. 

Again, there is a strong main effect for the upward versus downward comparison context with regard to 

ratings of GPA superiority (see Figure 4). Those in both downward comparison conditions gave their GPAs higher 

ratings than those in the upward comparison conditions [F (3, 83) =118.83, f<.001].

Similarly, when asked to rate whether the amount they felt their GPAs differed from the other candidate’s, 

participants in the downward comparison conditions reported higher scores than those in the upward comparison 

conditions, evidenced by Figure 5 [F (3, 83)=28.44], p<.001].  

Finally, participants in the upward cooperation condition reported having contributed less to their partnership 

than did those in the downward cooperation condition: t (41) = -6.4, p <.001. 



Discussion

This study aimed to explore preferences for differentiation in contexts of competition or cooperation, and 

upward or downward social comparisons. Based on previous research, I expected participants facing competition 

against high status others (competition—upward comparison condition) to differentiate the most. This hypothesis 

was partly confirmed: participants in upward competition differentiated more than those in upward cooperation. 

However, individuals in the context of upward competition differentiated less than those in both competitive and 

cooperative situations of downward comparison. 

The lack of extreme differentiation from those in inferior positions may be related to the earlier discussed 

notion that while differentiation is one strategy of self-enhancement, displaying similarity to others who are perceived 

positively is also associated with self-enhancement (Wheeler, 1966). That is, similarity can also be employed to 

restore threatened identity if the comparison allies the individual with a positive figure. Moreover, social identity 

posits that individuals are motivated to achieve a positive, distinct identity (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Therefore, while 

distinctiveness is important, so is maintaining a positive identity, and perhaps in this situation participants valued 

positioning themselves in a positive light by identifying with high-achieving candidates over maintaining 

distinctiveness by differentiating from them. 

An alternative explanation is that participants were being realistic; it is possible that for the given criteria, the 

sample of Georgetown students was objectively highly similar to the high-status candidate and dissimilar to the low-

status one. In that case, participants in the upward comparison condition may have differentiated relatively more than 

those in the downward comparison context, as mean difference scores for all three criteria rated by those in upward 

comparison were above the “no difference” rating of 5 (on a scale of 1-9). Future studies should ask participants to 

provide their GPA and descriptions of past work experiences to better understand if realism or identification with 

esteemed others underlies this unexpected degree of differentiation. 

Those in upward competition did indicate a strategy of attempting to elevate status by tending to rate 



themselves higher in the “better than” questions than those in upward cooperation rated themselves. In fact, those in 

upward cooperation demonstrated surprisingly little effort to justify themselves despite their inferior status, with 

“better than” ratings well below neutral for each of the three given criteria (on a scale of 1-9, means of 3.45, 2.81, 

and 2.77). This finding goes against Lemaine’s assertion that mere comparison with another resulting in negative 

self-evaluation is sufficient incentive for self-enhancement (Lemaine, 1974). Evidently, a cooperative context does 

not inspire individuals in inferior positions to try to elevate their status, perhaps because those in cooperation can rely 

on the high regard of their partner to raise their status for them. 

While the superiority ratings given by those in upward comparison conditions were still lower than those 

given by participants in both downward competition and cooperation, this is most likely a reflection of the objective 

reality that those in downward comparisons were “better” than the other candidate in light of the given characteristic. 

Supporting this is evidence that participants in cooperation were realistic about their contributions to their 

partnership: those in the upward comparison condition rated their merit as lower than did those in the downward 

comparison condition. Participants in downward comparison rated their contribution to the partnership as having 

extremely more merit than their partner’s (7.6 on scale of 1 to 9), while those in upward comparison rated their 

contribution as exactly equal to their partner’s (5.0), evidencing some acknowledgment of realism toward social 

comparison status. However, that participants in upward comparison rated themselves as equal, and not inferior, to 

their partner is again indicative that there was some attempt at self-enhancement, even if within realistic limits.

The main effect of being in upward or downward comparison played a much more important role than 

expected in rating perceptions of superiority and of differences: in all “better than” ratings and most “different from” 

ratings, those in inferior positions gave themselves significantly lower scores than did those in superior positions. 

This was counterintuitive given earlier findings, such as those by Lemaine (1974), which suggested upward 

comparison and subsequent feelings of inferiority were both requisite and sufficient for differentiation.

This relatively low level of differentiation and self-enhancement from individuals in upward comparison may 



have to do with the earlier noted distinction between judgmental and behavioral dependent measures. Judgmental 

measures, such as rating scales, better reveal the reflective distinctiveness hypothesis, which states that differentiation 

is more likely to occur when agents are clearly distinct (Jetten, Postmes, & Spears, 2004). Perhaps this study’s 

stimulus did not make sufficiently distinct the superior candidate from the participants, thereby precipitating reactive 

rather than reflective differentiation, which is better reflected through behavioral rather than judgmental dependent 

variables (Jetten, Postmes, & Spears, 2004). However, these results may again be due instead to a degree of realism 

about standing in social comparison, which could be controlled for in future studies through participants’ self-report 

on GPA and work experience.

The one significant interaction, on rating superiority regarding university attended, indicates an interesting 

trend in offering some evidence for my hypothesis: participants in inferior positions rated themselves higher when in 

competition than in cooperation, as expected. However, the unexpected finding that those in downward comparison 

conditions rated themselves slightly higher when in cooperation than in competition provides further evidence for 

self-enhancement. In situations of cooperation, people need to elevate their status not as an individual but as a pair. 

Thus, perhaps those cooperating with inferior partners give high similarity ratings so as to elevate their partner to 

their level, thereby raising the status of the partnership overall. This may also relate to collective identity and 

cohesion; it is conceivable that two individuals in partnership behave more as a group, and seek a moderate degree of 

similarity as the optimal distinctiveness theory suggests (Brewer, 1991). 

Also noteworthy is the result that there were no significant differences for giving higher importance to any 

characteristic. Importance score means given by all groups for all characteristics remained above the midpoint. This 

may indicate that individuals’ strategies for differentiation are so adept that they enable everyone to feel comfortable 

being evaluated on any characteristic, even when they judge themselves to be inferior to the others. 

While these results provided interesting and at times surprising information about the differences in 

individual differentiation in situations of competition or cooperation, and upward or downward social comparison, 



further investigation is necessary. Analysis of the correlations between importance, superiority, and difference 

ratings may reveal much more about strategies of differentiation within each individual. Moreover, this report does 

not incorporate results for the self-generated comparison criteria of participants, which may indicate differences in 

differentiation through the creation and rating of new criteria for comparison. Future studies may also want to 

explore gender differences in the priorities given to differentiation strategies in competitive and cooperative 

situations.
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Appendix

Candidate Bio Sheet—Upward Competition

You are applying for a very prestigious paid summer internship that hires only one candidate. Your 
competitor has the following profile: 

Education: Columbia University 
Experience: Two previous internships at high profile organizations similar to the one to which you are applying
GPA: 3.9

Candidate Bio Sheet—Upward Cooperation

You are applying for a very prestigious paid summer internship that hires interns in cooperative pairs. You 
have been paired with a partner who has the following profile: 

Education: Columbia University 
GPA: 3.9
Experience: Two previous internships at high profile organizations similar to the one to which you are applying

Candidate Bio Sheet—Downward Competition

You are applying for a very prestigious paid summer internship that hires only one candidate. Your competitor has 
the following profile:

Education: Cecil Community College
Experience: house painter, summer camp counselor 
GPA: 2.4

Candidate Bio Sheet—Downward Cooperation

You are applying for a very prestigious paid summer internship that hires interns in cooperative pairs. Your partner 
has the following profile: 

Education: Cecil Community College
Experience: house painter, summer camp counselor 
GPA: 2.4

Dependent Variable—Competition
On a scale of 0-8, please rate the level of importance you want a prospective employer to give to the following 



characteristics. Then, rate how you are better than and different from your competitor. Finally, please explain in a few 
sentences why you would or would not want a prospective employer to give this trait high importance when 
considering your application.  

First, please think about the three characteristics mentioned in your competitor’s candidate bio sheet (University 
Attended, Work Experience, GPA):

University Attended

The level of importance I want a prospective employer to give to this characteristic is:
Little/No importance Highest importance

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I am better than my competitor in this characteristic:

Not at all Completely

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I am different from my competitor in this characteristic:

Not at all Completely

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I would (not) like a prospective employer to give this trait high importance because: 

Work Experience

The level of importance I want a prospective employer to give to this characteristic is:
Little/No importance Highest importance

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I am better than my competitor in this characteristic:

Not at all Completely

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I am different from my competitor in this characteristic:

Not at all Completely



0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I would (not) like a prospective employer to give this trait high importance because: 

GPA

The level of importance I want a prospective employer to give to this characteristic is:
Little/No importance Highest importance

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I am better than my competitor in this characteristic:

Not at all Completely

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I am different from my competitor in this characteristic:

Not at all Completely

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I would (not) like a prospective employer to give this trait high importance because: 

Now please enter some other characteristics and rate the level of importance you want a prospective employer to give 
them (e.g. personality traits, extracurriculars, language skills, career goals). Please add and rate 3 more items.

Other: ______________________________

The level of importance I want a prospective employer to give to this characteristic is:
Little/No importance Highest importance

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I am better than my competitor in this characteristic:



Not at all Completely

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I am different from my competitor in this characteristic:

Not at all Completely

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I would (not) like a prospective employer to give this trait high importance because: 

Other: ______________________________

The level of importance I want a prospective employer to give to this characteristic is:
Little/No importance Highest importance

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I am better than my competitor in this characteristic:

Not at all Completely

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I am different from my competitor in this characteristic:

Not at all Completely

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I would (not) like a prospective employer to give this trait high importance because: 

Other: ______________________________



The level of importance I want a prospective employer to give to this characteristic is:
Little/No importance Highest importance

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I am better than my competitor in this characteristic:

Not at all Completely

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I am different from my competitor in this characteristic:

Not at all Completely

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I would (not) like a prospective employer to give this trait high importance because: 

I am:  __________ Male __________ Female

Dependent Variable: Cooperation
On a scale of 0-8, please rate the level of importance you want a prospective employer to give to the following 
characteristics. Then, rate how you are better than and different from your partner. Finally, please explain in a few 
sentences why you would or would not want a prospective employer to give this trait high importance upon 
considering your application.  

First, please think about the three characteristics mentioned in your partner’s candidate bio sheet (University 
Attended, Work Experience, GPA):

University Attended

The level of importance I want a prospective employer to give to this characteristic is:
Little/No importance Highest importance



0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I am better than my partner in this characteristic:

Not at all Completely

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I am different from my partner in this characteristic:

Not at all Completely

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I would (not) like a prospective employer to give this trait high importance because: 

Work Experience

The level of importance I want a prospective employer to give to this characteristic is:
Little/No importance Highest importance

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I am better than my partner in this characteristic:

Not at all Completely

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I am different from my partner in this characteristic:

Not at all Completely

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I would (not) like a prospective employer to give this trait high importance because: 



GPA

The level of importance I want a prospective employer to give to this characteristic is:
Little/No importance Highest importance

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I am better than my partner in this characteristic:

Not at all Completely

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I am different from my partner in this characteristic:

Not at all Completely

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I would (not) like a prospective employer to give this trait high importance because: 

Now please enter some other characteristics and rate the level of importance you want a prospective employer to give 
them (e.g. personality traits, extracurriculars, language skills, career goals). Please add and rate 3 more items.

Other: ______________________________

The level of importance I want a prospective employer to give to this characteristic is:
Little/No importance Highest importance

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I am better than my partner in this characteristic:

Not at all Completely

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I am different from my partner in this characteristic:

Not at all Completely

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8



I would (not) like a prospective employer to give this trait high importance because: 

Other: ______________________________

The level of importance I want a prospective employer to give to this characteristic is:
Little/No importance Highest importance

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I am better than my partner in this characteristic:

Not at all Completely

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I am different from my partner in this characteristic:

Not at all Completely

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I would (not) like a prospective employer to give this trait high importance because: 

Other: ______________________________

The level of importance I want a prospective employer to give to this characteristic is:
Little/No importance Highest importance

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I am better than my partner in this characteristic:

Not at all Completely

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I am different from my partner in this characteristic:



Not at all Completely

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I would (not) like a prospective employer to give this trait high importance because: 

Overall, how much merit does your contribution have to your pair's candidacy for this internship?  

Less merit than partner More merit than partner

0     1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

I am:  __________ Male __________ Female
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