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Word of mouth: How upward social comparisons influence the sharing of 

consumption experiences 

Proposed short title: Upward social comparisons and sharing of experiences 

 

Abstract 

 

An outcome of upward social comparisons that has been largely overlooked is its effect 

on non-transactional behaviours (i.e. word of mouth). Previous research has identified 

three different emotional reactions to upward social comparisons: admiration, benign 

envy and malicious envy. Despite the fact that their effect on consumption has been 

previously analysed, it remains unclear how these reactions affect word of mouth 

intention. This study carries out an experimental design that demonstrates that admiration 

and benign envy positively influence word of mouth behaviour. However, there is no 

effect of malicious envy on such disposition. The results are sustained under different 

cultural contexts. The findings shed light on the drivers of word of mouth. They offer 

guidance to companies for developing more effective strategies to encourage both brand 

message sharing and consumer-to-consumer sharing of consumption experiences. 
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Introduction 

 

Consumers are driven by self-evaluation of their opinions and abilities and one way to 

satisfy that need is the comparison with other people (Festinger, 1954). An upward social 

comparison occurs when there is a negative self-other discrepancy (Salerno et al., 2019) 

that leads to feelings of envy (Smith, 2004). Envy that follows upward social comparisons 

has many consequences on daily life (Smith et al. 1999). These effects are mediated by 

the degree in which negative emotions —such as hostility and anger— go hand in hand 

with envy (Hareli and Weiner, 2002). The presence or absence of negative emotions 

accompanying envy allows to differentiate between two types of envy: benign envy and 

malicious envy. In the case of benign envy, motivational tendencies are productive while, 

for malicious envy, motivational tendencies are destructive (Van de Ven et al., 2010). 

That is, benignly envious people try to improve themselves while maliciously envious 

people try to degrade the superior other (Van de Ven et al., 2009).  

The distinction between benign envy and malicious envy seems to have relevant 

consequences in the field of consumption. Thus, for example, previous studies on the 

relationship between types of envy and willingness to pay demonstrate that for benign 

envy there is an envy premium for products owned by others, while for malicious envy 

that envy premium exists for products not owned by others (Van de Ven et al., 2011a). 

To date, research investigating the effect of upward social comparisons on consumption 

has primarily focused on the impact of feelings of others’ superiority on consumers’ 

desire for others’ possessions (Van de Ven et al., 2011a). Indeed, consumption 

expenditure can be a way of satisfying the desire of emulating others who are better off. 

Economists have labelled this phenomenon as the “bandwagon effect” (Leibenstein, 



1950) or “keeping-up-with-the Joneses” (Frank, 1999) and it is still helpful to explain 

buying intention in the novel context of Instafamous-based social commerce (Jin and 

Ryu, 2020; Lee and Eastin, 2020). 

One outcome of upward social comparisons that has been largely overlooked is its effect 

on non-transactional behaviours (i.e. word of mouth). Interpersonal communication, 

known as word of mouth, has been studied considerably in the fields of social psychology 

and consumer behaviour. Consider Jane, an undergraduate student, that received the latest 

iPhone model for her birthday and shows it to Carol, one of her classmates that owns an 

outdated version of the same phone. Research predicts that (consciously or 

unconsciously) Carol is going to compare her phone to Jane’s and, as a result of this 

comparison, three responses are possible in terms of consumption (Van de Ven et al., 

2009; Van de Ven et al., 2011b; Salerno et al., 2019): (a) Carol experiences admiration, 

that is, positive feelings that increase a sort of passive inspiration but not leading to 

motivation to improve herself; (b) Carol experiences benign envy, and so she desires to 

buy the same phone as Jane; (c) Carol experiences malicious envy, as a consequence she 

desires to buy a different brand to show that Jane’s phone is not so good. We are interested 

in how these different reactions to upward social comparisons (admiration/benign 

envy/malicious envy) will subsequently affect not consumption but the intention of Carol 

to share the latest acquisition of her classmate. That is, this study proposes to explore the 

following research question: 

How an upward social comparison in the consumption sphere affects word of mouth 

intention related with the consumption experience that triggered the comparison? 

 

To date, this research question has not been addressed. Its relevance rests on the long-

recognized influence of word of mouth on purchase behaviour (Ditcher, 1966), even more 



so in the current digital era (Stephen, 2016). Although message characteristics, and the 

psychological motivations they can influence, have been signalled as causal bases of word 

of mouth (Cappella et al., 2015), the literature has given more importance to 

consequences than to drivers of this phenomenon (Berger and Schwartz, 2011). The 

increase in the research response to the call for exploring the motivations behind word of 

mouth is quite recent (Chen, 2017). Understanding the factors that underlie the spread of 

word of mouth is of paramount interest against a backdrop characterized by increasing 

investments in word of mouth marketing (Hu et al., 2019). The social media explosion 

has attracted researchers to turn their attention to the social motivations of word of mouth 

(Baek et al., 2017) and to the effect of social media envy (Liu et al., 2019). In particular, 

the type of relationship between the parties involved in an upward social comparison is 

drawing increasing importance (see, for example, Dubois et al. (2016) or Hu et al. (2019)). 

In this paper we dig deeper into the social drivers of word of mouth by analysing how the 

perceived position of the consumer in relation to the content of the information that is 

shared affects word of mouth. Understanding how different responses to upward social 

comparisons influence word of mouth is a task of academic interest and managerial 

importance, especially in a context characterized by a noteworthy growth of impression 

management tools (Lee and Eastin, 2020). 

 

This paper aims to explore the effect of upward social comparisons on word of mouth 

intention. In keeping with this objective, the paper hypothesizes that different types of 

responses to upward social comparisons have different potential as drivers of word of 

mouth. Our reasoning is based on previous findings on behavioural tendencies spurred by 

envy and on the literature on emotional communication. An experimental study was 

carried out based on a sample of 120 Spanish participants and 120 Chinese participants. 



Data of the experiments were used to estimate structural equation models that represent 

the relationship between experiencing different types of envy and word of mouth 

intention. Multisampling analysis is used to check the validity of the results in different 

cultural contexts.  

 

Conceptual background and hypotheses development 

 

Literature review on envy and consumption 

 

Literature about how envy that follows upward social comparisons affects consumption 

is scarce, especially compared to the level of attention paid to other emotions (Anaya et 

al., 2016; Kao, 2019). In the particular case of benign envy, empirical evidence is even 

more scant (Zeng et al., 2020). The consideration of envy as a social taboo has been 

pointed out as a possible cause of its neglect by scholars (Duffy et al., 2008). Actually, if 

we use a bibliometric approach to glean insight into the aspects that have been the focus 

of previous studies, we can confirm the dearth of research on envy. In fact, if we look for 

peer-reviewed papers in the Web of Science database, entering “envy”, “consumption” 

and “consumer” as keywords, and after screening irrelevant records, we can only achieve 

a corpus of 77 papers published in English. Following the methodology proposed by Cobo 

et al. (2011), and performing a co-words analysis by using SciMAT software (Cobo et 

al., 2012), we can distinguish between two periods in envy literature. Period one covers 

papers published before 2014 and the central theme of envy research during this period 

was consumption, including topics such as envy and luxury consumption, envy and 

customer satisfaction or envy and services consumption. After 2015, the number of papers 

is approximately the same as in period one, and the most significant theme is self-



consciousness, which includes all keywords associated with different self-conscious 

emotions, such as envy and its different types (benign and malicious), admiration, pride 

or shame. A distinctive feature of period 2 is that social media appears as a relevant 

keyword, due to the focus of many researchers on the effects of upward social 

comparisons during social media browsing. In Figure 1 and Figure 2 we can observe the 

thematic network of each period. The most significant theme occupies the central position 

on each graph. The volume of the spheres is proportional to the number of documents 

corresponding to each topic and the thickness of the link between two spheres is 

proportional to the co-occurrence frequency of two keywords in the corpus of manuscripts 

considered as bases for the analysis. Thus, in period 1, the most relevant connections are 

between consumption and social comparisons, and individual differences in topics related 

to branding and social comparisons. In period 2, the strongest connections appear in the 

relation between self-conscious emotions and social comparisons and self-conscious 

emotions and affective consequences. Therefore, this paper opens a new line of research 

by considering the specific influence of different types of envy on word of mouth. It offers 

a bridge between the research themes of period 1 and period 2, by analysing the effect of 

different types of self-conscious emotions that follow social comparisons and the spread 

of information about consumption experiences. 

 

Figure 1 Salient themes in envy research before 2014 

Figure 2 Salient themes in envy research after 2015 

 

 

Hypothesis development 

 



Reactions to upward social comparisons 

 

Envy occurs when “…a person lacks another’s superior quality, achievement, or 

possession and either desires it or wishes that the other lacked it” (Parrott and Smith, 

1993, 906). Previous literature has differentiated between two types of envy (Van de Ven 

et al., 2009): benign envy —also known as white or motivational envy— and malicious 

envy — referred to as “proper” or destructive envy— (Wobker and Kenning, 2013). Both 

varieties of envy have a different experiential content and are accompanied by distinct 

motivational tendencies (Van de Ven et al., 2010; Lee and Eastin, 2020). Thus, benign 

envy is followed by the desire to emulate the superior other, while malicious envy leads 

to wishes of destroying the better-off other. It is important to highlight the fact that in 

spite of the “good” intentions that follow benign envy, it implies a certain frustration. The 

frustration experienced is relevant because it differentiates benign envy from the pleasant 

experience that accompanies admiration. This nuance signifies that frustration challenges 

the individual to improve, motivating performance and self-efficacy. Therefore, as a 

consequence of the frustration that accompanies benign envy, this type of envy can be 

considered the most productive in terms of implications for the self. It is, in fact, even 

more productive than the virtue of admiring someone (Van de Ven et al., 2011b). 

Therefore, an upward social comparison can result in three emotions followed by three 

types of action tendencies (Smith, 2004; Van de Ven et al., 2010). First, it can derive into 

a pleasant experience of admiration that drives to self-surrender. Second, it can be a 

source of inspiration in the shape of self-improvement, caused by benign envy. Lastly, it 

can trigger malicious envy, involving the motivation to harm the envied other. 

 



Several recent studies in the psychological field propose that the distinction between 

benign and malicious envy is unwarranted and suggest the use of envy as a unitary 

construct (e.g., Cohen-Charash and Larson, 2017). This line of research advocates the 

functionality of unpleasant emotions. They consider that the use of adjectives like 

“benign” and “malicious” are denying the sociofuntional purpose of envy, independently 

of whether it is linked to socially desirable or undesirable reactions. Thus, the self-

improvement motivation that accompanies benign envy does not necessarily imply the 

use of prosocial means. Moreover, the socially undesirable elements can nevertheless be 

functional for the envier and society (Lange et al., 2018). The discussion between the 

conceptualization of envy as a unitary construct or as a two-construct typology is very 

relevant from a psychological perspective. It should influence the theoretical framework, 

the design of the methodology and the operationalization of envy (Cohen-Charash and 

Larson, 2017). In spite of acknowledging the interest of this debate, the conceptualization 

of envy or the evaluative judgments on its consequences are outside the scope of this 

paper. Both the one and two-construct perspectives are compatible with the recognition 

of the diversity of affective, cognitive and motivational consequences (Parrott and Smith, 

1993) that can level the difference between the subjects involved in an upward social 

comparison (Van de Ven et al., 2009). For example, in the field of brand marketing, the 

distinction between benign and malicious envy has been signalled as helpful to explain 

the effect of storytelling styles and brand-consumer psychological distance on brand 

preference (Kao, 2019). We are also interested in the diversity of consequences of benign 

and malicious envy, in particular in the use of word of mouth as a strategy to deal with 

self-discomfort that follows an upward social comparison. The labels “benign” and 

“malicious” are useful in this context to reflect such possible variety.  

Expected influence of upward social comparisons on word of mouth 



The idea that certain emotions can trigger or deter word of mouth is not new (Stieglitz 

and Dang-Xuan, 2013). Information sharing can occur as a reaction to an emotion-

eliciting event (Rimé, 2009). In fact, sometimes exposure to an emotional condition 

positively influences the motivation of the individual to seek social contact in order to 

share his/her experience (Luminet et al., 2000). In this sense, information sharing can 

diminish emotional distress (Pennebaker, 1989) and, thus, it performs an adaptive 

function to cope with negative emotions. In the same token, information sharing can be 

useful to magnify positive emotions (Bradley and Lang, 1994). As we will explain below, 

the positive or negative nature of the emotion is a relevant attribute to determine its 

possible influence on the disposition to share the information that causes this emotion. 

This is particularly interesting when focusing on the specific influence of the emotions 

that can follow a social comparison. 

In general terms, the main factor that determines the social consequences of emotional 

situations is emotional intensity (Frijda et al., 1992). Emotional intensity refers to “how 

strongly or with what magnitude an emotion is experienced or expressed” (Morris and 

Feldman, 1996; 990). However, if we focus on social consequences in the shape of 

information sharing, emotional intensity is not enough. Berger and Milkman (2012) 

demonstrated that, apart from the magnitude of the emotion, the emotion per se is also 

relevant. According to their proposal, information has different chances of being socially 

transmitted depending on two properties of the evoked emotion: valence —positive or 

negative— and arousal —the degree of mobilization or activation. Thus, even when 

common wisdom assumed that negative information has more chances of being shared 

than positive information, Berger and Milkman (2012) showed that virality can be higher 

with positive than with negative information. Besides, in the context of purchase 

behaviour, previous research has demonstrated that benign envy enhances the consumer’s 



attitude toward the envied objects (Jin et al., 2019) and can evoke feelings of authentic 

pride (Sung and Pau, 2019) that lead to more favourable buying intentions (Liu et al., 

2019). Hence, to try to extend the knowledge about the consequences of benign envy, the 

following hypothesis is put forth: 

 

H1. Benign envy positively influences word of mouth intention. 

 

This positive effect is also expected after upward social comparison situations in which 

the achievements of someone do not seem to be attainable, resulting in feelings of 

admiration. When achievements seem unattainable, people are not motivated to reach the 

status of the admired one (Lockwood and Kunda, 1997) but spreading word of mouth 

may act as a form of compensation (Thomas et al., 2020). Thus, word of mouth can be 

related to admiration of individuals who are supposed to have power and control in a field 

(Aleti et al., 2019). Our second hypothesis summarizes this prediction: 

 

H2. Admiration positively influences word of mouth intention. 

 

To anticipate the consequence of envy on word of mouth intention it must be considered 

that envy is a self-conscious or social emotion (Bagozzi, 2006; Salerno et al., 2019). Self-

evaluative processes —that can also be part of basic emotions, such as fear or sadness— 

are necessarily present in the case of self-conscious emotions (Tracy and Robins, 2004). 

This means that a condition for experiencing envy is that people become aware that they 

have failed to reach the lifestyle of others. As was previously mentioned, emotion elicits 

information sharing. However, in the case of self-conscious emotions of a negative nature, 

individuals try to hide those emotions, inhibiting the diffusion of the information that 



caused that feeling (Rimé, 2009). Under this reasoning, an audience affected by feelings 

of malicious envy would not be motivated to socially transmit information. In the same 

way, in the field of consumption, previous research has proved that malicious envy is not 

as effective as benign envy to enhance buying intention (Loureiro et al., 2020). The 

counterproductive side of malicious envy derived from upward social comparisons has 

also been signalled in the distribution channel reward literature (Zeng et al., 2020). The 

deterrent of word of mouth could be interpreted as a consequence that malicious envy 

entails the desire to sabotage the advantage of the superior other (Sung and Phau, 2019). 

The aforementioned arguments lead to the formulation of the following hypothesis: 

 

H3. Malicious envy does not influence word of mouth intention. 

 

Cultural differences 

 

Envy appears in every society and in every individual (Foster et al., 1972). An in-depth 

examination of multicultural differences is beyond the scope of this paper. However, we 

consider that testing whether these differences exist or not is a good point of departure to 

delineate a possible avenue to be explored. Furthermore, previous studies have pointed 

out the importance of examining various cross-cultural contexts when studying envy 

(Dow, 1981). In the field of word of mouth studies, Asian cultures have been signalled as 

particularly relevant due to their low tendency to bolster the self (Wojnicki and Godes, 

2008). Extant literature predicts cultural differences in the tendency to envy (Brachfeld, 

2013) and differences in how each society copes with envy feelings have been shown 

(Quintanilla and de López, 2013). In the particular context of social networking sites, 

these differences affect the strategy of sharing self-promoting content. However, 



strategies related to the management of information about the others, such as gossiping 

or withdrawing from the painful envy-triggering source of information, seem more global 

than cultural (Wenninger et al., 2019). Furthermore, the rate of socially transmitting 

information holds across cultures (Rimé, 2009). Therefore, the following hypothesis is 

formulated: 

 

H4. There are no cultural differences in the effect of admiration and the different types of 

envy on word of mouth intention. 

 

 

Method 

 

To test the predictions outlined above, an empirical study based on an experimental 

design was carried out. We examined our main predictions in two different cultures, Spain 

and China. Figure 3 graphically summarizes the proposed hypotheses.  

 

Figure 3 Research model 

 

Each participant read one scenario. We adapted the stimuli from a study on the difference 

between envy and admiration (Van de Ven et al., 2011b) while investigating whether 

these emotions differ in their effect on word of mouth intention.  

Each participant was supposed to have run into a fellow student that had been in Buenos 

Aires (Argentina). This classmate showed him/her a nice photo standing in front of one 

of the picturesque houses of “La Boca” district. The trip was a prize in a student 

competition. The classmate was selected for the competition because of his/her excellent 



grades and had won due to his/her “remarkable intellectual abilities shown during the 

completion of a variety of tasks” (Van de Ven et al., 2011b).  

Buenos Aires was initially chosen as an aspirational tourist destination as it was the best 

destination in the world according to TripAdvisor. However, a pre-test showed that 

Buenos Aires did not have an effect as an aspirational destination for Chinese participants. 

A qualitative study based on in-depth interviews with subjects with a similar profile to 

the experiment’s participants showed that European destinations were more attractive for 

Chinese participants. Therefore, Paris, the fourth best destination in the world according 

to TripAdvisor, and the Eiffel Tower were selected as stimuli for the Chinese participants.  

Following the same method used by Van de Ven et al. (2011a), after reading the scenario 

some of the participants were asked to pretend they had a strong feeling of benign envy, 

some were asked to imagine feeling admiration and some a strong feeling of malicious 

envy. Participants were randomly distributed into the three conditions. As similarity 

influences social comparisons (Festinger 1954), the gender of the supposed fellow student 

matched that of the participant. 

The experimental design took place in one Spanish and one Chinese university. 

Participants were undergraduate students. They took part in the experiment in exchange 

for course credits. The fact that student samples tend to be more homogeneous than 

representative samples (Peterson, 2001) was considered particularly appropriate in this 

research context. Furthermore, to avoid the possible effect of the subject of the students, 

all of them were business students (Hanel and Vione, 2016). When examining cross-

cultural differences, recruiting students minimizes between-population differences in the 

level of education (Saucier et al., 2015) and shows less response-bias variance than 

representative samples (Rammstedt et al., 2013). Moreover, student samples allowed us 

an additional control of similarity by defining people involved in the social comparisons 



as classmates (Cohen, 2001). Participants recruited by alternative procedures, such as 

online panels, are less likely to pay attention to experimental materials and tend to have 

lower self-esteem (Goodman et al., 2013). This last characteristic is especially 

challenging when researching the effects of social comparisons (Liu et al., 2019). 

We translated the scenarios into Spanish and Chinese, then a professional translator back-

translated them into English to check the similitude to the original stimuli.  

240 participants took part in the experiment. Demographic characteristics of the sample 

are provided in Table 1. The sample is balanced in terms of gender and country. The 

majority of the participants were between the ages of 18 and 22, which is to be expected 

given the use of university students. 

 

Table 1 

Sample demographics 

Results 

To test the effect of upward social comparisons on word of mouth intention (hypotheses 

H1, H2 and H3), a structural equation model (SEM) was conducted through EQS 6.2. 

Structural equation models have been extensively used in the study of consumer 

behaviour (Steenkamp and Baumgartner, 2000; McQuitty, 2004). The main characteristic 

of these models is that they evaluate the fit of a theoretical model that represents the 

relations between a number of variables (Hair et al., 1998). The validation of the 

measurement model involves testing the difference between the observed variance-

covariance matrix and the variance-covariance matrix expected under the proposed model 

(Hu and Bentler, 1999).  

 

There are several goodness-of-fit statistics, the most common are the null hypothesis 

statistics, the absolute fit statistics and the incremental fit statistics (Smith and McMillan, 



2001). The null hypothesis statistics are the chi-squared test (χ2) and the Satorra-Bentler 

chi-squared test (S-Bχ2), which corrects the chi-square under non-normality. Absolute fit 

statistics determine to what extent an a priori model fits the sample data. The most used 

are the goodness-of-fit index (GFI) and the root mean square error of approximation 

(RMSEA). Incremental fit statistics include a group of indices whose calculation relies 

on comparison with a baseline model and includes the comparative fit index (CFI) and 

the non-normed fit index (NNFI). Table 2 shows the most widely reported fit statistics 

and their recommended cut-off values (Bentler, 1995; Hu and Bentler, 1999).  

The specified model showed an acceptable goodness-of-fit which allowed us to test the 

proposed hypotheses. The model was estimated by robust maximum likelihood (Bentler, 

1995) which corrects the assumption of multivariate normal distribution (Bentler, 1995). 

The relation between the variables is estimated through regression coefficients which 

reflect the magnitude and the sign of the relations. Thus t-values and p-values for each 

relation revealed that malicious envy does not have a significant influence on word of 

mouth intention. However, benign envy and admiration positively influence word of 

mouth intention. Thus, as stated in the hypotheses, the greater the benign envy, the greater 

the word of mouth intention. This relation also occurs between admiration and word of 

mouth intention. Therefore, it is possible to support hypotheses H1, H2 and H3. 

 

Table 2 

 Results of structural equation model (n=240)  

After testing the effect of benign envy, admiration and malicious envy on word of mouth, 

we analysed whether cultural differences moderate the effect of those variables (H4) by 

means of a multi-sample analysis. Multi-sample analysis simultaneously estimates the 

proposed model in different groups and allows to test if the relation between variables is 



different among groups. This analysis was estimated for the cultures under study, Spain 

and China, and the multi-sample solution showed acceptable goodness-of-fit indices (see 

Table 3). 

Then, to check whether causal parameters significantly differed between groups, a multi-

sample model was estimated by introducing as a null hypothesis the equality of the causal 

coefficient in both cultures. If this constraint implied a significant change in the chi-

squared statistic, then H4 would be rejected and it would be possible to state that the 

causal parameter significantly differs between one culture and another. The chi square of 

the non-constrained model and chi square of the constrained model is compared for each 

parameter (Hox and Bechger, 1998; Mueller, 1999). Table 4 shows the results on the 

significance of the differences between the two chi-squares. As can be seen, there were 

no significant differences in the relationships under study between Spain and China.  

 

Table 3 

Multi-sample analysis: causal relations in China (n=120) and in Spain (n=120) 

Table 4 

Multi-sample analysis: variation of the Chi-squared 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Discussion and implications 



 

Discussion 

 

Previous literature in the fields of marketing and economics has dealt with the 

consequences of upward social comparisons on consumption (e.g. Liu and Li, 2019). 

However, little is known about the effect of upward social comparisons on non-

transactional behaviours, such as word of mouth. In the current research, an experimental 

design demonstrates how different types of reactions to upward social comparisons affect 

word of mouth intention. Following previous studies on feelings that arise from upward 

social comparisons, we distinguish between benign envy, admiration and malicious envy 

(Van de Ven et al., 2011b). By studying the effect of these feelings on word of mouth 

intention, our research complements the literature on the effect of upward social 

comparisons in different facets of consumption, such as product evaluation (Van de Ven 

et al., 2011a), consumption of services (Anaya et al., 2016), brand preference (Kao, 2019) 

or attitude towards social media influencers (Lee and Eastin, 2020). 

Our findings show that, as occurs when observing the cognitive consequences of envy 

(Crusius and Lange, 2014), when non-transactional responses are analysed, it is relevant 

to take into account the different forms of envy. In fact, the rationale for our experiment 

was to provoke specific emotional reactions —benign envy, admiration, malicious 

envy— to test the way in which the motivations they activate influence word of mouth 

intention. Consistent with literature on how psychological processes shape social 

transmission (Berger and Milkman, 2012), the results show that benign envy, admiration 

and malicious envy play a different role in motivating word of mouth. By demonstrating 

that benign envy positively influences word of mouth intention, our findings corroborate 

the literature on envy and attitude towards the envied object (Sung and Phau, 2019). 



Furthermore, these findings converge with evidence that social considerations may be 

important in information sharing (Baek et al., 2017). We extend these findings to show 

that the perceived position of the individual in relation to the content of the information 

that is shared affects information sharing.  

The current research provides support for the association between benign envy and the 

process of admiration (Loureiro et al., 2020). We extend this finding to the domain of 

information sharing by showing that, as far as word of mouth intention is concerned, the 

effect of benign envy is similar to that derived from a feeling of admiration.  

Our findings are largely consistent with models that propose that self-conscious emotions 

of negative nature, such as malicious envy, do not motivate information transmission 

(Rimé, 2009).   

These results contribute to an emerging literature on how overexposure to the lives of 

others affect individuals (e.g., Lange et al., 2018; Lemay et al., 2019). Showing the effects 

on word of mouth intention of benign envy, admiration and malicious envy in two 

different cultural contexts illustrates their generalizability. In fact, the effects hold for 

both the Spanish and Chinese cultural markets. This finding is in line with recent research 

examining how culture affects the relationship between envy and behavioural strategies 

to reduce envy (Wenninger et al., 2019). It extends those studies by considering the 

management of information about the superior others as a strategy to cope with the effect 

of envy.  

 

Theoretical implications 

 

This paper makes several contributions. First, it provides insight into the influence of 

emotions on non-transactional behaviours. In particular, we focus on emotional reactions 



to upward social comparisons relatively ignored by empirical scholarship. We fill this gap 

showing that word of mouth intention is influenced by how people feel when they 

compare themselves with someone of their social environment. Prior literature highlights 

the relevant role of arousal as a driver of social transmission and relates this arousal with 

the emotional burden of the message transmitted (Berger, 2011; Berger and Milkman, 

2012). This study points out that it is not only the content of the message but also the 

positional comparison with this content that determines the receivers’ disposition to share 

that message. 

Second, the work sheds light on the different effects of distinct types of reactions to 

upward social comparisons. Previous studies have emphasized how different types of 

envy affect envious reactions in different ways (Rentzsch and Gross, 2015). In accordance 

with previous research (Van de Ven et al., 2010), benign envy provokes a desire of 

emulation and malicious envy motivates destruction. This paper demonstrates that 

emulation goes hand in hand with a desire to be a spokesperson of others’ good news. 

The logic behind this behaviour could be that contributing to spread others’ fortune is a 

way of being part of what is envied. Furthermore, the influence of admiration on word of 

mouth intention follows the same direction as that of benign envy. Those effects reinforce 

the role of word of mouth as a channel for feeling part of something that is considered 

admirable. Under the same logic, malicious envy —followed by the desire of not 

emulating but destroying the envied— does not trigger word of mouth intention. 

Third, the analysis of different reactions to upward social comparisons helps to explain 

one role of admiration that has not been reflected by prior research. Admiration has been 

categorized as a non-productive emotion as idolizing the other is not accompanied by a 

self-improvement motivation (Van de Ven et al., 2011b). Thus, under a strict analysis of 

the transactional consequences of admiration, there is not a behavioural response 



associated with the fact of admiring someone. However, admiration positively influences 

word of mouth intention, highlighting its importance as a motivator of non-transactional 

behaviours. This paper shows a social function of admiration with indirect benefits on the 

self. In some way, echoing the virtues of the one admired provokes the feeling of being 

part of what is considered admirable. 

Fourth, this study contributes to the research on envy by addressing the consistence of the 

findings about the behavioural tendencies spurred by this emotion in different cultural 

contexts. This research demonstrates that the positive effect of benign envy holds in 

different cultural contexts, at least in terms of its influence on word of mouth intention. 

 

Managerial implications 

 

These results offer several insights into how to manage word of mouth. When promoting 

brand message sharing through aspirational consumption based on ideal others, 

companies should take into account the effect on word of mouth of the possible reactions 

to upward social comparisons. There is a thin line between self-improvement —which 

can be followed by aspirational consumption to keep up with the admired other— and 

self-surrender —where wonderment of someone due to something that is considered 

unreachable does not trigger aspirational consumption. Upward social comparisons 

followed by admiration provoke word of mouth of the admirer about what is admired. 

This could be an explanation of why celebrity endorsement strategies push individual 

willingness to share brand messages supported by someone admired. Moreover, when 

benign envy follows an upward social comparison, that feeling leads the consumer to both 

imitate the other and share how good the other is at something. From this point of view, 

brand messages backed up by someone that can spur benign envy should be more 



productive than those that rest on a figure susceptible to provoke admiration. That upward 

social comparison should be free of hostility. Otherwise, malicious envy appears, leading 

the consumer to neither keep up with the envied other nor promote word of mouth. For 

example, Apple has been sharing videos under the “Behind the Mac” campaign since 

August 2018. The first videos featured consumers, creators and professionals who were 

using their Mac to make their mark in the world. The goal was to show Apple’s desire to 

expand the potential of creativity for everyone. The stories of entrepreneurs, musicians 

or accessibility advocates can be a source of benign envy which could trigger direct 

transactions —that is, buying desire— and, according to the results of this study, indirect 

transactions in the shape of word of mouth. The latest ads of the campaign showcase 

accomplished individuals —such as Serena Williams, Anna Wintour or Shawn Mendes—

behind the screens of their Apple computer. These stories could be a source of malicious 

envy or admiration, which, as this study shows, have completely different effects in terms 

of the spread of the information campaign through word of mouth.  

Apart from encouraging brand message sharing, managers should also focus on 

incentivising consumers’ sharing of their own consumption experiences. This paper can 

be helpful in the design of those incentives by suggesting the relevance of taking into 

account the role of upward social comparisons. This can be done by encouraging the 

sharing of consumption experiences accompanied by underlying messages of the type “I 

wish you were here”, or “Someday this could be yours”. For instance, promotion 

strategies that allow consumers to show their consumption experiences while offering 

others the opportunity to enjoy them in the future are more likely to be shared. On the 

contrary, exposure to others’ desirable consumption experiences that provokes malicious 

envy does not encourage word of mouth. According to these results, experiential ads such 

as, for example, a Netflix campaign that lets people swap faces with their favourite TV 



show characters, could have more possibilities of generating word of mouth if it included 

a “face-swap” app, able to involve more people than just the person that directly uses the 

app (for example, including pictures of other people or supposed excerpts of dialogues of 

the tv show that involved them). 

In short, these insights on the effect of different types of reactions to upward social 

comparisons on word of mouth intention may guide companies in designing strategies to 

incentivize consumer-to-consumer sharing of experiences of consumption, so they may 

manage word of mouth in a more beneficial way. 

 

Limitations and future research directions 

 

These insights also suggest alternative routes that should be explored to clarify the effect 

of different types of reactions to upward social comparisons on word of mouth. We find 

an effect of benign envy but not of malicious envy. This difference deserves future 

research. For example, the possible influence of the type of communication should be 

considered. Our study analyses how benign envy that results from a face-to-face 

encounter can encourage word of mouth intention. The effect of different types of envy 

provoked by stimuli transmitted by online channels might be examined. This is especially 

relevant taking into account that unflattering social comparisons are very frequent on 

social media (Lemay et al., 2019).  

This study considers the effect of reactions to upward social comparisons on the intention 

of sharing a situation of consumption. Future research should consider the effect of these 

reactions on the disposition to share negative information about the person envied.  

Moreover, the results of the study are derived from one experiment. While its initial 

results look promising, further studies could test, for example, a different type of products. 



In addition, our study chose university students as the sample, so the generalization of 

our results to the general population should be interpreted with caution. Future research 

could test our findings among other age groups. The decision rules proposed by this study 

could serve as a basis to investigate word of mouth on an aggregate level by an agent-

based modelling approach. Future research could encode the micro-rules of word of 

mouth predicted by this study and measure emergent macro-level interactions (Rand and 

Rust, 2011).  

Our study is embedded in the context of service consumption. An extension of our 

research could explore the effects of envy on shared social processes in non-consumption 

settings, for example, on leadership, teamwork or sports competitions. 
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Table 1 

 Sample demographics  

COUNTRY COUNTRY GENDER AGE 

Spain China Spain China Age Total Spain China 

120 120 Male Female Male Female 19 32 15 17 

  66 54 73 47 20 68 37 31 

      21 49 25 24 

      22 33 18 15 

      23 27 11 16 

      24 15 5 10 

      25-28 16 9 7 

 

 
  



 

Table 2 

 Results of structural equation model (n=240)  

CAUSAL RELATIONS 
Standardized coefficients 

(t-Student) 

H1: Benign envy → word of mouth intention 
0.166 

(2.503) 

H2: Admiration → word of mouth intention 
0.236 

(3.475) 

H3:  Malicious envy → word of mouth intention 
0.098  

(1.342) 

Goodness-of-fit statistics Value Level of acceptance 

Satorra-Bentler chi-squared 
(S-B χ2)   3.5782 (p = 0.31076) p> 0.05 

Goodness-of-fit index (GFI) 0.993 ≥ 0.90 
Root mean square error of 
approximation (RMSEA) 0.028 ≤ 0.05 

Comparative fit index (CFI) 0.987 ≥ 0.90 
Non-normed fit index(NNFI) 0.929 ≥ 0.90 

 

 
  



 

 

Table 3 

Multi-sample analysis: causal relations in China (n=120) and in Spain (n=120) 

 China  Spain 

CAUSAL RELATIONS 

Standardized 

coefficients 

(t-Student) 

Standardized 

coefficients 

(t-Student) 

H1: Benign envy → word of mouth intention 
0.218 

(2.331) 

0.091 

(0.978) 

H2: Admiration → word of mouth intention 
0.150  

(1.602) 

0.325  

(3.490) 

H3:  Malicious envy → word of mouth intention 
0.004 

(0.042) 

0.177 

(2.126) 

Goodness-of-fit statistics Value Level of acceptance 

Satorra-Bentler chi-squared 
(S-B χ2)   6.951 (p = 0.32539) p> 0.05 

Goodness-of-fit index (GFI) 0.986 ≥ 0.90 

Root mean square error of 
approximation (RMSEA)  0.026 ≤ 0.05 

Comparative fit index (CFI) 0.987 ≥ 0.90 
Non-normed fit index(NNFI) 0.973 ≥ 0.90 

 

  



 

 

Table 4 

Multi-sample analysis: variation of the Chi-squared 

Causal relations  
df 

Differences χ2  
between China and 

Spain 
Probability 

H1: Benign envy → word of mouth 

intention 

1 
0.955 0.328 

H2: Admiration → word of mouth intention 1 1.604 0.205 

H3:  Malicious envy → word of mouth 

intention 

1 
1.846 0.174 

 

 
  



 
Figure legends 

 
Figure 1 Salient themes in envy research before 2014 

Figure 2 Salient themes in envy research after 2015 

Figure 3 Research model 

 


