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Abstract. Rapid climate changes and the aim to ensure a healthy and liveable environment for our future 

generation asks for the enhancement of people’s sustainable behavior. Saving electricity is an important 

part of sustainable development nowadays. Enzler, Diekmann & Liebe (2019) found that environmental 

concern significantly predicts less electricity consumption. This highlights the importance of 

psychological factors in the development of sustainable behavior. The present research aims to 

investigate factors that influence environmental concern, specifically by testing if different degrees of 

social comparison influence environmental concern and if age moderates this relationship. Hardly any 

research has been done about the effect of social comparison on environmental concern, and the 

moderating effect of age. Relevant results could be an interesting addition to existing literature, since 

they might show an important influencing factor for environmental concern, and they may provide 

information about which age groups this applies to. This might be useful information for the 

development of sustainable behavior as well. Data of Enzler, Diekmann & Liebe (2019) is used in order 

to test the expected effects. 10.000 Swiss citizens were invited for their survey, 1392 people participated, 

which totals a response rate of 14 percent. Results of the analysis (N = 1262) show evidence that social 

comparison does have a positive effect on environmental concern. Besides, they show that the older 

people are, the less important the effect of social comparison seems to be for their environmental 

concern, which therefore supports the expected moderator effect. However, the average age of the 

respondents included in the dataset was high (64 years), which leads to the question whether this 

moderating effect holds for the whole range of age groups.  
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1. Introduction 

“If we do not change course by 2020, we risk missing the point where we can avoid runaway 

climate change, with disastrous consequences for people and all the natural systems that sustain 

us,” an urgent call from UN secretary-general António Guterres (United Nations Secretary-

General, 2018). How to respond to climate change could be described as one of the greatest 

economic and environmental challenges of our century. The urgent and timeliness feature of 

this challenge makes it a high priority for both academics and policy makers. It requires 

cooperation between different disciplines, such as ecology, physics, psychology, sociology, 

political science and economics (Hornsey & Fielding, 2020). Ensuring a healthy and liveable 

environment for our future generation asks for the enhancement of people’s sustainable 

behavior (Penn, 2003). Therefore, it is important to research what motivates or predicts 

sustainable behavior.     

One example of such research is the study of Enzler, Diekmann & Liebe (2019). They 

studied metered electricity consumption data among Swiss households in relation to the 

following psychological factors: future orientation and environmental concern. They found 

evidence that people’s environmental attitudes and future orientation correlate with energy 

consumption. They used metered electricity data in order to explain the relationship between 

these psychological factors and pro-environmental behavior.  One conclusion they draw is that 

environmental concern significantly predicts less electricity consumption. Environmental 

concern can be defined as “the degree to which people are aware of problems regarding the 

environment and support efforts to solve them and/or indicate a willingness to contribute 

personally to their solution” (Dunlap & Jones, 2002; p. 485). Environmental concern appears 

to have a significant contribution to the explanation of policy support for government 

regulations and market strategies that are aimed at managing environmental problems 

(Poortinga, Steg & Vlek, 2004).  

As described before, we are dealing with a great aim to ensure a healthy and safe 

environment for our future generation, and this requires strong sustainable behavior of our 

current generation, which makes it important to investigate how sustainable behavior and its 

related factors such as environmental concern, can be motivated. One aspect Enzler, Diekmann 

& Liebe (2019) include in their survey, but is not included in their analysis, is the influence of 

social comparison. The Social Comparison Theory of Festinger (1954) states that it is people’s 

nature to compare themselves with others, which makes social comparison an important 

determinant for one’s attitudes and behavior. Evidence shows that everyone engages in the 
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process of social comparison from time to time, which is thought to have basic evolutionary 

benefits (Gibbons & Buunk, 1999). According to Gilbert, Price and Allan (1995), “the need to 

compare oneself with others is phylogenetically very old, biologically very powerful, and 

recognizable in many species” (Gilbert, Price & Allan, 1995; p. 149). However, Gibbons and 

Buunk (1999) believe that the extent to which people do compare varies for each individual. 

The development of sustainable behavior appears to be a process which is influenced by many 

social factors (Schouten, 2013). For example, it could be considered as a process of 

‘Conditional Cooperation’, which is based on the idea “If others are willing to contribute to the 

public good, I am also willing to do that, but when others stop with their investments, I will 

stop as well” (Van Soest, 2017; p. 90). This supports the idea that people are comparing their 

own actions to others’, which plays a role in the development of sustainable behavior as well. 

Besides, individuals who are less self-focused seem more likely to develop a connection with 

nature, which predicts their pro-environmental attitudes in turn (Bragg, 1996; Mayer & Frantz, 

2004). 

As described, different theories point out that people comparing themselves to others 

might play a role in the development of sustainable behavior. However, hardly any research has 

been done about the actual effect of social comparison on environmental concern. Since Enzler, 

Diekmann & Liebe (2019) found that environmental concern is an important predictor for 

sustainable behavior, namely electricity use, it is interesting to investigate whether social 

comparison plays a role in this. Results following from this, can be a useful addition to existing 

literature.  

As mentioned before, despite the fact that all people compare themselves to others to 

some extent, this degree differs per individual (Gibbons & Buunk, 1999). When it appears that 

social comparison might play an important role in the process of environmental concern, it is 

interesting to investigate if this relationship might be stronger for a particular group of people, 

such as different age groups. Gibbons & Buunk (1999) found a correlation between age and 

social comparison. The aim of the present research is to find out whether social comparison 

might be in relation to environmental concern, and to what extent age moderates the effect of 

social comparison on environmental concern. The research question of this research is:  

What is the effect of the degree of social comparison on people’s environmental 

concern, and to what extent does age moderate this effect?  

When this results in social comparison having a stronger effect on environmental concern for 

younger, or on the contrary, for older people, it might be interesting information for policy 
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aiming at sustainable behavior. Policy can be applied more targeted to certain age groups, in 

order to enlarge the success rate.  

The present research aims at adding to the research of Enzler, Diekmann & Liebe 

(2019), for which their research data will be used. This thesis is structured as follows; first, a 

theoretical framework with existing literature will be described, from which hypotheses can be 

derived. Then in the method section the data and way of testing will be described, from which 

the results will be given in the results section. Finally a conclusion will be drawn, and some 

possible discussion points and ideas for further research will be described as well.  

 

2. Theory 

 

2.1 Social comparison and environmental concern  

 

As described in the introduction, social comparison is an important determinant for one’s 

attitudes and behavior. According to the Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954), people 

have the need to compare their attitudes and characteristics with others, which follows from a 

desire to evaluate themselves: the so called self-evaluation motive. Since there is often no 

objective source available with which people can evaluate themselves, people evaluate 

themselves with other resembling people. This often happens fast and unconsciously (Frison & 

Eggermont, 2016). The extent to which people compare themselves to others, differs per 

individual. According to the ‘self-determination theory’, individuals who focus more on being 

self-distinguished in their actions, instead of comparing their actions to others, experience more 

freedom in doing what they think is interesting and important, and are less influenced by social 

comparison (Stapel & Blanton, 2006). Controversially, we would expect that people who focus 

less on being self-distinguished in their actions are more influenced by social comparison. They 

experience less freedom in doing what they think is interesting and important, and are more 

likely to follow others’ actions and norms. Gibbons and Buunk (1999) developed a scale which 

measures individual differences in social comparison. The so called ‘comparison orientation’ 

is a personal character of people who are likely to compare themselves to others, who are 

interested in their position with respect to others and who like to know how others think and 

act in similar circumstances (Van der Zee, Oldersma, Buunk & Bos, 1998). Gibbons and Buunk 

(1999) concluded that a higher degree of comparison orientation correlates with different 

psychological factors, such as openness, depression and health uncertainty. This makes 

comparison orientation an important factor when analyzing one’s behavior and traits, and might 
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therefore be important to take into account when looking at factors that influence environmental 

concern.  

As argued by the self-determination theory, we can expect that people who focus less 

on being self-distinguished, are more likely to follow others’ actions and norms. Social norms 

can serve as a way to influence behavior, by emphasizing the desired behavior as the norm 

(Reno, Cialdini & Kallgren, 1993). Two forms of norms can be distinguished; injunctive norms 

and descriptive norms (Schultz et al., 2007; Cialdini, Kallgren & Reno, 1991). Injunctive norms 

are norms about how one should behave, based on outspoken rules in society. It is about the 

perception of what is approved within the culture (Reno, Cialdini & Kallgren, 1993). 

Descriptive norms are more about what others do, they provide a standard where people do not 

want to deviate from, even if this behavior is desirable or not. People compare their own 

thoughts and behavior to these norms (Schultz et al., 2007). Nowadays, environmental problems 

and its norms that people create in order to resolve them are such pressing issues, that people 

tend to compare themselves to these norms. It appears that people’s intention for certain 

behavior depends strongly from how, and to what extent, they compare themselves to 

descriptive and injunctive norms (Verwasch, 2019). For example, various researchers who 

studied the motivation for vaccination behavior, concluded that social norms influence the 

intention to vaccinate, which has an effect on the final vaccination behavior as well (Brunson, 

2013; Gerend & Shepherd, 2012; Leask, Chapman, Hawe & Burgess, 2006). Behavior tends to 

follow from someone’s intention to do something (Verwasch, 2019).  

         The extent to which people compare themselves to others appears to differ per 

individual. Especially people who focus less on being self-distinguished and who have a high 

comparison orientation, are influenced by others’ actions and norms. Norms can influence 

people’s intentions, which will influence their behavior as well.  We expect social comparison 

to be important for environmental concern as well. The definition of environmental concern 

contains a willingness for personal contribution to a solution, by which ‘willingness’ can be 

considered as an intention (Dunlap & Jones, 2002; p. 485). Therefore, the expectation is that 

differences in social comparison will affect differences in the extent to which people are 

concerned about the environment. A higher degree of social comparison goes with a higher  

degree of being influenced in intentions and therefore with a higher degree of environmental 

concern. This leads to the following hypothesis: 

 

H1: The more people compare themselves to others, the more concerned they will be 

about the environment. 
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2.2 Age and social comparison  

 

As mentioned earlier in the introduction, Gibbons and Buunk (1999) believe that the extent to 

which people do compare themselves to others, varies for each individual. Comparison 

orientation is a personal character of people who are likely to compare themselves to others, 

who are interested in their position with respect to others and who like to know how others 

think and act in similar circumstances (Gibbons and Buunk, 1999; Van der Zee, Oldersma, 

Buunk & Bos, 1998). Various researchers suggest that some people are more likely to engage 

in social comparison processes than others (Gilbert, Price & Allan, 1995; Hemphill & Lehman, 

1991; Steil & Hay, 1997; Taylor, Buunk, Collins & Reed, 1992). For example, individuals with 

a low self-esteem, who have a particularly unstable or uncertain self-concept, would be more 

likely to be interested in social comparison than individuals with a higher self-esteem. Several 

researchers concluded that the level of self-esteem differs by age category, and they found 

“gradual increases in self-esteem across adulthood”. For example, young adults have a lower 

self-esteem than middle-aged adults (Galambos, Barker, & Krahn, 2006; Gove, Ortega & Style, 

1989; Jaquish & Ripple, 1981; Lall, Jain, & Johnson, 1996). Linking this to the comparison 

orientation scale of Gibbons and Buunk (1999), the expectation is that younger people are more 

likely to be engaged in social comparison processes than older people, since the self-esteem is 

lower for younger people than for older people.  

Gibbons and Buunk (1999) studied different factors in combination to the ‘Comparison 

Orientation’ scale. They found a significant negative correlation between age and comparison 

orientation in a Dutch sample. This would mean that the older the people from this sample are, 

the lower they score on the comparison orientation scale. As follows, this indicates that older 

people are less likely to compare themselves to others, and are less interested in their position 

with respect to others than younger people (Van der Zee, Oldersma, Buunk & Bos, 1998). 

Taking this together, we can say that the extent to which people do compare themselves 

to others, varies for each individual. Especially people with a low self-esteem are more likely 

to engage in social comparison processes. Research shows that the level of self-esteem differs 

per age, and young adults have a lower self-esteem than middle-aged adults (Galambos, Barker, 

& Krahn, 2006; Gove, Ortega & Style, 1989; Jaquish & Ripple, 1981; Lall, Jain, & Johnson, 

1996). This indicates that younger people are more likely to be engaged in social comparison 

processes than older people. Besides, Gibbons and Buunk (1999) found a negative correlation 

between age and comparison orientation. Since we expected for hypothesis one that people who 
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are higher on social comparison score higher on environmental concern, we expect that age will 

be a negative moderator for this effect. The following hypothesis can be formulated: 

  

H2: The older the people are, the less strong the effect will be of social comparison on 

       their environmental concern.  

 

3. Methods 

 

For the present research, the effect of social comparison on environmental concern will be 

investigated, together with the moderating effect of age. Since the expectation is that age will 

weaken the effect of social comparison on environmental concern, age can be considered as a 

moderator variable. The effects stated in hypothesis 1 and 2 are visually explained in figure 1.  

Figure 1: Expected effects 

 

 

 

3.1 Data 

 

The quantitative data set of Enzler, Diekmann & Liebe (2019) is used in order to measure the 

effects of hypothesis 1 and 2. The present researcher is very thankful for getting to use the 

dataset of Enzler, Diekmann & Liebe. Enzler, Diekmann & Liebe (2019) conducted a survey 

among citizens of Switzerland, which was in cooperation with a Swiss local energy supplier. 

The survey was conducted in 2016, for which an invitation letter with a link to an online 

questionnaire was sent to 10.000 customers of this energy supplier. In total, 1392 people 

participated in the survey, which gives a response rate of approximately 14 percent. ETH Zurich 

and the University of Bern announced this study as a scientific study in the theme of energy use 

among Swiss households.  Enzler, Diekmann & Liebe ensured the anonymity of their research 

to their participants, and they did not include any sensitive questions in their questionnaire. The 

households’ electricity consumption data of the previous year, provided by the energy supplier, 
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was then linked to the survey data. This completely anonymised combined data could be used 

for the analysis. In order to avoid possible bias, the respondents were not informed about the 

data linkage of their electricity use to their survey answers. Besides, the researchers never knew 

the identities of their respondents. Also for the present research, the data will be treated carefully 

and confidentially.  

 

3.2 Variables  

 

For this research, answers on questions that measure the degree of environmental concern, the 

degree of social comparison, and the respondent’s age, will be used. For the dependent variable 

‘environmental concern’, a total of nine statements in the survey will be used. All statements 

can be found in table 1. Respondents could answer on a 6-point scale (‘Totally disagree’, ‘Tend 

to disagree’, ‘Agree partly’, ‘Tend to agree’, ‘Totally agree’ or ‘Don’t know’). A Cronbach's 

alpha analysis showed a good consistency between all the nine scale items (α = .866). 

Cronbach’s alpha describes the reliability of different scale items, for which 0.7 indicates an 

acceptable reliability coefficient (Nunnaly, 1978; Santos, 1999).  All the nine items are 

combined into one variable, which determines the total degree of the respondents’ 

environmental concern. For these items related to environmental concern, only the cases in 

which respondents filled in an answer on every item are counted. Before this is possible, the 

sixth item will be reversed in its values (‘In my opinion, many environmentalists exaggerate 

claims about environmental threats’), what makes all the items measure in the same direction. 

The final variable ‘Environmental concern’ can be considered as a continuous variable. 

Descriptive statistics of this variable are described in Table 2. On average, respondents score 

relatively high on environmental concern (min. = 10; max. = 45; mean = 34.619), which means 

that the respondents of this sample are on average quite concerned about the environment.  

In order to measure the degree of social comparison, the independent variable of this 

research, the answers on a total of six statements will be used. All statements can be found in 

table 1. Respondents could answer on a 5-point scale (‘Totally disagree’, ‘Tend to disagree’, 

‘Agree partly’, ‘Tend to agree’ or ‘Totally agree’). A Cronbach's Alpha analysis showed a good 

consistency between all the six scale items (α = .754). Again, according to Nunnaly (1978), 

scores of 0.7 and higher are acceptable reliability coefficients, which also applies to this 

coefficient of .754. All the six items are combined into the variable ‘Social comparison’, which 

determines the extent to which the respondents compare themselves to others. As with the items 

related to environmental concern, only the cases in which respondents filled in an answer on 
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every item will be count. Item three will be reversed in its values (‘I am not the type of person 

who often compares himself to others’), what makes all the items measure in the same direction. 

Descriptive statistics of this continuous variable are described in Table 2, where it can be seen 

that respondents score relatively average on social comparison (min. = 6; max. = 30, mean = 

17.083). This indicates that the respondents of this sample do not particularly compare 

themselves with others. Besides, it can be seen that respondents are on average 64 years old.  

 

 

Table 1. Item wording for Environmental Concern, Social Comparison and age 

 Item text 

Environmental concern  It bothers me when I think about the environmental conditions in which our 

children and grandchildren will probably have to live. 

 If we continue down the same path, we are heading toward an environmental 

catastrophe. 

 If I read news or watch TV news reports about environmental problems, I often 

become outraged and angry. 

 There are limits on growth that our industrialized world has already exceeded or 

will soon reach. 

 Most people in this country still do not act in an environmentally conscious way. 

 In my opinion, many environmentalists exaggerate claims about environmental 

threats.  

 Politicians still do not do enough to protect the environment. 

 In order to protect the environment, we should all be willing to reduce our current 

standard of living. 

 Actions to protect the environment should be implemented even if they cause job 

losses. 

Social comparison I always pay close attention to how I do things compared to others. 

 I often compare my social skills and popularity to that of other people. 

 I am not the type of person who often compares himself to others. 

I often try to find out what others think who are facing similar problems like me. 

 I always want to know how others would behave in a similar situation. 

 If I want to find out more about something, I try to find out what others think or 

know about that.  

Age What is your date of birth? 

 

 

 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of the dependent, independent and control variables.  
 

Min. Max. Mean sd.  N 

Environmental Concern 

Social comparison 

Age 

10 

6 

21 

45 

30 

96 

34.619 

17.083 

64.43 

6.596 

4.075 

16.238 

1311 

1379 

1393 
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3.3 Analysis 

 

First, by using a simple regression analysis, we will test the extent to which social comparison 

can predict environmental concern. It creates the ability to see whether the degree of 

environmental concern increases or decreases when the degree of social comparison will 

increase. Second, a multiple regression analysis will be used in order to test whether age has an 

influence on the effect of social comparison on environmental concern. Therefore, an 

interaction term of social comparison and age will be added, in order to test whether the effect 

of social comparison on environmental concern differs when it interacts with age. By using this, 

it can be seen if age is a moderator for the effect of social comparison on environmental concern. 

All the three variables will be reduced to an equal N, so that the same sample sizes will be used 

for the analyses. In total, this will be an N of 1262. This is the amount of cases in which 

respondents filled in all answers on the questions belonging to the variables social comparison, 

environmental concern and age. All cases who did not fill in an answer on every item are filtered 

out. The outcomes of the analyses will be discussed in the ‘results’ section.  

According to Allan, Bennett & Heritage (2014), before running and interpreting a 

regression analysis, four assumptions should be considered. First, all continuous variables that 

are included in the analysis should be approximately normally distributed, and second, 

univariate and multivariate outliers should be detected. Univariate outliers will be detected 

graphically with boxplots. Multivariate outliers are cases in which combinations of values 

across predictor variables are unusual, and will be detected with a Mahalanobis distance 

analysis. Third, multicollinearity between predictor variables should be detected, since it can 

complicate the interpretation of the regression analysis. They will be detected with the 

Tolerance and VIF. Fourth, the normality, linearity and homoscedasticity of residuals should 

be considered, for which a Scatter Plot and a Normal P-P Plot of Regression Standardized 

Residuals will be used (Allan, Bennett & Heritage, 2014). The results of the consideration of 

these four assumptions will be discussed in the ‘results’ section as well.  
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4. Results 

  

4.1 Assumptions of the regression procedure 

 

As described in the previous section, four assumptions should be considered before running and 

interpreting a regression analysis (Allen, Bennett & Heritage, 2014). First, a stem-and-leaf plot 

for the variables environmental concern, social comparison and age shows that all three 

variables are approximately normally distributed. It should be mentioned that the variable age 

is a little right-skewed, which is in line with the relatively high average age of the respondents 

that is reported earlier, namely 64 years. Besides, boxplots are retrieved and show that 16 

extreme cases for environmental concern and 3 extreme cases for social comparison are 

detected. For environmental concern, these respondents scored very low on environmental 

concern. For social comparison, these respondents scored very high on social comparison. 

These cases have been checked in the dataset, and are not data entry errors and still part of the 

population. Besides, their values are part of the phenomena that is studied (Ader & 

Mellenbergh, 2004). Therefore, it is still relevant to include these cases in the analysis since it 

is useful information, so it was decided not to delete these extreme cases. For the variable age, 

no univariate outliers are detected. Second, a Mahalanobis Distance of 10.773 for the predictive 

variables social comparison and age is calculated, which is not higher than the critical chi-

square value for df = 2 at α = .001 (13.816). This indicates the absence of multivariate outliers. 

Third, a Tolerance of .916 for the predictive variables social comparison and age is calculated, 

which is not smaller than the critical value of 0.1, which means that there is no multicollinearity 

between those predictive variables. Besides, a VIF of 1.092 for these predictive variables is 

calculated, which does not exceeds the critical value of 10. This also indicates that there is no 

multicollinearity between the predictive variables. Finally, a Normal P-P Plot of Regression 

Standardized Residuals and a Scatterplot are retrieved. The first one shows that the residuals 

are normally distributed, since all the points cluster reasonably tightly along the diagonal line 

that is presented. The Scatterplot shows the presence of linearity and homoscedasticity (Allan, 

Bennett and Heritage, 2014).  

The results of the regression analysis will be described in the following paragraphs 

which are presented in table 3. Table 3 shows model 1, a simple regression analysis with the 

variables social comparison and environmental concern can be seen which therefor tests 

hypothesis 1. Second, table 3 shows model 2, a multiple regression analysis can be seen with 

the variables social comparison, environmental concern and age. Additionally, table 3 shows 
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model 3, a multiple regression analysis including an interaction term can be seen with the 

variables social comparison, environmental concern, age and social comparison on age, which 

tests hypothesis 2.  

 

4.1 Social comparison on environmental concern 

 

In order to test the expected positive effect of social comparison on environmental concern, 

which is stated under hypothesis 1, a simple regression analysis has been done. The results of 

this analysis can be found in table 3, model 1. It shows that social comparison has a positive 

significant effect on environmental concern (β = .240; t = 5.274; p < .001/2). The original p-

value of .000 needs to be divided by two, since the hypothesis tested is one-sided, which totals 

a p<.001. It can be concluded that there is support for hypothesis 1. A one-unit increase of social 

comparison on the used scale indicates an increase of the respondent’s concern about the 

environment. Though, the calculation of Cohen’s f2 shows that this is a small effect ( f2 = .022) 

(Allan, Bennett & Heritage, 2014). Specifically, the results point out that the more people 

compare themselves to others, the more concerned they will be about the environment. 

However, this effect is relatively small.  

 

4.1 Social comparison, environmental concern and age 

 

First, a multiple regression analysis with social comparison, environmental concern and age is 

done, from which the results can be found in table 3, model 2. It shows that, controlling for age, 

social comparison still has a positive significant effect on environmental concern (β = .191; t = 

4.040; p < .001). In order to say something about the expected moderating effect of age, stated 

under hypothesis 2, an interaction term of social comparison on age is added to the model, from 

which the results can be found in table 3, model 3. It shows that the interaction term has a 

significant negative effect (β = -.005; t = -1.917; p=.055/2). The original p-value of .055 needs 

to be divided by two since the hypothesis tested is one-sided, which totals a p-value of .028 and 

thereby makes the result significant. This indicates that the effect of social comparison on 

environmental concern varies by age. A one-unit increase of age on the used scale indicates a 

decrease of the effect of social comparison on environmental concern. Since we expected for 

hypothesis 2 that the older the people are, the less strong the effect will be of social comparison 

on their environmental concern, there is support for hypothesis 2 as well. Though, it should be 

mentioned that this effect is relatively small, which is indicated by the calculation of Cohen’s 

f2 ( f2 = .035) (Allan, Bennett & Heritage, 2014). 
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Table 3. Results of simple and multiple regression analysis for environmental concern (N = 

1262) 

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

 

 

5. Conclusion  

 

The present research was aimed at answering the research question: What is the effect of the 

degree of social comparison on people’s environmental concern, and to what extent does age 

moderate this effect? Enzler, Diekmann & Liebe (2019) found that environmental concern is 

negatively related to electricity use. Since this concern appears to be an important factor to 

stimulate sustainable behavior, the present research tried to elaborate on social comparison as 

a predictor for environmental concern. Survey data from Enzler, Diekmann & Liebe (2019), 

conducted among Swiss households, was used for this research. Various regression- and 

interaction analysis were done in order to test this effect and its two hypotheses. The first 

hypothesis predicted that the more people compare themselves to others, the more concerned 

they will be about the environment. The second hypothesis predicted that the older the people 

are, the less strong the effect will be of social comparison on their environmental concern. 

  First, a positive effect of social comparison on environmental concern is found; it can 

be concluded that the more people compare themselves to others, the more concerned they will 

be about the environment. The effect was relatively small, but significant, which makes it an 

interesting addition to existing literature. The so called self-evaluation motive, suggested by 

Festinger (1954), causes a need for people to compare themselves with others. People compare 

their own thoughts and behavior to behavior and norms of others (Schultz et al., 2007), and are 

therefore influenced in their intentions and (sustainable) behavior (Verwasch, 2019). The self-

 Variable  [95% CI] β S.E t Sig. 

Model 1 

 

Environmental concern (constant)  [29.009, 32.130] 30.570*** .795 38.431 .000 

Social comparison  [.151, .329] .240*** .045 5.274 .000 

 

Model 2 

Environmental concern (constant) [26.772, 30.532] 28.652*** .958 29.897 .000 

Social comparison  [.098, .284] .191*** .047 4.040 .000 

Age [.019, .066] .043*** .012 3.552 .000 

Model 3 

Environmental concern (constant) 

Social comparison 

Age 

Social comparison*Age 

[16.328, 29.073] 

[.171, .913] 

[.038, .235] 

[-.011, .000] 

22.701*** 

.542*** 

.136** 

-.005* 

3.248 

.189 

.050 

.003 

6.989 

2.867 

2.714 

-1.917 

.000 

.0004/2 

.007/2 

.055/2 
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evaluation motive seems to be an important factor for the development of feelings of 

environmental concern. The findings of the present research indicate this, because they show 

that people who compare themselves more to other people, and therefore seem to have a 

stronger self-evaluation motive, are more concerned about the environment than people who 

compare less with others.  

Second, it can be concluded that the higher someone’s age, the less strong the effect will 

be of social comparison on the extent to which they are concerned about the environment. In 

other words; for older people, the degree to which they compare themselves to others seems to 

be a less important factor for their environmental concern than for younger people. The results 

show evidence that age negatively moderates the effect of social comparison on environmental 

concern. However, the effect found was relatively small. The result is in line with the conclusion 

of previous research that suggest that some people are more likely to engage in social 

comparison processes than others (Gilbert, Price & Allan, 1995; Hemphill & Lehman, 1991; 

Steil & Hay, 1997; Taylor, Buunk, Collins & Reed, 1992). In this case the differences in age 

appear to be a factor influencing the extent to which social comparison affects environmental 

concern. Also, this corresponds with the conclusion of Gibbons and Buunk (1999), containing 

that age and comparison orientation were negative correlated.  

Results from existing literature indicate that social comparison appears to be an 

important factor for the realisation of certain behavior and intentions, and the extent to which 

people compare themselves to others differs per individual. With the small effect sizes in mind, 

the current findings form a useful addition to this field, since they show that social comparison 

is important in the realisation of environmental concern, and that this varies by age. It is a step 

further in the exploration of sustainable behavior and its related factors such as environmental 

concern, and might contribute to the international aim to ensure a healthy and liveable 

environment for our future generation. The current findings highlight the importance of 

sociological and psychological research in the attempt of advocating for more sustainable 

behavior.  

 

6. Discussion 

 

As mentioned earlier, hardly any research has been done before about the actual effect of social 

comparison on environmental concern. The results of the present research can be considered as 

useful additions to existing literature, since they show that a social factor, social comparison in 
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this case, plays an important role for the extent to which someone is concerned about the 

environment. Besides, it shows evidence that age is an influencing factor for this effect. 

However, there should be some critical reflection on some aspects. As first, despite the support 

found for both hypotheses, it should be mentioned that these findings are supported by small 

effect sizes. Besides it is important to discuss the high average score of the respondents on the 

variable environmental concern. On the used scale, which ranged from 10 to 45, the mean score 

of the respondents was 34.6. This indicates that the respondents of this sample are on average 

quite concerned about the environment. It might have influenced the analysis of the effect of 

social comparison on environmental concern, and the moderating effect of age. Further 

research, in which respondents included in the sample score a little lower on environmental 

concern, might measure a more realistic and representative effect of social comparison on 

environmental concern. Besides, further research could focus more on other population groups 

than Swiss people, in order to see whether the effect applies to other countries or groups. This 

might therefore strengthen the effect and might support more representativeness.  

 Also, as mentioned previously the distribution of the variable age was a little right-

skewed, which corresponds with the relative high age reported of 64 years. This might have 

influenced the results of the multiple regression analysis. Because the distribution of the 

variable age was right-skewed, and thus more concentrated around older ages such as 64 years, 

it could be that there was insufficient spreading in order to measure whether the effect of social 

comparison on environmental concern actually decreases as the age increases. Further research 

with a more normally distributed dataset of age could indicate whether the found effect of age 

weakening the effect of social comparison on environmental concern applies to other 

populations or other countries as well.  

 Furthermore, the response rate to the research of Enzler, Diekmann & Liebe (2019) was 

low, which leads to the question whether the results from this sample differ significantly from 

the general population and whether these results hold for other groups of the population. Also, 

the potential self-selection should be considered, since the sample that is taken differs from the 

population in terms of gender and age. The invitation letter for the survey went probably to the 

household head, who still tends to be older and male. Thereby, it is possible that mainly 

environmentally motivated households responded to the survey, which creates the potential 

self-selection bias (Enzler, Diekmann & Liebe, 2019). This information corresponds with the 

reported high average age and the high mean score of the respondents on the variable 

environmental concern.  
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 Besides the ideas for further research regarding representativeness and more support for 

the results that were found, some additional research might elaborate on social comparison, 

environmental concern and age. To begin with further exploration to social comparison in the 

field of sustainable behavior. The questions used in this survey ask the respondent about social 

comparison in general, but no information is provided about whether they compare their own 

sustainable or unsustainable thoughts and behavior to others. It is interesting to find out whether 

this might affect someone’s environmental concern. Also, further exploration to which specific 

comparison groups are important for people in the development of their environmental concern, 

could be a next step in research. As mentioned before, the questions used in this survey ask the 

respondent about social comparison in general, no information is provided about with whom 

they compare themselves. It might be that friends or classmates are important comparison 

groups for younger people in the theme of sustainability, where neighbours or family members 

are important for older people. According Festinger’s (1954) Social Comparison Theory, 

people especially compare themselves to others with whom they share similar characteristics, 

such as age (Murray, Johnson, Luepker & Mittelmark, 1984), gender (White, Hogg & Terry, 

2002) and personal attributes (Carli, Ganley, & Pierce-Otay, 1991). With this information, 

policy in the interdisciplinary field of sustainable development can respond with tailor-made 

advices. Tools and advices specified for certain groups in society might enlarge the societal 

acceptability of new policies regarding the process of the development of environmental 

concern (Hemerijck, 2003).   

The findings of the present research already form useful information for policies, since 

they highlight the importance of the social comparison processes in the field of sustainable 

behavior, which can be used in the development of new measures or campaigns. Social 

comparison can be used as a tool in the process of making people more concerned about their 

environment, and therefore let them act more pro-environmentally. When people share their 

concerns about the environment more, for instance via social media, this might motivate others 

to get concerned about the environment as well. For example, it could emphasize the promotion 

of people demonstrating at climate marches who express their concerns about the environment. 

Other people who are faced to these concerns, might become concerned about the environment 

themselves as well. It is important to keep in mind that such a tool especially will be useful for 

younger people, who have a high comparison orientation.   
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