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ABSTRACT 

Compliments—voluntary and impromptu expressions of acknowledgement, approval, or 

praise of another’s accomplishments or behaviors—are a powerful tool leaders can use to 

enhance employees’ development, work engagement, and job performance. Although the 

positive effects of compliments on recipients’ well-being and performance are well-

demonstrated, it is important to consider how leader compliments influence the broader audience 

(i.e., employees who witness compliments but are not the recipients). In this dissertation, I draw 

on social comparison theory and expectancy theory to suggest that leader compliments can both 

positively and negatively influence observers through the emotional experiences of inspiration 

and envy, respectively. Importantly, I identify observer expectancy (shaped by core self-

evaluation, perceived similarity, and organizational support as individual, interpersonal, and 

organizational factors) and instrumentality (shaped by non-zero-sum mentality, relative leader-

member exchange, and procedural justice as individual, interpersonal, and organizational factors) 

as two overarching boundary conditions that determine the degree to which inspiration and envy 

occur. Furthermore, while inspiration leads to a moving-up tendency to increase one’s own in-

role and extra-role behaviors, envy leads to a pulling-down tendency aimed at harming the 

complimented coworker. By examining the ripple effect of leader compliments, I expand the 

social functions of compliments beyond the dyadic level and provide a more holistic 

understanding of compliments in the workplace. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Being viewed positively is desirable in many aspects of people’s lives because it satisfies 

their fundamental need to belong (Baumeister, 1982; Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Receiving 

compliments can fulfill this desire through an increased sense of social acceptance (Hill, 1987; 

Marigold et al., 2007; Sedikides, 1993). Indeed, compliments are positive, evaluative responses 

signaling the recipient’s value in the eyes of the complimenter (Kanouse et al., 1981). 

Compliments can also help recipients build positive self-regard, brighten mood, and strengthen 

interpersonal relationships (Boothby & Bohns, 2021; Zhao & Epley, 2021). In the workplace, 

compliments are social rewards that fulfill people’s need to be approved and acknowledged by 

their leader (Stajkovic & Luthans, 1997). In fact, compliments can be a leadership tool that 

reinforces employees’ performance, enhances intrinsic motivation, increases job satisfaction, and 

reduces stress (Anderson et al., 1988; Bono et al., 2013; Crowell et al., 1988; De Gieter et al., 

2008; Koestner et al., 1987).  

While the functions of compliments for enhancing recipients’ well-being and 

performance in the workplace are well-demonstrated, such positive effects may not only linger at 

the dyadic level for recipients but also reverberate among coworkers who witness compliments. 

When compliments are given in public, they are observable acknowledgments of the 

complimented employee’s valued behaviors (Brun & Dugas, 2008). Compliments not only 

provide important information to the recipient related to their goal progress and performance 

(Ashford & Cummings, 1983; Cusella, 1987), but also convey implicit feedback to other 

employees about their own relative standing and social acceptance. Yet, it is not clear how 

employees feel and react when they observe another employee receiving a compliment from 

their mutual supervisor, even though they themselves are not complimented. On the one hand, by 
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offering public compliments, a leader may make the impact of the compliments more powerful 

by positively influencing other observing employees and motivating observers to excel as well. 

These employees may view the recipients of compliments as role models and learn vicariously 

through them. Indeed, some research has demonstrated that publicly recognizing superior 

performers improves performance for team members who are not recognized (Bradler et al., 

2016; Hoogveld & Zubanov, 2017; Li et al., 2016; Neckermann & Yang, 2017). On the other 

hand, a leader’s public compliments toward one employee may create negative competition 

within the work environment and cause observers to resent the individual who is complimented. 

For instance, publicly acknowledging top performers can weaken nonrecipients’ connections to 

recipients and harm team performance (Liao et al., in press; Zheng et al., 2019). These arguments 

and empirical evidence suggest that although leader compliments likely have ripple effects on 

observers, whether these effects are positive or negative is inconclusive. What is currently 

lacking is an overarching theoretical framework that integrates these divergent positive and 

negative observer-based consequences of compliments and sheds light on the mechanisms 

involved. 

Social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954) provides a fruitful avenue for understanding 

why and how leader compliments can positively or negatively impact observers’ job 

performance and interpersonal relationships with coworkers. Social comparison theory suggests 

that individuals possess an innate desire to evaluate their abilities by comparing themselves with 

others. Social comparison is inevitable in social interaction (Brickman & Bulman, 1977) and can 

be triggered spontaneously and without intention (Banaji et al., 2001; Gilbert et al., 1995; 

Mussweiler et al., 2004a). Accordingly, I suggest that observing a coworker receiving 

compliments constitutes a social comparison situation, which triggers the observer to compare 
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themselves with the complimented coworker. Such comparison is upward because receiving 

compliments signals that the recipient excels in the complimented area (e.g., performs above and 

beyond standards) and/or is relatively better than other uncomplimented employees (Wood, 

1996).  

Upward social comparison can result in two distinct emotions: inspiration and envy, both 

of which are self- and other-focused emotions (Smith, 2000). Inspiration involves not only an 

admiration of others’ capabilities but also a positive expectation for one’s own future (Lockwood 

& Kunda, 1997). Envy entails both discontent in oneself and hostility toward the advantaged 

other (Smith et al., 1994). Accordingly, I adopt a dual process perspective by simultaneously 

considering these two emotional responses to have a more encompassing understanding of the 

distinct observer effects of compliments from the leader. In addition, given that inspiration 

allows individuals to focus on growth and achievement (Thrash & Elliot, 2003), I suggest that 

inspired observers view the compliments as providing information about how to decrease 

discrepancies between their performance and that of their complimented coworker. Accordingly, 

inspiration should motivate them to improve their current level and fuel their efforts toward 

work. By contrast, the negative views envious observers hold of themselves and their 

complimented coworkers may motivate them to pull the complimented coworker down by 

engaging in interpersonal counterproductive work behaviors (Duffy et al., 2021).  

Additionally, I aim to further understand why upward social comparison that arises from 

observing coworkers receiving compliments may produce diverging emotional responses by 

elucidating the conditions under which people are more likely to experience inspiration and the 

conditions under which they are more likely to experience envy. According to theory on social 

comparison processes and emotions, the direction of upward social comparison emotions 



 4 

depends on perceived control (Major et al., 1991; Mussweiler et al., 2004b; Smith, 2000). In this 

respect, people’s perception of whether the performance gap between themselves and the 

advantaged person can be reduced should be a key determinant for whether inspiration or envy 

occurs. When observers determine they have good prospects for eliminating the performance 

discrepancy between themselves and the complimented employee, they assimilate to the 

complimented employee and feel inspired. By contrast, when observers perceive that they are 

unlikely to reach the same level as the complimented employee, they contrast from the 

complimented employee and feel envious (Brewer & Weber, 1994; Buunk & Gibbons, 2007; 

Greenberg et al., 2007). Perceived control can be shaped by multiple factors. For example, 

people may perceive greater control when they have more favorable core self-evaluation, an 

individual factor; when they perceive themselves as more similar to the complimented coworker, 

an interpersonal factor; or when they are in a more supportive organization, an organizational 

factor. Thus, building upon the concept of perceived control, one goal of this dissertation is to 

systematically show that people’s beliefs about themselves, their relationships with others, and 

the nature of their broader organizational environments are key moderators that influence the 

extent to which inspiration and envy arise.  

Notably, although perceived control effectively captures how observers’ perceived 

likelihood of closing the performance gap influences their experience of inspiration and envy, 

such theorizing overlooks the importance of observers’ perceived instrumentality of their good 

performance. Observers compare themselves to complimented coworkers not only to improve 

themselves in the domain in which their coworkers receive compliments but also in the hope that 

such improvement could lead to them receiving compliments themselves. However, superior 

performance does not always lead to desired rewards like compliments (Alexander & Ruderman, 
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1987). Accordingly, observers’ experience of inspiration and envy should also be influenced by 

their perceived likelihood of receiving future compliments from the leader. Based on expectancy 

theory (Vroom, 1964), people are motivated to put forth effort if they believe that their efforts 

will result in good performance (expectancy or perceived control) and that such performance will 

lead to expected outcomes, such as rewards and compliments (instrumentality). In addition, 

people need to view the outcomes as important, attractive, and desirable (valence). Given that 

receiving compliments can satisfy people’s fundamental need to belong (Baumeister, 1982; 

Baumeister & Leary, 1995), employees should generally value receiving compliments from their 

leader. Thus, informed by the concept of instrumentality, I aim to understand the observer effects 

of compliments in a more comprehensive way by examining three factors that may influence 

employees’ emotions. Specifically, when these employees have a non-zero-sum mentality, an 

individual factor; when they have a higher leader-member exchange (LMX) relative to the 

complimented coworker, an interpersonal factor; or when they perceive a higher level of 

organizational procedural justice, an organizational factor, they should perceive receiving 

compliments from the leader following good performance as more plausible and thus be more 

likely to be inspired and less likely to be envious.  

In my dissertation, I examine the observer effects of compliments in the workplace and 

focus on explaining why observing coworkers receiving compliments from leaders sometimes 

produces positive performance and interpersonal outcomes whereas at other times yields 

negative consequences. The proposed model is illustrated in Figure 1. My dissertation research 

offers four major contributions to the existing theory and literature. First, I extend the 

compliment research by focusing on the observer effects of compliments, which expands the 

social functions of compliments beyond the dyadic level and draws attention to a broader 
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influence of compliments than what has hitherto been acknowledged. When considering the 

recipients of compliments only, compliments create an uplifting experience (Boothby & Bohns, 

2021; Zhao & Epley, 2021). However, my dissertation suggests that when considering how 

compliments reverberate within a team, although compliments can inspire nonrecipients to 

constructively contribute to the organization, compliments may also lead to envious responses 

from nonrecipients. These negative responses make the recipients targets of interpersonal harm 

and can potentially jeopardize their careers (Campbell et al., 2017; Kim & Glomb, 2014; Lam et 

al., 2011). Second, I unravel the emotional mechanisms of the relationship between observing 

compliments and workplace outcomes. I integrate assimilative and contrastive social comparison 

processes simultaneously when studying the observation of compliments as a social comparison 

phenomenon (Ganegoda & Bordia, 2019; Greenberg et al., 2007; Moore, 2007). This work 

contributes to the literature in emotional ambivalence (i.e., the simultaneous experience of 

positive and negative emotions) by recognizing inspiration and envy as two unique emotional 

responses that operate in tandem (Rothman et al., 2017). Third, I reconcile the conflicting 

findings related to the potential benefits and drawbacks of publicly recognizing superior 

performers on team members who are not recognized. Drawing from social comparison theory 

and expectancy theory, I demonstrate that, when it comes to influencing observers’ emotional 

responses to upward social comparison, not only does expectancy have an impact, but 

instrumentality matters as well. This work contributes to social comparison theory by suggesting 

that the outcomes of social comparison should stem not only from one’s expectation that they 

can reduce discrepancies in capability (Major et al., 1991; Mussweiler et al., 2004b; Smith, 

2000), but also from one’s belief that such capability can yield rewards. Fourth, by examining 

three foci of expectancy and instrumentality as boundary conditions, I systematically test 
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whether people’s beliefs about themselves, their relationships with other people, and their 

broader organizational environments can each influence the extent to which inspiration and envy 

arise. These foci contribute to expectancy theory (Vroom, 1964) by enumerating potential 

sources of expectancy and instrumentality beliefs.  

 

 

FIGURE 1 

 

Proposed Expectancy and Instrumentality Models  
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LITERATURE REVIEW: COMPLIMENTS 

Compliments and Related Concepts 

I define compliments as voluntary and impromptu expressions of acknowledgement, 

approval, or praise of another person’s accomplishments or behaviors. Compliments are 

evaluative in nature, signaling the recipient’s value in the eyes of the complimenter (Kanouse et 

al., 1981). They are theorized to be prosocially motivated and involve authentic expressions 

(Zhao & Epley, 2021). Compliments occur frequently in everyday discourse, including 

performance compliments at work that recognize individual ability or effort (Ayduk et al., 2013; 

Jones, 1964; Knapp et al., 1984; Morton et al., 2022; Wolfson & Manes, 1980). A unique feature 

of performance compliments is that they tend to be given spontaneously in order to further the 

recipient’s goal and motivate certain behavior (Rees-Miller, 2011). In addition, compliments are 

expressed downward in the status hierarchy more often than the reverse, as upward expressions 

of compliments are likely to be viewed as flattery or ingratiation (Jones, 1964). Compliments can 

positively influence both the giver’s and receiver’s emotions and behaviors as well as 

strengthening the relational bond between them (Boothby & Bohns, 2021; Zhao & Epley, 2021). 

When asked about how they felt after giving or receiving compliments, people reported a 

positive experience without exception (Knapp et al., 1984).  

Praise overlaps significantly with compliments and, in fact, they often are used 

interchangeably (Delin & Baumeister, 1994; Knapp et al., 1984). Praise is given based on a 

leader’s positive observation of an employee’s present performance related to their goal or their 

previous level of performance and is categorized as a type of positive feedback (Herold & 

Greller, 1977; Kim & Hamner, 1976). Praise not only provides employees information regarding 

their task performance but also is a social reward that can motivate them to strive for higher 
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performance levels (Delin & Baumeister, 1994; Koestner et al., 1987; Stajkovic & Luthans, 

1997). Indeed, praise has been shown to effectively improve employee intrinsic motivation, work 

engagement, job satisfaction, and productivity (Anderson et al., 1988; Crowell et al., 1988; De 

Gieter et al., 2008; Koestner et al., 1987). In addition, praise enables employees to build positive 

resources and reduce work stress (Bono et al., 2013). Although compliments and praise have 

similar effects on employees, one key difference between these two constructs is that praise is 

often discussed under the auspices of formal and infrequent performance management and thus 

is a planned rather than spontaneous expression (Kluger & DeNisi, 1996). Given that the 

difference between praise and compliments is nuanced, I view praise as synonymous with 

compliments and use the term “compliments” even when discussing findings related to praise 

through the rest of my dissertation.  

Another related construct that has been studied in organizational behavior literature is 

recognition. Both compliments and recognition convey a leader’s acknowledgment and approval 

of an employee’s valued behavior (Brun & Dugas, 2008; Caligiuri et al., 2010; Nelson, 2005). 

As a nonfinancial reinforcer, recognition also has positive implications for recipients, such as 

boosting morale, building confidence, instilling commitment, and strengthening performance 

(Gostick & Elton, 2007; Kosfeld & Neckermann, 2011; Markham et al., 2002; Neckermann et 

al., 2014). However, while compliments are given by leaders under their discretion, recognition 

generally refers to an organization’s formal programs that are planned and scheduled (e.g., 

“employee of the month”; Kosfeld & Neckermann, 2011). Furthermore, in contrast with 

compliments, which can be given both in private and in public, recognition almost always 

involves publicly expressed or posted messages (Dubinsky et al., 1993; Stajkovic & Luthans, 

2001). According to the similarities and differences between compliments and recognition, I 
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consider recognition to be a related yet distinct construct and thus do not include it in the 

definition of compliments. 

Observer Effects of Compliments 

 While the effects of compliments on the recipient and their interpersonal outcomes are 

well-documented, there is a lack of research regarding the impact on those who witness others 

receiving compliments while they themselves are not. In comparison, when an individual is 

provided with recognition, such positive information is available not only to the performing 

individual but to other group members as well. Consequently, recent research has emerged 

discussing how recognition impacts others who are not recognized and how it alters interpersonal 

dynamics in groups (Gallus & Frey, 2016; Neckermann & Frey, 2013). This line of research may 

shed light on the observer effects of compliments.  

Much like the observer effects documented in the recognition literature (e.g., Bradler et 

al., 2016; Hoogveld & Zubanov, 2017; Liao at al., in press; Zheng et al., 2019), I expect that 

compliments expressed in public can similarly impact nonrecipients. Unfortunately, findings 

pertaining to observer effects of recognition are mixed, and whether recognition can positively or 

negatively influence observing employees is inconclusive. A few studies have viewed 

recognition as a form of positive social influence and demonstrated that recognition positively 

influenced employees who are not recognized. Specifically, Bradler et al. (2016) found that 

public recognition given exclusively to top performers increased subsequent performance for 

both recipients and nonrecipients, with a greater increase from nonrecipients. Hoogveld and 

Zubanov (2017) also studied the power of “no recognition” and reached the same conclusion. 

Similarly, Li et al. (2016) found that a single team member’s recognition produced positive 

spillover effects on the overall team performance and non-recognized team members’ 
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performance. Although Neckermann and Yang (2017) found no effect of recognition on 

recipients’ performance, they confirmed that recognition increased performance for those who 

are not recognized. In contrast, studies that focus on the impact of recognition on social 

interactions among employees tend to show adverse effects. Specifically, Zheng et al. (2019) 

found that publicly recognizing top team performers harmed team performance due to 

nonrecipients’ reduced cooperation with the recipients. Liao et al. (in press) further distinguished 

non-winner nominees for recognition (i.e., being nominated but failing to receive recognition) 

from non-nominees (i.e., not nominated from the beginning). They found that compared to non-

nominees, non-winner nominees were less responsive to collaboration requests made by 

recipients of recognition, especially when they had a higher structural proximity to recipients. In 

view of these inconsistent findings, particularly related to performance versus social outcomes, 

the observer effects of compliments are equivocal and further theorizing and research are needed. 

In the next section, I discuss how social comparison theory and expectancy theory can aid in 

integrating these divergent observer effects and illuminate the mechanisms. 
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THEORETICAL BACKGROUND: SOCIAL COMPARISON THEORY 

Social comparison theory has long held that people self-evaluate by comparing 

themselves to others, especially when objective information about their standing is not available 

(Festinger, 1954). People’s primary motive for social comparison is a natural drive to evaluate 

their own opinions and abilities so that they can maintain an accurate self-view (Buunk & 

Gibbons, 2007). Although the original social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954) solely focuses 

on how one uses social comparison information to evaluate their abilities and opinions, later 

research broadens the theory to also encompass people’s evaluations of their traits and 

circumstances (Wood, 1989).  

Social comparison is a central feature of human social life, inevitable and ubiquitous in 

social interactions (Greenberg et al., 2007). In fact, it is human inclination to compare (Gilbert et 

al., 1995). People may actively seek information to form comparative judgments about 

themselves. Moreover, comparison information can shape self-evaluations even when people are 

not directed to reflect on the self. Merely encountering social information about others can 

spontaneously prompt social comparison (Brickman & Bulman, 1977; Li et al., 2021; Wood, 

1996), which occurs because comparative information processing has valuable efficiency 

advantages and critical judgments can be made faster in a comparative manner (Mussweiler & 

Epstude, 2009). Social comparison can even be triggered subconsciously, such that comparison 

information influences self-evaluations even when people do not realize their engagement in 

social comparison (Banaji et al., 2001; Gilbert et al., 1995; Mussweiler et al., 2004a). Social 

comparison can also be a more complex process; for example, people may first have an 

automatic social comparison reaction with or without awareness and then engage in a more 
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systematic and thorough review of their own situation relevant to others (Buunk & Gibbons, 

2007). 

People may compare themselves to others who are similar to (lateral comparison), better 

than (upward comparison), or worse than themselves (downward comparison). Although 

Festinger’s (1954) original theory suggests that people prefer to compare themselves to similar 

individuals, Wood (1989) advances social comparison theory by illuminating that, instead of 

being a preference, social comparison to similar individuals functions to provide people with 

more precise and stable information for self-evaluation. By contrast, social comparison with 

dissimilar individuals has its unique functions. Specifically, people not only desire to accurately 

evaluate themselves but also desire to continually improve themselves; this self-improvement 

need can be fulfilled by comparing themselves with others perceived as better in the comparison 

domain (Taylor & Lobel, 1989). People may also have the goal to create and maintain a positive 

self-image, and comparison with others who they outperform can serve this goal (Wills, 1981). 

Given that upward comparisons are at the core of my theoretical model (i.e., nonrecipients 

observing another person being complimented), the following literature review will focus 

specifically on upward comparisons. 

Assimilative and Contrastive Emotional Reactions to Upward Social Comparison 

Upward social comparison can elicit assimilative and contrastive reactions (Pelham & 

Wachsmuth, 1995). As initially theorized, when confronted with someone who outperforms, 

social comparison directs people’s attention to the comparison target’s advantage and triggers 

their desire to establish similarity with the comparison target by improving themselves (Taylor & 

Lobel, 1989). Such assimilative response to upward social comparison has been demonstrated in 

various domains such as academic performance (e.g., Blanton et al., 1999; Buunk et al., 2005; 
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Gibbons et al., 2000; Huguet et al., 2001) and health behaviors (e.g., Gerrard et al., 2005; 

Molleman et al., 1986). Despite this adaptive function of upward comparison, a considerable 

body of research has indicated that upward comparison could simultaneously be threatening to 

the self (Brickman & Bulman, 1977). Due to a general tendency to maintain a positive self-view, 

making upward comparisons may make people question their positive self-image and, thus, 

respond defensively (Tesser, 1988). People might, for example, downplay the relevance of the 

comparison (Mussweiler et al., 2000) or reconstruct their own past to cope with the threat (Klein 

& Kunda, 1993). These behaviors fall under the realm of contrastive effects. In short, although 

upward social comparison can be informative for self-improvement, a superior individual may, at 

the same time, induce a threat that needs to be counteracted (Biernat et al., 1997; Manis et al., 

1991). 

Prior research has shed light on the strength of occurrence of assimilative and contrastive 

processes. Scholars have explored the conditions under which upward social comparison is more 

likely to garner either assimilative or contrastive effects (Buunk & Gibbons, 2007). Generally 

speaking, upward assimilative effects are more likely to be elicited when people focus on the 

similarities between themselves and the comparison target and perceive that the gap between 

themselves and the advantaged individual can be reduced (i.e., high perceived control); 

meanwhile, contrastive effects are more likely to occur when people focus on interpersonal 

discrepancies and believe that reaching the same level as the comparison target is unlikely (i.e., 

low perceived control) (Aspinwall, 1997; Lockwood & Kunda, 1997; Major et al., 1991; Smith, 

2000). More specifically, research has suggested that self-esteem (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1993; 

Buunk et al., 1990; Gibbons & Gerrard, 1989), self-construal (e.g., Gardner et al., 2002; 

Kemmelmeier & Oyserman, 2001), attainability of the comparison standard (Lockwood & 
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Kunda, 1997), psychological closeness (Brewer & Weber, 1994; Brown et al., 1992; Pelham & 

Wachsmuth, 1995; Tesser et al., 1988), and perceived similarity (Hafner, 2003; Mussweiler, 

2001; Mussweiler et al., 2004a) influence the extent to which assimilative and contrastive 

thoughts are evoked from social comparison.  

Assimilative and contrastive processes result in distinct emotions (Aspinwall & Taylor, 

1993; Buunk et al., 1990; Gibbons & Gerrard, 1989; Reis et al., 1993; Tesser et al., 1988). 

Emotions are feelings that arise in response to implicit appraisals of situations relating to one’s 

goals and concerns, meaning that emotions are elicited by a specific target or event (Barsade & 

Gibson, 2007; Schwarz & Clore, 1996). In the context of upward social comparison, 

encountering a comparison target can trigger emotions. Smith (2000) theorizes that upward 

assimilative and contrastive processes can result in two distinct emotions: inspiration and envy, 

respectively. Inspiration and envy are both dual-focused emotions, combining both feelings 

about oneself and feelings about the comparison target. While inspiration involves one’s 

admiration of the upward comparison target’s capabilities and a positive expectation for their 

own future, envy entails discontent in oneself and hostility toward the comparison target 

(Lockwood & Kunda, 1997; Smith et al., 1994). Indeed, empirical research has shown that the 

experience of inspiration follows upward social comparison (Buunk et al., 2007; Helgeson & 

Taylor, 1993; Lockwood et al., 2012). Research also has demonstrated that envy is a significant 

part of upward social comparison processes when faced with the threat of being outperformed by 

another person (Bamberger & Belogolovsky, 2017; Fischer et al., 2009; Kim & Glomb, 2014; 

Salovey & Rodin, 1984; Schaubroeck & Lam, 2004). Although past research has demonstrated 

the possible occurrence of either envy or inspiration following upward social comparison, it is 

surprising that no systematic research has been conducted to integrate these two emotional 
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experiences into one comprehensive model. The experience of positive and negative emotion is 

independent, and people can feel mixed emotions where different emotions occur at the same 

time (Diener & Emmons, 1984; Rothman et al., 2017; Warr et al., 1983). Thus, it is not 

unreasonable to assume that an individual could experience both inspiration and envy after 

exposure to an upward comparison target. It is also possible that an individual first experiences 

an envious reaction to an upward comparison target’s advantage, and this initial emotional 

experience is followed by cognitive processing such that this individual may reason the 

advantage as an inspirational direction (Smith & Kirby, 2000; Verduyn et al., 2011). 

Accordingly, although inspiration and envy may appear to be conflicting in nature, I suggest that 

they are not mutually exclusive and can be experienced simultaneously. 

Opportunity for Theoretical Advancement 

Despite the comprehensiveness of perceived control (i.e., one’s perceived likelihood of 

reducing the gap between oneself and a comparison target) in predicting the relative strength of 

assimilative and contrastive emotional processes (Major et al., 1991; Mussweiler et al., 2004b; 

Smith, 2000), only considering this aspect is somewhat limited in scope. Perceived control 

echoes Festinger’s emphasis on the question: “Can I do X?” Although certainly very relevant, 

the “Can I do X?” question only concerns one’s self-evaluation of ability or performance 

(Wheeler et al., 1997). However, people may ask other types of questions that they try to answer 

through social comparison, with one important question being “I can do X, so what?” Or, more 

specifically, “Can I reach a similarly desired outcome from doing X?” This question is a 

pragmatic one that is mainly for instrumental purposes and not for self-evaluation purposes. 

People may assimilate to the comparison target if they are able to achieve a similar outcome by 

performing well, whereas they are more likely to contrast against the comparison target if they 
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perceive the desired outcome as unlikely. In short, the relative strength of assimilation and 

contrast effects should not only depend on perceived control but should also depend on perceived 

instrumentality, both of which are alluded to by expectancy theory (Vroom, 1964). Thus, I next 

describe expectancy theory to provide a more multifaceted picture of motivation in social 

comparison processes.  
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THEORETICAL BACKGROUND: EXPECTANCY THEORY 

Expectancy, Instrumentality, and Valence 

Expectancy theory, originally developed by Vroom (1964), explains the cognitive process 

of how people interpret and evaluate their environments to decide on a course of action. The 

motivational force for directing a given behavior is a function of three distinct perceptions: 

expectancy, instrumentality, and valence. Expectancy is defined as the subjective probability of 

effort leading to good performance, which is very similar to the idea of perceived control 

identified in the social comparison literature (e.g., Buunk & Gibbons, 2007). Instrumentality is 

defined as the degree to which people believe that performance will lead to a desirable outcome, 

such as rewards and compliments. Valence refers to people viewing the outcomes as important, 

attractive, and desirable. According to Vroom (1964), people are motivated to put forth effort if 

they believe that (a) their efforts will result in good performance (expectancy) and (b) said 

performance will lead to expected outcomes (instrumentality) that are deemed attractive or 

desirable (valence). Expectancy theory has become one of the most commonly used theories of 

motivation in the workplace (Campbell & Pritchard, 1976; Heneman & Schwab, 1972; Mitchell 

& Biglan, 1971), and is generally supported by empirical evidence (e.g., Allen et al., 1997; 

Burton et al., 1992; Chen & Miller, 1994; Sanchez et al., 2000).  

 Vroom (1964) further suggests that motivation is a multiplicative function of the three 

components (i.e., Motivation = Instrumentality  Expectancy  Valence). In addition, all three 

factors need to be present to motivate behavior; the motivational force will equal zero if any 

factor is missing. However, the multiplicative nature of expectancy theory has been challenged 

and adapted throughout the years (Evans, 1991). Alternatively, an additive model suggests that 

the three factors are compensatory and independently contribute to motivational force. For 
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example, if one factor is low and the others are high, motivational force still exists. Indeed, meta-

analyses have demonstrated that the additive model is valid and that the multiplicative model 

does not yield higher effect sizes than the additive model (Ambrose & Kulik, 1999; Brooks & 

Betz, 1990; Chen & Miller, 1994; Van Eerde & Thierry, 1996).  

Opportunity for Theoretical Advancement 

My integration of expectancy theory diverges from and expands Vroom’s original 

conception in a couple of ways. First, consistent with meta-analyses that illustrate the validity of 

the additive model (Van Eerde & Thierry, 1996; Ambrose & Kulik, 1999), I examine the 

independent effects of expectancy and instrumentality, as opposed to multiplicative effects. 

Notably, I do not examine valence as a third factor because as noted earlier, compliments are 

typically desired and thus valence is held constant across individuals. In addition, expectancy 

theory (Vroom, 1964) does not specify where expectancy and instrumentality beliefs come from. 

However, expectancy and instrumentality can be shaped by many factors at work and reflect how 

people evaluate themselves as individuals, their interpersonal interactions with others, and their 

perceptions about the organization as a whole. Thus, in the sections that follow, I focus on three 

work-related manifestations of expectancy and instrumentality. 
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HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT:  

PREDICTING UPWARD SOCIAL COMPARISON  

Observing Compliments Triggers Upward Social Comparison  

Social comparison is pervasive in the workplace. Employees are motivated to understand 

their performance in the organization (Mumford, 1983). However, objective information about 

one’s performance is not always available. Social comparison is functional in helping people 

gather information to determine their relative standing (Wood, 1989). People tend to compare 

themselves with others when the target person is in a similar position to them (Garcia et al., 

2013). Coworkers are strong candidates for comparison because they share the same leader, 

possess similar qualifications, and experience similar work-related events (Lam et al., 2011). 

Coworkers are also easily accessible comparison targets because they spend much of their work 

hours interacting with one another to accomplish tasks (Kozlowski & Bell, 2003; Molleman et 

al., 2007). Spontaneous social comparison is likely triggered when people observe their 

coworkers’ performance and their coworkers’ interactions with their shared leader. Employees 

are frequently confronted with evidence of differential treatment by managers (Thomas et al., 

2013). One may observe their manager giving compliments to a coworker whereas they 

themselves have not received compliments. People may automatically relate this social 

information to themselves and use it to assess their own performance (Dunning & Hayes, 1996; 

Greenberg et al., 2007). In other words, compliments not only are informative to the recipient but 

also convey implicit feedback to observers about their relative standings. Thus, managers giving 

compliments to some employees but not others places observers in less superior positions and 

fuels upward social comparison processes.  
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Hypothesis 1: Observing coworkers receiving compliments from the leader is positively 

associated with upward social comparison. 

Research Question: Does the Type of Compliment Matter?  

The type of compliment nonrecipients observe may determine the extent to which they 

engage in upward social comparison. Compliments can vary based on how they are expressed. 

For example, compliments can target the person or the process (Kamins & Dweck, 1999). 

Person-focused compliments comment on the more stable personality or ability, whereas 

process-focused compliments comment on behaviors that are more malleable, such as effort- and 

relationship-centered compliments. Compared to process-focused compliments, person-focused 

compliments produce more beneficial effects on self-efficacy and intrinsic motivation for 

recipients because they convey stronger competence information (Koestner et al., 1987; Schunk, 

1983; Schunk & Rice, 1986), but they can also render recipients vulnerable to failure or setbacks 

and yield negative outcomes, such as feeling unhappy, avoiding repairing mistakes, denigrating 

their situation, and quitting a task (Skipper & Douglas, 2012; Cimpian et al., 2007; Kamins & 

Dweck, 1999). For observers, it is possible that process-focused compliments are more relevant 

for self-improvement and trigger upward social comparison because they convey a message to 

observers that undesirable situations are changeable and that they are in control of their own 

outcomes. It is also possible that person-focused compliments are more useful because they 

focus on desirable abilities and traits, which can be demonstrated by engaging in a variety of 

valued behaviors and successfully performing different tasks. 

Compliments may also be categorized as either behavior‐specific or general. Behavior‐

specific compliments involve statements that deliver positive information on a specific behavior, 

whereas general compliments involve a statement that does not describe a particular behavior 



 22 

that is praised (Floress & Jenkins, 2015; Lown et al., 2021). People may react differently to 

compliments based on how specific or general the statements are (Kanouse et al., 1981). 

Behavior‐specific compliments might be informative to observers because they provide more 

specific information about both the complimenter’s standards and the act that is valued, both of 

which are aspirations for observers’ future performance (Beaman & Wheldall, 2000). However, 

general compliments might make it easier for observers to latch onto a broad array of behaviors 

that they find meaningful and constructive. Given the theoretical ambiguities over the effects of 

compliment type, I pose them as a research question as opposed to a formal hypothesis. 

Research Question: Does the type of compliment (i.e., person- versus process-focused; 

behavior‐specific versus general) influence the extent to which observers engage in 

upward social comparison?  
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HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT:  

PREDICTING SOCIAL COMPARISON EMOTIONS 

Upward Social Comparison Elicits Emotions 

Upward social comparison can elicit assimilative and contrastive emotional reactions like 

inspiration and envy (Smith, 2000). On the one hand, upward social comparison can evoke 

inspiration because what the recipient of compliments possesses is generally coveted and the 

nonrecipients may capitalize on the situation by trying to learn from the recipient’s experience 

and understand what is expected. The nonrecipients may perceive a positive expectation for their 

own future and become motivated to make similar achievements. On the other hand, upward 

social comparison can result in the nonrecipients feeling envious. When the nonrecipients 

become aware of their lack of achievement, they may feel discontent in themselves and resentful 

toward the recipient. In this sense, upward social comparison enables the nonrecipients to 

spotlight what their coworker has achieved in contrast to what they themselves failed to achieve. 

Thus, I expect people to experience both inspiration and envy after engaging in upward social 

comparison. 

Hypothesis 2: Upward social comparison is positively associated with inspiration. 

Hypothesis 3: Upward social comparison is positively associated with envy. 

The Moderating Role of Expectancy  

According to the literature on the assimilative and contrastive emotional processes of 

social comparison, the relative strength of the two upward social comparison emotions should 

depend on expectancy (Major et al., 1991; Mussweiler et al., 2004b; Smith, 2000). In work 

settings, performance is one key dimension people consider when inferring the distance between 

their coworkers and themselves. Expectancy captures the extent to which people believe that the 
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performance gap between themselves and an advantaged other can be reduced via their own 

efforts. When people perceive that their relative disadvantage is temporary and within their 

control, they assimilate to the advantaged other. These individuals imagine that the advantaged 

other’s circumstances could easily be their own and envision a positive future for themselves, 

resulting in them feeling inspired. By contrast, when individuals feel their inferiority is fixed and 

out of their control, they focus on the differences between themselves and the advantaged other 

and contrast against the advantaged person. Such perception evokes strong feelings of frustration 

and inadequacy regarding their potential to reduce the gap, resulting in them feeling envious. 

Low expectancy may also decrease feelings of inspiration because interpreting the disadvantaged 

situation as stable damages people’s confidence in making progress toward the outcome they 

desire. I suggest that expectancy can be shaped by various factors manifesting from different 

sources. In the following paragraphs, I will explain three unique work-related manifestations of 

expectancy: an individual factor (e.g., core self-evaluation), an interpersonal factor (e.g., 

perceived similarity), and an organizational factor (e.g., organizational support).  

Individual factor. For the individual factor, core self-evaluation (CSE) represents 

people’s fundamental appraisals of situations as well as broad evaluations about their self-worth, 

competence, and control (Judge et al., 2017). Four central components characterize CSE: 1) self-

esteem (i.e., an individual’s overall appraisal of their own self-worth; Rosenberg, 1965), 2) 

generalized self-efficacy (i.e., an individual’s belief in their ability to perform well across a 

variety of situations; Chen et al., 2001), 3) emotional stability (i.e., the propensity to feel calm 

and secure under difficult situations and remain productive; Furnham & Zacherl, 1986), and 4) 

internal locus of control (i.e., an individual’s belief that they have control over their own 

behaviors and resulting outcomes, as opposed to being influenced by external forces such as fate 
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or powerful others; Spector, 1982). These four traits are interrelated and underlie CSE, a higher 

order construct (Judge et al., 2004).  

There are at least three reasons to expect that CSE will reflect expectancy. First, although 

not receiving compliments signals people’s relative lower standings compared to those who 

receive compliments, people with higher CSEs are less likely to treat it as a stressor and more 

likely to embrace a positive outlook on it (Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2009). In contrast to people 

with lower CSEs, those with higher CSEs are less sensitive to the threatening aspect of being a 

non-recipient of compliments (Chang et al., 2012). When faced with this unfavorable feedback, 

individuals with higher CSEs are more likely to appraise their circumstances as an opportunity to 

learn and grow (Bono & Colbert, 2005). For instance, they may treat observable compliments as 

valuable sources of information that direct their goals and reduce performance gaps. Second, 

people with higher CSEs think more positively of themselves and are more confident in their 

own abilities (Judge et al., 2003; Judge et al., 1998). They have a positive expectation of their 

future performance and believe that they are capable of carrying out the actions necessary for 

success. In other words, they see the potential of accomplishing what the complimented 

coworker has achieved. Third, higher CSE individuals are more intrinsically motivated and tend 

to set more challenging goals (Erez & Judge, 2001; Judge et al., 2005). While pursuing goals, 

they also are more persistent in the face of setbacks and engage in more problem-solving (Erez & 

Judge, 2001; Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2009). Thus, they not only have the desire to reach a 

higher level of excellence but also are committed to improve themselves and have the mental 

resources to meet their goals (Judge & Hurst, 2007). With these reasons, a higher level of CSE 

should be positively related to a higher level of expectancy.  
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 Interpersonal factor. For the interpersonal factor, perceived similarity between the 

observing employee and the complimented coworker should influence expectancy. When people 

engage in upward social comparison, they engage in similarity testing by actively generating 

self-related information to reach a conclusion of whether their standing is similar to or different 

from the complimented coworker (Lockwood & Kunda, 1997; Mussweiler, 2001). Such a 

conclusion, in turn, should influence people’s judgment of the attainability of the desired 

outcomes. When an observing employee perceives themselves as more similar to a 

complimented coworker, they feel psychologically closer to them and more likely to reach the 

same level of achievement; by contrast, when an observing employee perceives a higher level of 

dissimilarity between the complimented coworker and themselves, they feel more 

psychologically distant and perceive a larger performance gap that is not easily reduced 

(Mussweiler, 2003). Indeed, people’ self-evaluations are higher after they compare themselves 

with a moderately high standard than with an extremely high one due to perceived similarity 

(Mussweiler et al., 2004a). Relatedly, Tesser’s (1988) self-evaluation maintenance model 

suggests that witnessing the success of a coworker whom one perceives as similar allows the said 

employee to bask in the glory of the successful coworker and feel that similar success is within 

their control.  

Organizational factor. For the organizational factor, I suggest that organizational support 

should shape expectancy. Organizational scholars have recognized that perceptions of the 

environment are influential on employees’ psychological states and behaviors (Kristof-Brown et 

al., 2005; Mischel, 1977). Perceived organizational support is defined as an employee’s belief 

that their organization values their contribution and cares about their well-being (Eisenberger et 

al., 1986). When people perceive that their organization is supportive, they have increased job 
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satisfaction and reduced strains to stressors (Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002). This is because 

perceived organizational support gives people assurance that aid is available from the 

organization when it is needed to carry out job duties and to overcome stressful situations 

(George et al., 1993). Indeed, supportive organizations not only provide adequate guidance that 

enables employees to possess appropriate skills for performing the job, but also offer social and 

psychological resources that enhance self-efficacy and support employees’ growth and 

development (Kurtessis et al., 2017; Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002). In a supportive work 

environment, employees receive support both from the organization and from one another, which 

optimizes employees’ well-being and empowers them (Eisenberger et al., 1986; Shanock & 

Eisenberger, 2006; Stinglhamber & Vandenberghe, 2003). Thus, a supportive organization 

should foster employees’ perception that desired outcomes are obtainable and in their control.  

Accordingly, I posit that the three work-related manifestations of higher expectancy (i.e., 

higher levels of CSE, perceived similarity, and organizational support) independently enhance 

the positive relationship between observing compliments and inspiration. Specifically, I propose 

that the association between observing compliments and inspiration is positive when the 

observing employee has higher CSE, perceived similarity, or organizational support, but the 

association is negative when the observing employee experiences lower levels of any of these 

factors. I also posit that lower levels of CSE, perceived similarity, and organizational support 

separately enhance the positive relationship between observing compliments and envy. 

Specifically, I suggest that the association between observing compliments and envy is more 

positive when the observing employee has lower CSE, perceived similarity, or organizational 

support, compared to when the observing employee experiences higher levels of any of these 

factors.  
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Hypothesis 4: The positive association of upward social comparison with inspiration is 

moderated by expectancy, such that the association is positive when expectancy is higher 

and negative when expectancy is lower, evident by (a) an individual factor (e.g., CSE), 

(b) an interpersonal factor (e.g., perceived similarity), or (c) an organizational factor 

(e.g., organizational support). 

Hypothesis 5: The positive association of upward social comparison with envy is 

moderated by expectancy, such that the association is stronger when expectancy is lower, 

evident by (a) an individual factor (e.g., CSE), (b) an interpersonal factor (e.g., perceived 

similarity), or (c) an organizational factor (e.g., organizational support). 

The Moderating Role of Instrumentality 

According to expectancy theory (Vroom, 1964), besides expectancy, people’s perception 

of whether efforts and good performance can lead to rewards, such as receiving compliments 

from leaders, should also matter. Although after engaging in upward social comparison, the 

observer may feel that they are capable of performing the behavior that prompted a coworker to 

be complimented (i.e., high expectancy), it is nevertheless possible that the observer may not be 

similarly complimented for doing so, making instrumentality an important consideration in 

addition to expectancy. When observers perceive that their efforts and performance can lead to 

receiving compliments from their leader, they assimilate to the complimented coworker and feel 

inspired. When observers feel the potential of receiving compliments from their leader is low, 

they contrast against the complimented coworker, experiencing much envy and little inspiration. 

I suggest that instrumentality may be a manifestation of an individual factor (e.g., non-zero-sum 

mentality), an interpersonal factor (e.g., relative LMX), and an organizational factor (e.g., 

organizational procedural justice).  
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Individual factor. For the individual factor, people’s non-zero-sum mentality can shape 

instrumentality. Social situations can be perceived from zero-sum, in which one person’s gain is 

another’s loss, to non-zero-sum, in which all people can win (Johnson et al., 2022; Kakkar & 

Sivanathan, 2022). When an individual has a zero-sum mentality, they naturally view a situation 

as competitive, where the achievements of one are at the expense of others (Bazerman et al., 

2001). In contrast, people with a non-zero-sum mentality believe that relationships can work 

symbiotically, such that everyone can advance their interests (Crocker et al., 2017). They assume 

what is good for one person is or can be good for all; when one person is successful, it does not 

exhaust a limited pool of successful outcomes, and another person’s gain is not offset. Prior 

research has shown that the extent to which people frame a situation as zero-sum or non-zero-

sum influences their emotions and behaviors (Balliet et al., 2009; De Dreu et al., 2000; Sirola & 

Pitesa, 2017). In the context of giving and receiving compliments, I suggest that people who 

view coworkers receiving compliments from their mutual leader in a non-zero-sum manner 

should believe that these compliments are not given at their own expense and do not interfere 

with their own opportunity to receive compliments.  

Interpersonal factor. For the interpersonal factor, perceived differences between one’s 

LMX and the LMX of the complimented coworker should influence observers’ perceived 

likelihood of receiving future compliments from the leader. Managers do not treat all employees 

in the same manner; rather, managers vary their interactions and develop differentiated exchange 

relationships with each employee (Dansereau et al., 1975; Graen & Cashman, 1975; Graen & 

Scandura, 1987; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995; Liden & Graen, 1980; Liden et al., 1993). 

Specifically, LMX captures the overall relationship quality between a manager and an employee, 

with high-quality LMX relationships characterized by mutual trust, loyalty, and respect (Liden & 
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Maslyn, 1998). Critically, LMX relationships are not only absolute in the sense that LMX 

captures the quality of the dyadic relationship between an employee and a manager, but can also 

be considered in relative terms in reference to others’ relationships with the manager (Hogg et 

al., 2005; Liden et al., 1997). Through social interactions and observations, employees are able to 

gauge the differences between their own LMX relationship and others’ LMX relationships with 

the manager (Tse et al., 2013). Such comparison processes are defined as LMX social 

comparison (LMXSC; Vidyarthi et al., 2010), which results in an employee’s judgment about 

their relative LMX (RLMX) compared to their coworkers’ LMXs (Henderson et al., 2008). Thus, 

an employee’s evaluation of their relationship with their manager and subsequent attitudinal and 

behavioral responses are driven not only by their perceived quality of their relationship with the 

manager but also by the quality of the relationships the manager has with other members within a 

workgroup (Buengeler et al., 2021; Martin et al., 2018; Yu et al., 2018). 

In fact, compared to absolute LMX, employees’ RLMX should have more meaningful 

implications for employees. Because social resources (e.g., time, information, influence, support, 

attention, favors, and rewards) are limited, managers allocate them disproportionately to 

employees with higher RLMXs (Epitropaki & Martin, 2013; Graen & Scandura, 1987; Green et 

al., 1996; Liden & Graen, 1980; Wilson et al., 2010). Thus, for an employee to obtain these 

limited resources, what is more important is not having a high LMX relationship with their 

manager but having a higher RLMX with the manager than their coworkers. More importantly, 

RLMX influences the type of resources being exchanged; while lower RLMX relationships are 

more economic in nature and entail exchanges that are formally agreed upon such as tangible 

pay, higher RLMX relationships are more socio-emotionally based and render exchanges such as 

mutual support (Dansereau et al., 1975; Dulebohn et al., 2012). For example, managers are more 
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likely to express compliments when communicating with employees with higher RLMX 

(Fairhurst & Chandler, 1989; Yrle et al., 2002). Accordingly, when an employee perceives their 

own LMX as higher than their complimented coworkers, they should foresee themselves being in 

a favorable position that allows them to obtain social rewards and a fair share of a manager’s 

positive treatment.   

Organizational factor. For the organizational factor, instrumentality can be shaped by 

people’s perception of their organization’s procedural justice. Procedural justice centers on the 

fairness of decision-making processes (Thibaut & Walker, 1975) and tends to be attributed to the 

organization (Masterson et al., 2000; Johnson et al., 2006). To characterize an organization as 

having high procedural justice, the organization’s procedures need to be applied consistently, be 

free of bias, be based on accurate information, and uphold ethical and moral standards (Colquitt 

et al., 2001; Colquitt et al., 2002). In addition, employees should be able to express their views 

and feelings during procedures, to influence the outcomes, and to appeal the outcomes (Liao & 

Rupp, 2005; Naumann & Bennett, 2000). A procedurally just organization conveys information 

about fairness to employees in the process of distributing rewards and permits equal reward 

opportunities (Folger & Konovsky, 1989). Such organization likely fosters employees’ 

expectations that rewards which one person receives for performing certain behavior will also be 

rewarded to others if they perform the same behavior. Thus, when employees view their 

organization as having fair procedures, they should perceive a high likelihood of receiving 

compliments from their leader after engaging in similar behavior or reaching a similar 

performance level as their complimented coworkers. 

To conclude, I posit that the three work-related manifestations of higher instrumentality 

(i.e., higher levels of non-zero-sum mentality, RLMX, and organizational procedural justice) 



 32 

independently enhance the positive relationship between observing compliments and inspiration. 

Specifically, I contend that the association between observing compliments and inspiration is 

positive when the observing employee has higher non-zero-sum mentality, RLMX, or 

organizational procedural justice, but the association is negative when the observing employee 

experiences lower levels of any of these factors. I also posit that lower levels of non-zero-sum 

mentality, RLMX, and organizational procedural justice, as three exemplars of lower 

expectancy, separately enhance the positive relationship between observing compliments and 

envy. Specifically, I suggest that the association between observing compliments and envy is 

more positive when the observing employee’s non-zero-sum mentality, RLMX, or organizational 

procedural justice is lower, compared to when the observing employee experiences higher levels 

of any of these factors. 

Hypothesis 6: The positive association of upward social comparison with inspiration is 

moderated by instrumentality, such that the association is positive when instrumentality 

is higher and negative when instrumentality is lower, evident by (a) an individual factor 

(e.g., non-zero-sum mentality), (b) an interpersonal factor (e.g., RLMX), and (c) an 

organizational factor (e.g., organizational procedural justice). 

Hypothesis7: The positive association of upward social comparison with envy is 

moderated by instrumentality, such that the association is stronger when instrumentality 

is lower, evident by (a) an individual factor (e.g., non-zero-sum mentality), (b) an 

interpersonal factor (e.g., RLMX), and (c) an organizational factor (e.g., organizational 

procedural justice). 
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HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT:  

DOWNSTREAM CONSEQUENCES OF INSPIRATION AND ENVY 

Upward social comparison triggers self-evaluation and the discrepancy between 

observers and recipients of compliments motivates individuals to decrease the gap in their 

relative standings. However, different emotions trigger people to accomplish this in different 

ways. While inspiration leads to a moving-up motivation aimed at improving one’s own position, 

envy leads to a pulling-down motivation aimed at damaging the position of the advantaged other.  

Associations of Inspiration with In-Role and Extra-Role Behaviors 

Inspiration is an appetitive motivational state that energizes and directs people’s 

behaviors to improve their own situation. More specifically, inspiration activates people’s self-

improvement needs and motivates them to improve their relative standing (Corcoran et al., 

2011). It affords people an influx of psychological resources that help them overcome constraints 

and take action (Thrash & Elliot, 2003). There are two types of actions people can take to make 

constructive contributions and reduce the gap in their relative standing. Specifically, people may 

exert efforts toward the core and formally defined aspects of their job responsibilities (i.e., in-

role behaviors). People may also engage in extra-role behaviors, or organizational citizenship 

behaviors (OCB), to enhance the effective functioning of the organization (Organ, 1988). 

Organizational citizenship behaviors that are geared toward others (OCBI; e.g., assisting 

supervisor with their work when not asked) and toward the organization (OCBO; e.g., attendance 

at work is above the norm) both fulfil its purpose (Williams & Anderson, 1991). I propose that 

inspiration triggers people’s efforts toward both in-role and extra-role behaviors.  

Hypothesis 8: Inspiration is positively associated with in-role and extra-role behaviors.  
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Association of Envy with Interpersonal Counterproductive Work Behaviors  

Envy results in an increased focus on the discrepancy between oneself and the envied 

counterpart and prompts people to bolster their relative standing by reducing the counterpart’s 

perceived superiority. Envy is an unpleasant feeling and evokes a threat to self-esteem (Duffy et 

al., 2021). People who experience envy are motivated to alleviate the unpleasantness and restore 

self-esteem (Corcoran et al., 2011). Specifically, envy activates action tendencies aimed at 

detracting from the counterpart and pulling them down (Duffy et al., 2012; Dunn & Schweitzer, 

2006; Tai et al., 2012). Past empirical research supports the positive association between envy 

and various negative behaviors. For example, envious individuals report lower group 

cohesiveness (Duffy & Shaw, 2000). Also, people who experience envy engage in negative 

behaviors that are intended to harm the envied person, such as social undermining behaviors 

(Duffy et al., 2012; Dunn & Schweitzer, 2006) and interpersonal counterproductive work 

behaviors (Cohen-Charash & Mueller, 2007). Similarly, I suggest that envy leads to the 

enactment of interpersonal counterproductive work behaviors toward envied coworkers.  

Hypothesis 9: Envy is positively associated with interpersonal counterproductive work 

behaviors.  

Taken together, I further propose moderated mediation predictions, such that each 

construct related to expectancy or instrumentality moderates the indirect effects of observing 

compliments on in-role and extra-role behaviors and interpersonal counterproductive work 

behaviors through upward social comparison and, in turn, inspiration and envy. 

Hypothesis 10: The indirect, positive association of observing compliments with in-role 

and extra-role behaviors via upward social comparison and inspiration is positive when 

observer expectancy is higher and negative when observer expectancy is lower, evident 



 35 

by (a) an individual factor (e.g., CSE), (b) an interpersonal factor (e.g., perceived 

similarity), and (c) an organizational factor (e.g., organizational support). 

Hypothesis 11: The indirect, positive association of observing compliments with 

interpersonal counterproductive work behaviors via upward social comparison and envy 

is stronger when observer expectancy is lower, evident by (a) an individual factor (e.g., 

CSE), (b) an interpersonal factor (e.g., perceived similarity), and (c) an organizational 

factor (e.g., organizational support). 

Hypothesis 12: The indirect, positive association of observing compliments with in-role 

and extra-role behaviors via upward social comparison and inspiration is positive when 

observers’ instrumentality is higher and negative when observer instrumentality is lower, 

evident by (a) an individual factor (e.g., non-zero-sum mentality), (b) an interpersonal 

factor (e.g., RLMX), and (c) an organizational factor (e.g., organizational procedural 

justice). 

Hypothesis 13: The indirect, positive association of observing compliments with 

interpersonal counterproductive work behaviors via upward social comparison and envy 

is stronger when observer instrumentality is lower, evident by (a) an individual factor 

(e.g., non-zero-sum mentality), (b) an interpersonal factor (e.g., RLMX), and (c) an 

organizational factor (e.g., organizational procedural justice). 
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OVERVIEW OF STUDIES 

  I conducted two studies for this dissertation. The first study involved three pilot tests that 

aimed to construct, refine, and validate a multidimensional compliments scale. The sample for 

the first pilot test consisted of a group of subject matter experts, and the latter two consisted of 

participants from an online research platform. The second study relied on the validated 

compliments scale and utilized experience sampling methodology to test the hypothesized 

relationships. The sample for this study was comprised of field data obtained from full-time 

employees.  
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STUDY 1 METHOD 

Following the recommendation of Hinkin (1998), the development of the compliments 

scale progressed through several stages. In the first stage, based on the proposed definition and 

previous research related to the concept, I generated 65 theoretically-derived items that tapped 

into the five kinds of compliments (i.e., general, effort-centered, relationship-centered, ability-

centered, and personality-centered compliments) related to my proposed research question. In the 

second stage, to evaluate the content validity, I employed 21 subject matter experts (i.e., 

management faculty and doctoral students). I first provided these judges with a definition of 

compliments and definitions of each of the five types of compliments. Specifically, general 

compliments were defined as “statements that deliver positive information not about a specific 

behavior.” Effort-centered compliments were defined as “statements that focus on an 

individual’s effort toward job responsibilities, how hard they try, and how much time they put 

into work.” Relationship-centered compliments were defined as “statements that focus on an 

individual’s time and effort spent toward other people at work (e.g., coworkers, supervisors, and 

subordinates).” Ability-centered compliments were defined as “statements that focus on an 

individual’s ability or skill that requires a gradual learning curve of improvement.” Personality-

centered compliments were defined as “statements that focus on an individual’s traits and 

personality.” I then asked the judges to classify each of the 65 items, which were randomly 

ordered, into one of the five categories. Consistent with what was described and used by 

previous scale development studies (e.g., Hinkin & Schriesheim, 1989; MacKenzie et al., 1991; 

Schriesheim et al., 1993), items were retained when the majority of judges assigned them to the 

proper a priori category.  
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In the third stage, to capture the factor structure of the compliments measure, I 

administered the remaining items to a sample representative of the actual population of interest.  

I recruited a sample of 400 full-time employees through Prolific Academic (www.prolific.ac; 

Palan & Schitter, 2018). This sample size was based on Gorsuch’s (1983) recommendation that 

at least five participants per variable is desirable. The majority of participants were Caucasian 

(74%) and male (58%). Participants’ average age was 37.55 years (SD = 9.92). They worked an 

average of 42.29 hours per week (SD = 5.31), and their average job tenure was 7.95 years (SD = 

7.03). They worked in a variety of industries, such as health care (15%), education (14%), and 

manufacturing (13.5%). Participants rated how frequently they observed their coworkers receive 

each compliment item from their mutual manager. An example item of general compliments 

was: “adding value to the company.” An example of effort-centered compliments was: “putting 

in effort to complete a task.” An example of relationship-centered compliments was: “creating a 

pleasant working relationship.” An example of ability-centered compliments was: “having strong 

technical skills.” An example of personality-centered compliments was: “being enthusiastic.” 

The response options were on a 5-point Likert scale: 1 (never), 2 (rarely), 3 (occasionally), 4 

(often), and 5 (always). The items were administered in randomized order within their respective 

category. 

In the final stage, to confirm the dimensionality of the scale, the reduced items were 

included in a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). I recruited another set of 408 full-time 

employees from Prolific Academic (www.prolific.ac; Palan & Schitter, 2018). The demographics 

of this sample were similar to that of the sample for EFA. Specifically, 77% of the participants 

were Caucasian and 52% were male. The average age was 36.54 years (SD = 9.34), they worked 

an average of 42.69 hours per week (SD = 6.99), and their average job tenure was 7.21 years (SD 

http://www.prolific.ac/
http://www.prolific.ac/
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= 7.79). They worked in various industries, such as education (17.6%), health care (15.2%), and 

retail (11.3%). Participants indicated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 

(always) regarding the frequency of observing each of the remaining items (randomized within 

their category) that were retained through the EFA process.  
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STUDY 1 RESULTS 

The content validation procedure involving subject matter experts yielded 50 items, 

including 8 items for general compliments, 8 items for effort-centered compliments, 11 items for 

relationship-centered compliments, 12 items for ability-centered compliments, and 11 items for 

personality-centered compliments (see Table 1 for detailed results). I then submitted the 50 

remaining items to an EFA involving principal components analysis with Varimax rotation (Kim 

& Mueller, 1978). Five factors emerged with eigenvalues of 29.33, 1.99, 1.58, 1.32, and 1.11, 

each of which explained 58.67%, 3.97%, 3.16%, 2.63%, and 2.22%, respectively, of the variance 

in the items. The rotated component matrix is shown in Table 2. I used a factor loading of .50 as 

a minimum cutoff to ensure that the items meaningfully reflected the content domain of each 

underlying construct (Ford et al., 1986). I further eliminated items that loaded strongly on the 

appropriate factor as well as one or more other factors (Hinkin, 1998). The difference between 

factor loadings for any given item was more than 0.10 to ensure only items that clearly loaded on 

a single factor were included (Schwab, 1980). From these steps, I inspected five subscales of 

compliments: one labeled general compliments composed of 6 items, one labeled effort-centered 

compliments composed of 6 items, one labeled relationship-centered compliments composed of 

7 items, one labeled ability-centered compliments composed of 8 items, and one labeled 

personality-centered compliments composed of 9 items (see Appendix for a full list of 36 items). 

All of the subscales showed high internal consistency, with Cronbach’s alpha reliability of 0.94 

for the general compliments subscale, 0.91 for the effort-centered compliments subscale, 0.93 for 

the relationship-centered compliments subscale, 0.94 for the ability-centered compliments 

subscale, and 0.95 for the personality-centered compliments subscale.  
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The items consisting of five subscales of compliments were then administered to a CFA. 

The fit statistics of the five-factor model were: 2 (584) = 1288.12, p < .001, Comparative Fit 

Index (CFI) = 0.95, and Standardized Root Mean Squared Residual (SRMR) = 0.04. According 

to Kline (2005), CFI values above 0.90 and SRMR values below 0.10 are favorable. Thus, the 

model had acceptable fit to the data. All factor loadings of the five-factor model were significant 

and are reported in Table 3 along with the item means and standard deviations. Because 

correlations between any two factors were high (0.74 ≤ r ≤ 0.83; see Table 4 for all correlations), 

I extracted a second-order factor with the five factors (Rindskop & Rose, 1988), which also 

showed acceptable model fit: 2 (590) = 1305.64, p < .001, CFI = 0.95, and SRMR = 0.06. 

However, a chi-square difference test denoted that the second-order factor model fit the data 

worse than the five-factor model, 2
diff (6) = 17.52, p < .01. To further compare, I tested the fit of 

a one-factor model, which exhibited an even lower degree of fit compared to the five-factor 

model: 2 (594) = 3175.83, p < .001, CFI = 0.81, SRMR = 0.06, 2
diff (10) = 1887.71, p < .001. 

The results above indicated that a five-factor model provides the most optimal factor structure.  
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STUDY 1 DISCUSSION 

The purpose of Study 1 was to create a scale that could assess various types of 

compliments in the workplace. Using three independent samples, I constructed, refined, and 

validated a multidimensional compliments scale that includes general compliments, effort-

centered compliments, relationship-centered compliments, ability-centered compliments, and 

personality-centered compliments. I demonstrated that this multidimensional compliments scale 

adequately covered the content domain. I also provided evidence that the scale was 

psychometrically sound with satisfactory validity and reliability. Researchers who are interested 

in understanding compliments-related phenomena may rely on the full scale to capture all 

dimensions of compliments or the general compliments subscale as an abbreviated version. 

Studies that aim to delineate the relationships between different types of compliments and any 

variables of interest may use the four behavior-specific subscales. Next, I proceed to hypothesis 

testing utilizing the validated scale of compliments. 
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TABLE 1 

 

Results of Content Analysis for the Compliments Scale 

 

Compliments Scale Item General Effort Relationship Ability Personality 
 

General      

1.   Adding value to the company 21 (100%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 

2.   Being a good addition to the workplace 19 (90%) 0 (0%) 2 (10%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 

3.   Being an asset to the company 19 (90%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 2 (10%) 0 (0%) 

4.   Being an awesome employee 19 (90%) 1 (5%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 1 (5%) 

5.   Playing an important role in the company’s 

success 
19 (90%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 2 (10%) 0 (0%) 

6.   Making a contribution as an employee 18 (85%) 2 (10%) 0 (0%) 1 (5%) 0 (0%) 

7.   Strengthening the organizational culture 13 (62%) 0 (0%) 7 (33%) 1 (5%) 0 (0%) 

8.   Suggesting perspectives that benefit the 

organization 
13 (62%) 0 (0%) 1 (5%) 7 (33%) 0 (0%) 

9.   Earning an achievement 11 (52%) 7 (33%) 0 (0%) 3 (15%) 0 (0%) 

10. Doing quality work 9 (43%) 5 (24%) 0 (0%) 7 (33%) 0 (0%) 

11. Improving job performance 9 (43%) 5 (24%) 0 (0%) 7 (33%) 0 (0%) 

12. Providing unique perspectives 10 (47%) 1 (5%) 0 (0%) 9 (43%) 1 (5%) 

Effort-centered      

1.   Putting in effort to complete a task 0 (0%) 21 (100%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 

2.   Putting in the extra time to reach goals 0 (0%) 21 (100%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 

3.   Doing more work than expected 1 (5%) 20 (95%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 

4.   Coming in early/staying late to finish work 1 (5%) 20 (95%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 
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TABLE 1 (CONT.) 

 

 

Compliments Scale Item General Effort Relationship Ability Personality 
 

5.   Going above and beyond for every piece 

of their job 
2 (10%) 18 (85%) 1 (5%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 

6.   Working hard 1 (5%) 18 (85%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 2 (10%) 

7.   Fulfilling all responsibilities 5 (24%) 15 (71%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 1 (5%) 

8.   Being well prepared  2 (10%) 14 (65%) 0 (0%) 3 (15%) 2 (10%) 

9.   Handling a difficult project with care  2 (10%) 10 (47%) 0 (0%) 8 (38%) 1 (5%) 

10.   Overcoming obstacles and challenges 4 (20%) 9 (43%) 0 (0%) 7 (33%) 1 (5%) 

Relationship-centered      

1.   Creating a pleasant working relationship 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 21 (100%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 

2.   Handling interpersonal matters effectively 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 20 (95%) 1 (5%) 0 (0%) 

3.   Helping coworkers get up to speed 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 20 (95%) 0 (0%) 1 (5%) 

4.   Assisting someone with their work 0 (0%) 1 (5%) 20 (95%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 

5.   Uplifting team morale 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 20 (95%) 0 (0%) 1 (5%) 

6.   Extending extra kindness to a coworker 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 20 (95%) 0 (0%) 1 (5%) 

7.   Empathizing with coworkers 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 20 (95%) 0 (0%) 1 (5%) 

8.   Working collaboratively with others 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 19 (90%) 2 (10%) 0 (0%) 

9.   Being flexible as a team member 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 16 (75%) 0 (0%) 5 (24%) 

10. Being willing to lend a hand 3 (15%) 2 (10%) 14 (65%) 0 (0%) 2 (10%) 

11. Raising their concerns that help the 

organization 
4 (20%) 1 (5%) 14 (65%) 2 (10%) 0 (0%) 

12. Effectively resolving a conflict 2 (10%) 1 (5%) 11 (52%) 7 (33%) 0 (0%) 
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TABLE 1 (CONT.) 

 

 

Compliments Scale Item General Effort Relationship Ability Personality 
 

13. Setting a good example for coworkers 
 

7 (33%) 
 

3 (15%) 
 

11 (52%) 
 

0 (0%) 
 

0 (0%) 

Ability-centered      

1.   Having strong technical skills 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 21 (100%) 0 (0%) 

2.   Delivering presentations proficiently 0 (0%) 1 (5%) 0 (0%) 20 (95%) 0 (0%) 

3.   Demonstrating analytical ability  0 (0%) 2 (10%) 0 (0%) 19 (90%) 0 (0%) 

4.   Solving problems creatively  2 (10%) 1 (5%) 0 (0%) 17 (80%) 1 (5%) 

5.   Bringing good ideas to the table 4 (20%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 17 (80%) 0 (0%) 

6.   Resolving a work situation skillfully 2 (10%) 2 (10%) 0 (0%) 17 (80%) 0 (0%) 

7.   Being knowledgeable of their field  2 (10%) 3 (15%) 0 (0%) 15 (71%) 1 (5%) 

8.   Communicating effectively 1 (5%) 2 (10%) 4 (20%) 14 (65%) 0 (0%) 

9.   Having innovative ideas 3 (15%) 1 (5%) 0 (0%) 14 (65%) 3 (15%) 

10. Approaching a problem using new 

methods 
3 (15%) 3 (15%) 0 (0%) 14 (65%) 1 (5%) 

11. Handling stress skillfully 3 (15%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 13 (62%) 5 (24%) 

12. Bringing insights from experience to the 

table 
6 (28%) 2 (10%) 0 (0%) 13 (62%) 0 (0%) 

13. Asking insightful questions  6 (28%) 2 (10%) 0 (0%) 12 (57%) 1 (5%) 

14. Paying attention to details  1 (5%) 4 (20%) 0 (0%) 10 (47%) 6 (28%) 

15. Seeing the big picture 8 (38%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 8 (38%) 5 (24%) 

Personality-centered      

1.   Being enthusiastic  1 (5%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 20 (95%) 
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TABLE 1 (CONT.) 

 

 

Note. N = 21. Numbers indicate the number of judges (percentage in parentheses) that assigned each item to each category. Retained 

items are in bold. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Compliments Scale Item General Effort Relationship Ability Personality 
 

2.   Being extraverted 
 

1 (5%) 
 

0 (0%) 
 

0 (0%) 
 

0 (0%) 
 

20 (95%) 

3.   Being confident  2 (10%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 19 (90%) 

4.   Being open-minded  3 (15%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 18 (85%) 

5.   Being levelheaded  3 (15%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 18 (85%) 

6.   Being trustworthy  1 (5%) 0 (0%) 3 (15%) 0 (0%) 17 (80%) 

7.   Having a positive attitude  3 (15%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 1 (5%) 17 (80%) 

8.   Being adaptable  1 (5%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 3 (15%) 17 (80%) 

9.   Being conscientious 2 (10%) 0 (0%) 1 (5%) 2 (10%) 16 (75%) 

10. Being agreeable  1 (5%) 0 (0%) 3 (15%) 1 (5%) 16 (75%) 

11. Having a high ethical standard 5 (24%) 0 (0%) 1 (5%) 0 (0%) 15 (71%) 

12. Being dedicated 2 (10%) 8 (38%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 11 (52%) 

13. Having a good work ethic  1 (5%) 10 (47%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 10 (47%) 

14. Being reliable as an employee  7 (33%) 3 (15%) 1 (5%) 0 (0%) 10 (47%) 

15. Staying organized 4 (20%) 1 (5%) 0 (0%) 7 (33%) 9 (43%) 
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TABLE 2 

 

Results of Exploratory Factor Analysis for the Compliments Scale 

 

 Factor Loadings 

Compliments Scale Item Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 Factor 5 
 

General      

1.   Adding value to the company 0.33 0.28 0.25 0.28 0.69 

2.   Being a good addition to the workplace 0.35 0.30 0.38 0.32 0.51 

3.   Being an asset to the company 0.26 0.29 0.26 0.39 0.65 

4.   Being an awesome employee 0.23 0.24 0.40 0.41 0.45 

5.   Playing an important role in the company’s 

success 
0.30 0.31 0.24 0.34 0.67 

6.   Making a contribution as an employee 0.20 0.30 0.39 0.37 0.52 

7.   Strengthening the organizational culture 0.40 0.39 0.25 0.22 0.55 

8.   Suggesting perspectives that benefit the 

organization 
0.30 0.44 0.20 0.24 0.56 

Effort-centered      

1.   Putting in effort to complete a task 0.26 0.33 0.32 0.66 0.18 

2.   Putting in the extra time to reach goals 0.26 0.27 0.19 0.69 0.23 

3.   Doing more work than expected 0.18 0.18 0.16 0.79 0.13 

4.   Coming in early/staying late to finish work 0.23 0.18 0.09 0.64 0.16 

5.   Going above and beyond for every piece of 

their job 
0.19 0.21 0.21 0.71 0.30 

6.   Working hard 0.17 0.25 0.32 0.70 0.20 

7.   Fulfilling all responsibilities 0.33 0.27 0.39 0.55 0.25 

8.   Being well prepared  0.35 0.34 0.36 0.51 0.25 

Relationship-centered      
      



 48 

TABLE 2 (CONT.) 

 

 

 Factor Loadings 

Compliments Scale Item Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 Factor 5 
 

1.   Creating a pleasant working relationship 
 

0.41 
 

0.28 
 

0.61 
 

0.18 
 

0.31 

2.   Handling interpersonal matters effectively 0.49 0.29 0.55 0.21 0.20 

3.   Helping coworkers get up to speed 0.29 0.29 0.68 0.26 0.21 

4.   Assisting someone with their work 0.27 0.16 0.70 0.30 0.17 

5.   Uplifting team morale 0.37 0.36 0.53 0.22 0.31 

6.   Extending extra kindness to a coworker 0.41 0.26 0.61 0.20 0.26 

7.   Empathizing with coworkers 0.48 0.31 0.55 0.11 0.23 

8.   Working collaboratively with others 0.37 0.31 0.63 0.20 0.22 

9.   Being flexible as a team member 0.21 0.32 0.65 0.24 0.18 

10. Being willing to lend a hand 0.22 0.26 0.68 0.31 0.13 

11. Raising their concerns that help the 

organization 
0.33 0.37 0.42 0.16 0.41 

Ability-centered      

1.   Having strong technical skills 0.30 0.61 0.29 0.22 0.21 

2.   Delivering presentations proficiently 0.25 0.66 0.15 0.24 0.27 

3.   Demonstrating analytical ability  0.34 0.65 0.27 0.23 0.25 

4.   Solving problems creatively  0.27 0.69 0.24 0.32 0.21 

5.   Bringing good ideas to the table 0.19 0.71 0.29 0.26 0.24 

6.   Resolving a work situation skillfully 0.34 0.55 0.35 0.35 0.16 

7.   Being knowledgeable of their field  0.38 0.53 0.33 0.28 0.18 

8.   Communicating effectively 0.38 0.48 0.42 0.27 0.23 
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TABLE 2 (CONT.) 
 

 

 

Note. N = 400. Items that had factor loadings below 0.50 or loaded similarly on two or more factors (i.e., cross-loadings) were 

suppressed. Items in bold indicate retained items. Numbers in bold indicate dominant factor loadings. 

  

 Factor Loadings 

Compliments Scale Item Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 Factor 5 
 

9.   Having innovative ideas 
 

0.24 
 

0.76 
 

0.25 
 

0.22 
 

0.20 

10. Approaching a problem using new 

methods 
0.29 0.69 0.28 0.26 0.19 

11. Handling stress skillfully 0.52 0.41 0.30 0.32 0.11 

12. Bringing insights from experience to the 

table 
0.36 0.62 0.24 0.20 0.34 

Personality-centered      

1.   Being enthusiastic  0.61 0.26 0.26 0.32 0.20 

2.   Being extraverted 0.77 0.19 0.11 0.18 0.21 

3.   Being confident  0.70 0.35 0.28 0.23 0.21 

4.   Being open-minded  0.64 0.36 0.30 0.17 0.26 

5.   Being levelheaded  0.71 0.24 0.33 0.25 0.19 

6.   Being trustworthy  0.71 0.28 0.31 0.24 0.20 

7.   Having a positive attitude  0.57 0.26 0.35 0.34 0.17 

8.   Being adaptable  0.45 0.32 0.37 0.37 0.15 

9.   Being conscientious 0.61 0.27 0.33 0.30 0.27 

10. Being agreeable  0.70 0.22 0.29 0.23 0.21 

11. Having a high ethical standard 0.68 0.30 0.33 0.20 0.22 

Eigenvalue 29.33 1.99 1.58 1.32 1.11 

% of variance explained 58.67% 3.97% 3.16% 2.63% 2.22% 
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TABLE 3 

 

Results of Confirmatory Factor Analysis for the Compliments Scale 

 

Compliments Scale Item Mean SD General Effort Relationship Ability Personality 
 

General        

1.   Adding value to the company 3.13 1.11 0.86     

2.   Being a good addition to the workplace 3.23 1.06 0.87     

3.   Being an asset to the company 3.17 1.07 0.88     

4.   Playing an important role in the 

company’s success 
3.12 1.07 0.87     

5.   Making a contribution as an employee 3.27 1.00 0.84     

6.   Strengthening the organizational culture 2.80 1.15 0.81     

Effort-centered        

1.   Putting in effort to complete a task 3.36 1.01  0.81    

2.   Putting in the extra time to reach goals 3.06 1.13  0.85    

3.   Doing more work than expected 3.06 1.09  0.85    

4.   Coming in early/staying late to finish work 2.77 1.20  0.71    

5.   Going above and beyond for every piece of 

their job 
3.09 1.04  0.83    

6.   Working hard 3.48 0.99  0.81    

Relationship-centered        

1.   Creating a pleasant working relationship 3.20 1.10   0.82   

2.   Helping coworkers get up to speed 3.28 1.09   0.83   

3.   Assisting someone with their work 3.37 1.05   0.82   

4.   Extending extra kindness to a coworker 3.00 1.15   0.82   

5.   Working collaboratively with others 3.38 1.03   0.86   

6.   Being flexible as a team member 3.40 1.03   0.81   
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TABLE 3 (CONT.) 
 

 

 

Note. N = 408. Standardized parameter estimates are reported. All items loaded significantly on their corresponding factor (p < .001). 

Fit statistics were: 2 (584) = 1288.12, p < .001, CFI = 0.95, SRMR = 0.04. 

 

Compliments Scale Item Mean SD General Effort Relationship Ability Personality 
 

7. Being willing to lend a hand 
 

3.40 
 

1.04 
 

 
 

 
 

0.84 
 

 
 

 

Ability-centered        

1.   Having strong technical skills 3.14 1.19    0.77  

2.   Delivering presentations proficiently 2.76 1.37    0.73  

3.   Demonstrating analytical ability  2.95 1.40    0.84  

4.   Solving problems creatively  3.13 1.03    0.81  

5.   Bringing good ideas to the table 3.23 1.02    0.83  

6.   Having innovative ideas 2.97 1.05    0.85  

7.   Approaching a problem using new 

methods 
2.97 1.01    0.83  

8.   Bringing insights from experience to the 

table 
3.13 1.07    0.84  

Personality-centered        

1.   Being enthusiastic  2.99 1.09     0.77 

2.   Being extraverted 2.52 1.17     0.71 

3.   Being confident  2.95 1.18     0.83 

4.   Being open-minded  2.93 1.14     0.81 

5.   Being levelheaded  3.04 1.13     0.81 

6.   Being trustworthy  3.16 1.20     0.86 

7.   Being conscientious 2.96 1.13     0.80 

8.   Being agreeable  3.03 1.11     0.77 

9.   Having a high ethical standard 3.02 1.22     0.84 
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TABLE 4 

 

Inter-Factor Correlations for the Compliments Scale 
 

        

         *** p < .001 

 

 

 

 

 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 

1.   General  ---     

2.   Effort-centered  .78*** ---    

3.   Relationship-centered .82*** .81*** ---   

4.   Ability-centered .83*** .78*** .83*** ---  

5.   Personality-centered  .79*** .74*** .81*** .83*** --- 
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STUDY 2 METHOD 

Sample and Procedure 

The sample consisted of 158 full-time employees collected via snowball sampling 

procedures in two undergraduate management courses at a large Midwest University. My 

decision for the sample size was guided by Gabriel et al.’s (2019) recommendation based on 

prior experience sampling studies. Out of 1580 possible paired weekly observations, I obtained 

data from 909 of them. The majority of participants were Caucasian (75%) and female (63%). 

The participants worked in a variety of industries, such as health care (15.6%), manufacturing 

(13.1%), and banking/finance (11.9%). On average, they worked in a group of 14 employees (SD 

= 20). Participants’ average age was 45.72 (SD = 13.36) and their average tenure in their 

organization was 10.89 years (SD = 10.42). Out of their average work hours of 44.39 (SD = 

7.94), they interacted with their manager for 14.31 hours (SD = 13.08) and interacted with a focal 

coworker they nominated (X) for 17.91 hours (SD = 13.09) per week.  

I employed experience sampling methodology (Wheeler & Reis, 1991) using a series of 

online surveys to test the proposed model and hypotheses. The adoption of this specific 

methodology allowed me to address observed compliments whose occurrences fluctuate over 

time and capture their within-person variations. The consequences of observing compliments, 

including upward social comparison, emotional experiences, and behavioral outcomes are also 

episodic occurrences that vary from one point in time to another. A weekly design was 

implemented because results of Study 1 showed that on average people occasionally observed 

their coworkers receive compliments from their mutual manager. Thus, weekly surveys allowed 

me to capture the dynamism of the phenomenon with sufficient observations while giving 

participants the opportunity to accurately recall their experiences.  
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Participants first completed an initial one-time survey that assessed constructs related to 

expectancy (i.e., CSE, perceived similarity, and organizational support), instrumentality (i.e., 

non-zero-sum mentality, RLMX, and organizational procedural justice), and demographic 

information. In this survey, I asked participants to nominate a coworker (X) whom they share the 

same supervisor with and have the greatest chance to observe within their day-to-day work. The 

perceived similarity and RLMX measures were in reference to X. One week later, participants 

completed a pair of surveys for ten consecutive weeks. The measurements of the focal variables 

were designed to be separated in time. The first survey of each week was sent to participants at 

12pm on Thursday and assessed observed compliments, upward social comparison, inspiration, 

and envy. Although these variables were measured around the same time, they captured different 

time frames of participants’ experiences. Specifically, observed compliments and upward social 

comparison captured participants’ observations and behaviors from the beginning of the work 

week, whereas inspiration and envy reflected how participants felt at the moment of taking the 

survey on Thursday. The second survey of each week was sent at 5pm on Friday and assessed 

participants’ in-role and extra-role behaviors as well as interpersonal counterproductive work 

behaviors on that day. Participants were given until the end of the day Thursday to complete the 

first survey and until the end of the weekend to complete the second survey, beyond which the 

links to the surveys expired.  

Measures 

Core self-evaluation. CSE was captured by using scales that measure each CSE trait, 

which were then combined to form a CSE composite score (Johnson et al., 2015). Self-esteem 

was measured using 5 items developed by Rosenberg (1965) (α = .91). An example item was: “I 

feel that I have a number of good qualities.” Generalized self-efficacy (α = .91), emotional 
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stability (α = .87), and internal locus of control (α = .73) were measured using 5 items each from 

the International Personality Item Pool (Goldberg, 1999). An example item of generalized self-

efficacy was: “I complete tasks successfully.” An example item of emotional stability was: “I am 

relaxed most of the time.” An example item of locus of control was: “I believe that my success 

depends on ability rather than luck.” Participants indicated the extent to which they agreed with 

each item via a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 

Perceived similarity. Adapted from Fox et al. (1989), perceived similarity was assessed 

with 4 items (α = .81). The items were: “How similar is X to you in general,” “How similar are 

your and X’s work knowledge,” “How similar are your and X’s work skills,” and “How similar 

are your and X’s work experience.” Participants answered this question using a 5-point scale 

ranging from 1 (very dissimilar) to 5 (very similar).  

Organizational support. Organizational support was measured by Eisenberger et al.’s 

(1986) shortened Perceived Organizational Support Scale (α = .93). This scale contained 16 

items; some example items were: “My organization is willing to extend itself in order to help me 

perform my job to the best of my ability,” “My organization strongly considers my goals and 

values,” and “My organization is willing to help me when I need a special favor.” Participants 

indicated the extent to which they agree with each item via a 5-point scale ranging from 1 

(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 

Non-zero-sum mentality. Non-zero-sum mentality was measured by 5 items adapted 

from Sirola and Pitesa (2017) (α = .87). All items were modified to apply to the concept of 

compliments. The items were: “More compliments for some employees means fewer 

compliments for other employees (reversed),” “When one person receives social rewards, the 

other loses out (reversed),” “People who want to get ahead must do so at the expense of others 
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(reversed),” “The more employees a manager commends, the harder it is for other employees to 

be praised (reversed),”  “Not everyone in my workplace can be complimented (reversed),” and 

“What is good for one employee is often bad for other employees (reversed).” Items were rated 

on a 5-point scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 

RLMX. Adapted from Vidyarthi et al. (2010), paritcipants answered 5 questions to 

capture their relationship quality with their manager relative to X (α = .91). The items were: “I 

have a better relationship with my manager than X,” “When my manager cannot make it to an 

important meeting, it is likely that he or she will ask me instead of X to fill in,” “Relative to X, I 

receive more support from my manager,” “The working relationship I have with my manager is 

more effective than the relationship X has with my manager,” “My manager is more loyal to me 

compared to X,” and “My manager enjoys my company more than he or she enjoys the company 

of X.” Participants answered each item via a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 

5 (strongly agree). 

Organizational procedural justice. Organizational procedural justice was measured 

using the 4-item scale developed by Rupp and Cropanzano (2002) (α = .86). The items were: 

“The organization’s procedures and guidelines are very fair,” “The procedures the organization 

uses to make decisions are not fair (reversed),” “I can count on the organization to have fair 

policies,” and “We don’t have any fair policies at the organization (reversed).” Items were rated 

on a 5-point scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 

Observed compliments. Observed compliments was assessed using the 36-item scale 

developed in Study 1. All items started with “This week, I observed X receive compliments from 

our manager on…” Example items of general compliments included: “adding value to the 

company” and “making a contribution as an employee” (average weekly α = .98). Example items 
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of effort-centered compliments included: “putting in effort to complete a task” and “working 

hard” (average weekly α = .97). Example items of relationship-centered compliments included: 

“creating a pleasant working relationship” and “helping coworkers get up to speed” (average 

weekly α = .97). Example items of ability-centered compliments included: “having strong 

technical skills” and “solving problems creatively” (average weekly α = .98). Example items of 

personality-centered compliments included: “being enthusiastic” and “being extraverted” 

(average weekly α = .98). Participants indicated the extent to which each item occurred with a 5-

point scale ranging from 1 (never/zero) to 5 (always/four or more times). The general 

compliments subscale was used to test the hypotheses, whereas all five subscales were used to 

explore the research question.1 

Upward social comparison. I measured upward social comparison using 3 items (average 

weekly α = .96). All items started with the stem: “This week…” The items were: “I considered 

how X might be better than me,” “I thought about what I lack but X possesses,” and “I reflected 

on the compliments I have not received but X has.” Each item was rated on a 5-point scale 

ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 

Inspiration. Inspiration was measured using the 4 items created by Thrash and Elliot 

(2003) (average weekly α = .94). All items started with the stem: “Today…” The items were: “I 

experienced inspiration,” “The compliments inspired me,” “I was inspired to do something,” and 

“I felt inspired.” Responses were recorded using a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 

(extremely). 

 
1 An alternative content validation approach (Anderson & Gerbing, 1991; Colquitt et al., 2019) resulted in the 

elimination of one item in the general compliments subscale (i.e., “strengthening the organizational culture”), two 

items in the relationship-centered subscale (i.e., “being flexible as a team member” and “being willing to lend a 

hand”), three items in the ability-centered subscale (i.e., “having innovative ideas,” “approaching a problem using 

new methods,” and “bringing insights from experience to the table”), and two items in the personality-centered 

subscale (i.e., “being agreeable” and “having a high ethical standard”). The pattern and significance of all findings 

were unchanged with the alternative approach.  
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Envy. Envy was measured using the 4 items created by Schaubroeck and Lam (2004) 

(average weekly α = .90). All items started with the stem: “Today…” The items were: “I felt 

frustrated to see X succeed so easily,” “Feelings of envy toward X constantly tormented me,” “I 

felt inferior to X’s success,” “X’ success made me want to resent them.” Items were rated on a 5-

point scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely). 

In-role and extra-role behaviors. In-role and extra-role behaviors were measured using 

the 21 items developed by Williams and Anderson (1991). The scale consisted of three 

subscales: in-role behaviors (average weekly α = .82), OCBI (average weekly α = .93), and 

OCBO (average weekly α = .70). All items started with the stem: “Today…” Some example 

items of in-role behaviors were: “I adequately completed assigned duties,” “I fulfilled 

responsibilities specified in my job description,” “I performed tasks that were expected of me,” 

and “I met formal performance requirements of the job.” Some OCBI example items were: “I 

took time to listen to co-workers’ problems and worries” and “I went out of way to help new 

employees.” Some OCBO example items were: “I adhered to informal rules devised to maintain 

order” and “I conserved and protected organizational property.” Participants answered each 

question using a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). 

Interpersonal counterproductive work behaviors. CWBI was measured by the 11-item 

scale developed by Cohen-Charash and Mueller (2007), which is adapted from Fox and 

Spector’s (1999) Counterproductive Work Behavior Scale (average weekly α = .87). All items 

started with the stem: “Today, how often did you…” Some example items included: “Fail to help 

X,” “Withhold work-related information from X,” “Play a practical joke on X at work,” and 

“Purposely interfere with X doing their job.” Participants answered each question using a 5-point 

scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always).  
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Analytic Strategy 

Given the multilevel nature of the data (i.e., weekly events nested within individuals), I 

tested my hypotheses using multilevel path analysis in Mplus 8 (Muthén & Muthén, 2017). This 

analytical approach accommodates non-independence between observations in nested data by 

design and allows me to test the hypotheses simultaneously. To test my hypotheses, I ran two 

separate models, one involving the within-person level (Level 1) variables with the between-

person level (Level 2) variables related to expectancy, and the other one involving the same 

within-person variables with the between-person variables related to instrumentality. In line with 

Enders and Tofighi’s (2007) recommendations, I group-mean-centered exogenous variables 

measured at Level 1 and grand-mean-centered Level 2 variables to facilitate the interpretation of 

results. Group-mean-centering also removes between-person confounds including individual 

differences and response styles (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). To test moderated mediation, I used 

Hayes’ (2015) index of moderated mediation, which quantifies the extent to which the indirect 

effect varies as a function of the moderator. A significant index of moderated mediation indicates 

that any two conditional indirect effects are significantly different from each other and to the 

same degree. I conducted a Monte Carlo simulation with 20,000 replications to obtain a 

confidence interval around each moderated mediation effect (Preacher & Selig, 2012).  
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STUDY 2 RESULTS 

Reported in Table 5 are the means, standard deviations, and correlations among the focal 

variables. Tables 6 and 7 present the results of the multilevel path analysis testing my 

hypothesized models involving expectancy- and instrumentality-related variables. Tables 8 and 9 

present the indirect effects, indices of moderated mediation, and conditional indirect effects for 

the expectancy and instrumentality models, respectively. Prior to hypothesis testing, I examined 

the proportion of within-person variance in the level 1 variables to support my within-person 

study design. Notable proportions of weekly within-person variance existed in observed general 

compliments (34.0%), observed effort-centered compliments (31.5%), observed relationship-

centered compliments (32.3%), observed ability-centered compliments (30.1%), observed 

personality-centered compliments (31.5%), upward social comparison (36.1%), inspiration 

(43.1%), envy (34.9%), in-role and extra-role behaviors (42.7%), and interpersonal 

counterproductive work behaviors (44.6%). These results suggest that the focal variables indeed 

varied from one week to another. I also conducted multilevel confirmatory factor analyses to 

assess the fit of the two measurement models that included the six within-person variables along 

with the three between-person variables related to expectancy and instrumentality, respectively. 

Given that both models involved a large number of items, I modeled the constructs with two to 

six item parcels per construct using random assignment (Little et al., 2002; Williams & O’Boyle, 

2008). Both multilevel measurement models fit the data well, and all factor loadings were 

significant (p < .001). Fit statistics for the expectancy model were: 2 (163) = 591.46, CFI = .92, 

SRMRwithin = .04, SRMRbetween = .08. Fit statistics for the instrumentality model were: 2 (95) = 

325.38, CFI = .95, SRMRwithin = .04, SRMRbetween = .03. They both fit significantly better than all 

alternative models in which any two of the factors at the within-person level were combined, 
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770.87 ≤ ∆2 (df = 168) ≤ 1852.09 and 502.68 ≤ ∆2 (df = 100) ≤ 1615.90, for the expectancy 

and instrumentality models, respectively. These findings demonstrated the discriminant validity 

of my focal constructs. 
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TABLE 5 

 

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations among the Focal Variables 
 

 

Note. Correlations above the diagonal are within-individual correlations (N = 909); Correlations below the diagonal are between-

individual correlations (N = 158). Level 1 variables were aggregated when estimating between-individual (Level 2) correlations.  

* p < .05 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

 

Level 1 variables 
              

1.   Observed Compliments  2.04 1.26   --- .45* .41* .35* .30* .09       

2.   Upward Social 

Comparison  
1.71 1.07 .51* --- .33* .43* .30* .16*       

3.   Inspiration 2.67 1.10 .60* .27* --- .24* .30* .11       

4.   Envy 1.20 0.58 .33* .71* .01 --- .16* .30*       

5.   In-Role and Extra-Role 

Behaviors 
3.94 0.62 .23* -.28* .26* -.39* --- -.02       

6.   Interpersonal 

Counterproductive Work 

Behaviors  

1.11 0.30 .45* .71* .26* .79* -.41* ---       

 

Level 2 variables 
              

7.   Core Self-Evaluation 3.75 0.65 -.12 .27* .16* -.46* .38* -.46* ---      

8.   Perceived Similarity 3.28 0.91 .30* .34* .19* .16* .01 .22* .05 ---     

9.   Organizational Support 3.58 0.73 .20* -.03 .34* -.25* .24* -.09 .32* .17* ---    

10. Non-Zero-Sum Mentality 3.77 0.78 -.03 -.24* .16* -.50* .30* -.29* .41* .03 .60* ---   

11. Relative Leader-Member 

Exchange 
2.80 0.90 .19* .32* .31* .16* .02 .25* .12 .04 .30* .06 ---  

12. Procedural Justice 3.75 0.75 .07 -.10 .27* -.36* .27* -.19* .36* .10 .77* .58* .21* --- 
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TABLE 6 

 

Multilevel Path Analysis Results for the Expectancy Model  

 

 

Note. Unstandardized coefficients are reported. Level-1 N = 909, Level-2 N = 158. 

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

 Outcomes 

 Upward 

Social 

Comparison  

 

Inspiration 

 

 

Envy 

 

In-Role and 

Extra-Role 

Behaviors  

Interpersonal 

Counterproductive 

Work Behaviors  

 γ S.E. γ S.E. γ S.E. γ S.E. γ S.E. 

Predictors           

Observed Compliments  .39*** .08 .20*** .04 .05* .02 .09** .03 -.01 .01 

Upward Social Comparison .  .04 .07 .14*** .03 .12** .04  .02 .02 

Inspiration        .12** .04   

Envy           .14** .05 

Core Self-Evaluation    .06 .12 -.34* .14     

Perceived Similarity    .12 .08 .12** .04     

Organizational Support    .34* .11   -.20* .09     

Upward Social Comparison   

Core Self-Evaluation 

  .01 .13    -.04 .06     

Upward Social Comparison  

Perceived Similarity 

  .16* .07 .10*** .03     

Upward Social Comparison  

Organizational Support 

  .01 .07  -.06  .06     
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TABLE 7 

 

 Multilevel Path Analysis Results for the Instrumentality Model  
 

 

Note. Unstandardized coefficients are reported. Level-1 N = 909, Level-2 N = 158. 

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

 Outcomes 

 Upward 

Social 

Comparison  

 

Inspiration 

 

 

Envy 

 

In-Role and 

Extra-Role 

Behaviors  

Interpersonal 

Counterproductive 

Work Behaviors 

 γ S.E. γ S.E. γ S.E. γ S.E. γ S.E. 

Predictors           

Observed Compliments  .39*** .08 .19*** .04  .05*   .02 .09** .03    -.01 .01 

Upward Social Comparison  .   .03 .06 .13*** .03 .12** .04     .02 .02 

Inspiration       .12** .04   

Envy             .14** .05 

Non-Zero-Sum Mentality    .01 .10 -.28** .09     

Relative Leader-Member Exchange   .24** .07 .14** .05     

Procedural Justice   .21 .12 -.12 .09     

Upward Social Comparison   

Non-Zero-Sum Mentality 

  -.04 .08 -.08   .06     

Upward Social Comparison   

Relative Leader-Member Exchange 

   .27*** .06 .10**    .03     

Upward Social Comparison  

Procedural Justice 

  -.04 .08 -.03    .05     
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TABLE 8 

 

Indirect Effects, Indices of Moderated Mediation, and Conditional Indirect Effects for the Expectancy Model 
 

 

Relationship 

 

Effect 

Point 

Estimate 

Upper 

Level 

Lower 

Level 
 

Overall 
    

Observed Compliments → Upward Social Comparison → Inspiration 

→ In-Role and Extra-Role Behaviors 

IE .003 -.002 .011 

Observed Compliments → Upward Social Comparison → Envy 

→ Interpersonal Counterproductive Work Behaviors 

IE .007 .003 .012 

     
 

Moderator: Core Self-Evaluation 
    

Observed Compliments → Upward Social Comparison → Inspiration  

→ In-Role and Extra-Role Behaviors  

Index .008 -.003 .029 

 Low -.001 -.007 .009 

 High .007 -.003 .026 

     

Observed Compliments → Upward Social Comparison → Envy  

→ Interpersonal Counterproductive Work Behaviors 

Index .001 -.007 .013 

 Low .008 .001 .023 

 High .007 .001 .022 

     
 

Moderator: Perceived Similarity 
    

Observed Compliments → Upward Social Comparison → Inspiration  

→ In-Role and Extra-Role Behaviors  

Index .008 .001 .022 

 Low -.003 -.010 .006 

 High .009 .001 .026 
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TABLE 8 (CONT.) 

 

 

 

Note. IE = indirect effect, index = index of moderated mediation, low = conditional indirect effect at -1SD, high = conditional indirect 

effect at +1SD, Lower Level = 95% lower confidence interval, Upper Level = 95% upper confidence interval.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Relationship 

 

Effect 

Point 

Estimate 

Upper 

Level 

Lower 

Level 
 

Observed Compliments → Upward Social Comparison → Envy  

→ Interpersonal Counterproductive Work Behaviors 

 

Index 
 

.006 
 

.001 
 

.016 

 Low .002 -.001 .007 

 High .013 .002 .032 

     
 

Moderator: Organizational Support 
    

Observed Compliments → Upward Social Comparison → Inspiration  

→ In-Role and Extra-Role Behaviors  

Index -.001 -.007 .008 

 Low .004 -.003 .017 

 High .001 -.004 .013 

 

Observed Compliments → Upward Social Comparison → Envy  

→ Interpersonal Counterproductive Work Behaviors 

 

Index 

 

-.001 

 

-.006 

 

.011 

 Low .010 .001 .027 

 High .006 -.001 .019 
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TABLE 9 

 

Indirect Effects, Indices of Moderated Mediation, and Conditional Indirect Effects for the Instrumentality Model 

 

Relationship Effect Point 

Estimate 

Upper 

Level 

Lower 

Level 
 

Overall 
    

Observed Compliments → Upward Social Comparison → Inspiration  

→ In-Role and Extra-Role Behaviors 

IE .002 -.001 .008 

Observed Compliments → Upward Social Comparison → Envy  

→ Interpersonal Counterproductive Work Behaviors 

IE .007 .002 .014 

     
 

Moderator: Non-Zero-Sum Mentality 
    

Observed Compliments → Upward Social Comparison → Inspiration  

→ In-Role and Extra-Role Behaviors  

Index .002 -.004 .013 

 Low .003 -.004 .014 

 High .001 -.005 .013 

     

Observed Compliments → Upward Social Comparison → Envy  

→ Interpersonal Counterproductive Work Behaviors 

Index .006 -.001 .023 

 Low .011 .001 .028 

 High .004 -.001 .014 

     
 

Moderator: Relative Leader-Member Exchange 
    

Observed Compliments → Upward Social Comparison → Inspiration  

→ In-Role and Extra-Role Behaviors  

Index .014 .003 .033 

 Low -.009 -.020 -.002 

 High 
 

.014 .002 .035 
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TABLE 9 (CONT.) 

 

 

Note. IE = indirect effect, index = index of moderated mediation, low = conditional indirect effect at -1SD, high = conditional indirect 

effect at +1SD, Lower Level = 95% lower confidence interval, Upper Level = 95% upper confidence interval. 

Relationship Effect Point 

Estimate 

Upper 

Level 

Lower 

Level 
 

Observed Compliments → Upward Social Comparison → Envy  

→ Interpersonal Counterproductive Work Behaviors 

 

Index 
 

.006 
 

.001 
 

.016 

 Low .002 -.001 .007 

 High .013 .002 .033 

     
 

Moderator: Procedural Justice 
    

Observed Compliments → Upward Social Comparison → Inspiration  

→ In-Role and Extra-Role Behaviors  

Index -.001 -.007 .008 

 Low .004 -.003 .017 

 High .001 -.006 .012 

     

Observed Compliments → Upward Social Comparison → Envy  

→ Interpersonal Counterproductive Work Behaviors 

Index -.001 -.003 .009 

 Low .009 .001 .021 

 High 
 

.007 
 

.001 
 

.019 
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Tests of the Hypotheses 

Hypothesis 1 predicted that observing coworkers receiving compliments from the leader 

is positively associated with upward social comparison. Results supported this hypothesis (γ 

= .39, SE = .08, p < .001), indicating that employees made an upward social comparison to the 

nominated coworker when they observed the coworker receiving compliments from their mutual 

leader. Hypothesis 2 predicted that upward social comparison is positively associated with 

inspiration. Results did not support this hypothesis in either the expectancy or instrumentality 

model (γ = .04, SE = .06, p = .50; γ = .03, SE = .06, p = .64, respectively). Hypothesis 3 predicted 

that upward social comparison is positively associated with envy. In support of this hypothesis, 

results showed that after making an upward social comparison, people experienced envy (γ = .14, 

SE = .03, p < .001, for the expectancy-related model; γ = .13, SE = .03, p < .001, for the 

instrumentality model).  

Hypothesis 4 predicted that the positive association of upward social comparison with 

inspiration is moderated by the three factors relevant to expectancy, evident by (a) CSE, (b) 

perceived similarity, and (c) organizational support, such that the association is positive when a 

given factor is higher and negative when a given factor is lower. I found that while CSE (γ = .01, 

SE = .13, p = .94) and organizational support (γ = .01, SE = .07, p = .95) did not moderate the 

within-individual relationship between upward social comparison and inspiration, perceived 

similarity significantly moderated this relationship (γ = .16, SE = .07, p < .05). To better 

understand this cross-level interaction, I plotted the relationship at conditional values of 

perceived similarity (+1 and –1 SD; Cohen et al., 2003). As depicted in Figure 2, when perceived 

similarity was higher (i.e., +1 SD), upward social comparison was positively associated with 

inspiration (simple slope estimate = .19, SE = .09, p < .05, 95% CI = .01, .37). However, when 
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perceived similarity was lower (i.e., –1 SD), upward social comparison was not associated with 

inspiration (simple slope estimate = -.11, SE = .09, p = .24, 95% CI = -.29, .07). Thus, although 

Hypotheses 4(a) and 4(c) were not supported, Hypothesis 4(b) was partially supported. 

 

FIGURE 2 

 

Cross-level Interaction of Perceived Similarity and Upward Social Comparison  

Predicting Inspiration 

 

 

 

Hypothesis 5 predicted that the three factors related to expectancy, evident by (a) CSE, 

(b) perceived similarity, and (c) organizational support, moderate the positive association of 

upward social comparison with envy, such that the association is stronger when a given factor is 

lower. I found that CSE (γ = -.04, SE = .06, p = .48) and organizational support (γ = -.06, SE 

= .06, p = .28) did not moderate the within-individual relationship between upward social 

comparison and envy, thus not supporting Hypotheses 5(a) and 5(c). By contrast, perceived 

similarity significantly moderated the relationship (γ = .10, SE = .03, p < .001), which is 

consistent with Hypothesis 5(b). A plot of this interaction (see Figure 3) showed that when 
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perceived similarity was higher (i.e., +1 SD), upward social comparison was positively 

associated with envy (simple slope estimate = .22, SE = .05, p < .001, 95% CI = .12, .32). 

However, when perceived similarity was lower (i.e., –1 SD), upward social comparison was not 

associated with envy (simple slope estimate = .04, SE = .03, p = .21, 95% CI = -.02, .10). 

Notably, this interaction pattern was in contrary to my prediction. I hypothesized that as upward 

social comparison increases, lower levels of perceived similarity make people more likely to 

experience envy. However, I found that it was higher levels of perceived similarity that made 

people more likely to experience envy.  

 

FIGURE 3 

 

Cross-level Interaction of Perceived Similarity and Upward Social Comparison  

Predicting Envy 

 

 

 

Hypothesis 6 involved the role that instrumentality plays in moderating the association 

between upward social comparison and inspiration. I hypothesized that when (a) non-zero-sum 

mentality, (b) RLMX, or (c) organizational procedural justice is higher, the association is 
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positive, and when a given factor is lower, the association is negative. I found that although the 

relationship between upward social comparison and inspiration was not significantly different at 

higher versus lower levels of non-zero-sum mentality (γ = -.04, SE = .08, p = .59) or 

organizational procedural justice (γ = -.04, SE = .08, p = .61), the relationship was significantly 

different at higher versus lower levels of RLMX (γ = .27, SE = .06, p < .001). I then plotted the 

relationship at conditional values of RLMX (+1 and –1 SD; Cohen et al., 2003). As shown in 

Figure 4, consistent with my hypothesis, inspiration was positive when RLMX was higher 

(simple slope estimate = .27, SE = .08, p < .01, 95% CI = .12, .42) and negative when RLMX 

was lower (simple slope estimate = -.21, SE = .08, p < .05, 95% CI = -.38, -.05). Therefore, 

Hypothesis 6(b) was supported, but Hypotheses 6(a) and 6(c) were not. 

 

 

FIGURE 4 

 

Cross-level Interaction of RLMX and Upward Social Comparison 

Predicting Inspiration 
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Hypothesis 7 was about the three factors related to instrumentality as moderators of the 

positive association of upward social comparison with envy. I proposed that the association is 

stronger when (a) non-zero-sum mentality, (b) RLMX, or (c) organizational procedural justice is 

lower. Results suggested that RLMX moderated the within-person association between upward 

social comparison and envy (γ = .10, SE = .03, p < .01), but non-zero-sum mentality (γ = -.08, SE 

= .07, p = .16) and organizational procedural justice (γ = -.03, SE = .05, p = .57) did not, thus 

supporting Hypothesis 7(b) and failing to support Hypotheses 7(a) and 7(c). A plot of the 

interaction with RLMX as a moderator is depicted in Figure 5. When RLMX was higher (i.e., +1 

SD), upward social comparison was positively associated with envy (simple slope estimate = .21, 

SE = .05, p < .001, 95% CI = .12, .31). However, when RLMX was lower (i.e., –1 SD), upward 

social comparison was not associated with envy (simple slope estimate = .04, SE = .03, p = .21, 

95% CI = -.02, .11). Similar to the results related to expectancy, my prediction of the interaction 

pattern was in the opposite direction of the empirical evidence. I expected that compared to 

people with higher levels of RLMX, those with lower levels would experience envy as they 

engage in more upward social comparison, but results suggested that it was higher levels of 

RLMX that strengthened the relationship between upward social comparison and envy.  
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FIGURE 5 

 

Cross-level Interaction of RLMX and Upward Social Comparison  

Predicting Envy 
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neither moderated mediation relationship was significant. In comparison, perceived similarity 

moderated the indirect relationship between observed compliments and in-role and extra-role 

behaviors. The estimate of the index of moderated mediation for perceived similarity as a 

moderator was .008, and the confidence interval of this index excluded zero (95% CI 

= .001, .022). I then calculated the conditional indirect effects of observed compliments on in-

role and extra-role behaviors via upward social comparison and inspiration at higher and lower 

values (+1 and –1 SD) of perceived similarity (Edwards & Lambert, 2007). At higher levels of 

perceived similarity, the indirect effect was positive and significant (estimate = .009, 95% CI 

= .001, .026), whereas it was not significant at lower levels of perceived similarity (estimate = 

-.003, 95% CI = -.010, .006). Overall, Hypothesis 10 was partially supported. 

Hypothesis 11 predicted that the indirect, positive association of observed compliments 

with interpersonal counterproductive work behaviors via upward social comparison and envy is 

stronger when a given expectancy-related factor (i.e., CSE, perceived similarity, and 

organizational support) is lower. The predicted moderated mediation relationship was significant 

for perceived similarity; the estimate of the index of moderated mediation was .006, and the 

confidence interval did not include zero (95% CI = .001, .016). Specifically, the indirect effect 

was positive and significant at higher levels of perceived similarity (estimate = .013, 95% CI 

= .002, .032), but it was not significant at lower levels of perceived similarity (estimate = .002, 

95% CI = -.001, .007). The hypothesized moderated mediation relationship was not significant 

when CSE (estimate = .001, 95% CI = -.007, .013) or organizational support (estimate = -.001, 

95% CI = -.006, .011) served as a moderator.  

Hypothesis 12 was about the role that the three factors related to instrumentality (i.e., 

non-zero-sum mentality, RLMX, organizational procedural justice) play in moderating the 
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indirect, positive association of observed compliments with in-role and extra-role behaviors via 

upward social comparison and inspiration. I found that the estimate of the index of moderated 

mediation for RLMX as a moderator was .014 and the confidence interval of this index excluded 

zero (95% CI = .003, .033), thus supporting the hypothesized moderated mediation relationship. 

Calculation of the conditional indirect effects showed that while the indirect effect was positive 

and significant at higher levels of RLMX (estimate = .014, 95% CI = .002, .035), it was negative 

and significant at lower levels of RLMX (estimate = -.009, 95% CI = -.020, -.002). By contrast, 

results did not support a moderated mediation relationship involving either non-zero-sum 

mentality or organizational procedural justice as a moderator. The estimate of the index of 

moderated mediation for non-zero-sum mentality as a moderator was .002 (95% CI = 

-.004, .013). The estimate of the index of moderated mediation for organizational procedural 

justice as a moderator was -.001 (95% CI = -.007, .008).  

In Hypothesis 13, I predicted that the indirect, positive association of observed 

compliments with interpersonal counterproductive work behaviors via upward social comparison 

and envy is stronger when a given instrumentality-related factor (i.e., non-zero-sum mentality, 

RLMX, organizational procedural justice) is lower. In terms of moderation of the indirect effects 

with RLMX as moderator, the estimate of the index of moderated mediation was .006, and the 

confidence interval did not include zero (95% CI = .001, .016). At higher levels of RLMX, the 

indirect effect was positive and significant (estimate = .013, 95% CI = .002, .033), but at lower 

levels of RLMX, it was not significant (estimate = .002, 95% CI = -.001, .007). Regarding 

moderation of the indirect effects by non-zero-sum mentality (estimate = .006, 95% CI = 

-.001, .023) and organizational procedural justice (estimate = -.001, 95% CI = -.003, .009), 

neither of the estimates of the index of moderated mediation was significant. 
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Tests of the Research Question  

I raised the question of whether the type of compliment determines the extent to which 

observers engage in upward social comparison. Compliments may be distinguished according to 

whether they are person- versus process-focused or general versus behavior‐specific. I first tested 

whether person-focused compliments (i.e., ability- and personality-centered compliments) versus 

process-focused compliments (i.e., relationship- and effort-centered compliments) would be 

differentially associated with upward social comparison. Results showed that in the expectancy 

and instrumentality models, when the average of ability- and personality-centered compliments 

and the average of relationship- and effort-centered compliments were parallel predictors, both 

the former (γ = .27, SE = .08, p = .001, for both models) and the latter (γ = .31, SE = .08, p 

< .001, for both models) significantly predicted upward social comparison. A Wald test did not 

suggest that the two paths were significantly different either (2 (1) = .10, p = .75). All 

hypothesized relationships in the rest of the models remained the same. Thus, person-focused 

versus process-focused compliments did not differ when it came to eliciting upward social 

comparison, emotions, and behaviors.  

I next tested whether behavior‐specific versus general compliments would make a 

difference in prompting upward social comparison. I calculated the average of the four types of 

specific compliments (i.e., ability-, personality-, relationship-, and effort-centered compliments) 

and used it as a parallel predictor with general compliments in the expectancy and 

instrumentality models. I found that the association between general compliments and upward 

social comparison was nonsignificant (γ = .01, SE = .06, p = .98, for both models), whereas the 

association between specific compliments and upward social comparison was significant (γ 

= .54, SE = .11, p < .001, for both models). Furthermore, a Wald test suggested that these two 
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paths were significantly different (2 (1) = 14.73, p < .001). All other hypothesized relationships 

in both models remained consistent. Thus, compared to general compliments, behavior-specific 

compliments were stronger unique predictors of upward social comparison and other 

downstream consequences, although caution of such interpretation is warranted given the high 

multicollinearity between these two factors. 

Supplemental Analyses 

Earlier in this dissertation, I noted that valence would not be tested as a third moderating 

factor because compliments are typically desired and similarly valued across individuals. In 

order to empirically verify this expectation, I measured valence using 4 items adapted from 

Sanchez et al. (2000) (α = .85). I asked participants to indicate the degree to which they agree or 

disagree with each of the following items as they pertain to their work: “I would like to receive a 

compliment from my manager,” “I want my accomplishments to be commended by manager,” 

“It would be good to win my manager’s approval,” and “I want to get more praise and 

acknowledgement by my manager.” Responses were recorded using a 5-point scale ranging from 

1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). I found that the average was 4.08 (SD = 0.69), 

indicating that the vast majority of people viewed compliments as important, attractive, and 

desirable. I also controlled for valence in both the expectancy and instrumentality models, and 

the conclusions regarding my hypothesized relationships remained the same. I then used valence 

as a moderator along with expectancy and instrumentality-related moderators in their respective 

models. Results revealed that the positive association between upward social comparison and 

inspiration was not moderated by valence (γ = .18, SE = .10, p = .06; γ = .13, SE = .09, p = .13, 

for the expectancy and instrumentality models, respectively), and neither was the positive 

association of upward social comparison with envy (γ = .01, SE = .07, p = .95; γ = -.02, SE = .06, 
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p = .79, for the expectancy and instrumentality models, respectively). These analyses further 

support my speculation about compliments being high in valence across individuals.  

 Although theorizing the roles that observers’ own experiences and characteristics play in 

influencing people’s engagement in upward social comparison is not a formal part of my 

conceptual models, I nevertheless conducted supplemental analyses to explore whether certain 

factors might influence the present findings. Specifically, people may have a decreased tendency 

to engage in upward social comparison when they do not perceive coworkers receiving 

compliments as superior. Such perception may manifest at both the within- and between-person 

levels. At the within-person level, it is possible that one’s own received compliments serve as an 

affirmation and validation of their competence and performance. Thus, when people are recently 

complimented, they view themselves as being on an equal plane with their complimented 

coworkers, leading to the observation of compliments exerting a diminished impact on the 

nonrecipients. At the between-person level, because higher status individuals tend to attract more 

attention and have more opportunities to possess valued resources to obtain a desirable outcome 

(Magee & Galinsky, 2008), they may easily and often receive compliments themselves and care 

less about their coworkers’ received compliments. Accordingly, compared to people with lower 

status, those with higher status may be less likely to view complimented coworkers as upward 

comparison targets. To address these possibilities, I conducted the following analyses. Regarding 

one’s own received compliments, I first ran analyses using this variable as a parallel predictor 

(lagged prior week) with observed compliments (present week) and then tested whether it is a 

moderator of the relationship between observed compliments and upward social comparison in 

the expectancy and instrumentality models. One’s own received compliments were measured on 

Fridays using the same six items on the same scale as observed compliments except for the 
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carrier phrase: “This week, I received compliments from my manager on…” I found that the 

statistical significance of all hypothesized relationships remained consistent with or without 

one’s own received compliments in the model. In addition, one’s own received compliments 

were not associated with upward social comparison (γ = .01, SE = .03, p = .91, for both models), 

and there was no moderation effect (γ = .01, SE = .01, p = .63, for both models). In terms of 

status, I first controlled for status and then tested it as a moderator shaping the within-person 

relationship between observed compliments and upward social comparison. Status captures the 

extent to which one is respected by others at work (Blader & Chen, 2014; Fiske, 2010), which 

was assessed using 6 items developed by Yu et al. (2019) (α = .92) and rated on a 5-point scale 

(1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). The items were: “Others often seek my opinion 

because they respect me,” “I have a good reputation among those I work with,” “I am highly 

respected by others at my work,” “People look up to me because I am good at my job,” “I am 

admired by others at my work because I am seen as competent in my work,” and “Coworkers 

come to me because they trust my judgement.” I found that the statistical significance of all 

hypothesized relationships remained the same when controlling for status. When testing status as 

a moderator, it moderated the within-individual relationship between observed compliments and 

upward social comparison (γ = -.43, SE = .08, p < .001, for both models). A plot of this 

interaction (see Figure 6) showed that observed compliments were positively associated with 

upward social comparison under conditions of lower status (i.e., –1 SD) (simple slope estimate 

= .53, SE = .07, p < .001, 95% CI = .39, .68). However, when status was higher (i.e., +1 SD), 

observed compliments were not associated with upward social comparison (simple slope 

estimate = .01, SE = .07, p = .85, 95% CI = -.13, .15).  
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FIGURE 6 

 

Cross-level Interaction of Status and Observed Compliments  

Predicting Upward Social Comparison 
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behaviors when envy was lower (i.e., –1 SD; γ = .66, p < .001), but inspiration became 

negatively associated with in-role and extra-role behaviors when envy was higher (i.e., +1 SD; γ 

= -.41, p < .001). Inspiration and envy also interacted in predicting interpersonal 

counterproductive work behaviors (γ = .16, p < .001). As shown in Figure 8, envy was more 

positively associated with interpersonal counterproductive work behaviors when inspiration was 

higher (i.e., +1 SD; γ = .29, p < .001) than when it was lower (i.e., –1 SD; γ = -.03, p = .42). 

 

 

 

FIGURE 7 

 

Interaction of Inspiration and Envy  

Predicting In-role and Extra-role Behaviors 

       

 

 

 

 

3

3.2

3.4

3.6

3.8

4

4.2

4.4

4.6

4.8

5

In
-r

o
le

 a
n
d
 E

x
tr

a-
ro

le
 B

eh
av

io
rs

 

Inspiration

Higher Envy

Lower Envy



 83 

FIGURE 8 

Interaction of Inspiration and Envy 

Predicting Interpersonal Counterproductive Work Behaviors 
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STUDY 2 DISCUSSION 

In Study 2, I tested the hypothesized relationships in the expectancy and instrumentality 

models using a field sample. The results of the path analyses were generally consistent across the 

two models. Specifically, interpersonal factors related to expectancy and instrumentality (i.e., 

perceived similarity and RLMX, respectively) each moderated the indirect, positive association 

of observed compliments with in-role and extra-role behaviors via upward social comparison and 

inspiration. There was one difference in the moderation effects between these two factors. That 

is, at higher levels of perceived similarity, the indirect association was positive, whereas at lower 

levels of perceived similarity, the indirect association was not significant. These results suggest 

that after observing a coworker receiving compliments from the mutual manager, people made 

upward social comparisons with the coworker, experienced inspiration and, in turn, engaged in 

in-role and extra-role behaviors, only when they perceived that they and their coworker were 

similar. Comparatively, the indirect association was positive at higher levels of RLMX but was 

negative at lower levels of RLMX. These results show that when people perceived that their 

relationship with their manager was better than their coworker’s, witnessing their coworker 

receiving compliments made people compare with the coworker, feel inspired, and participate in 

in-role and extra-role behaviors. However, when people perceived that their relationship with 

their manager was worse than their coworker’s, the more upward social comparison people 

engaged in as a result of observing compliments, the less they felt inspired, which led to fewer 

in-role and extra-role behaviors.  

Perceived similarity and RLMX also moderated the indirect, positive association of 

observed compliments with interpersonal counterproductive work behaviors via upward social 

comparison and envy. However, both interaction patterns were in the opposite direction from 
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what was hypothesized, with those higher in perceived similarity or RLMX experiencing higher 

envy and those lower in perceived similarity or RLMX not experiencing envy. Thus, when 

people perceived a higher similarity in themselves and their coworker who received compliments 

or when they viewed their manager having a higher relationship quality with them than with their 

coworker, they were more envious and acted in more interpersonally counterproductive ways 

toward the coworker. Despite the opposite patterns of results, my findings lend support for the 

importance of interpersonal relationships, but not individual differences and organization factors, 

in shaping employees’ differential reactions to observed compliments. 

Furthermore, I tested whether different types of compliments differentially elicited 

upward social comparison, emotions, and workplace behaviors. I specifically focused on the 

difference between person- and process-focused compliments as well as the difference between 

general and behavior‐specific compliments. I found that person-focused compliments (i.e., 

ability- and personality-centered compliments) and process-focused compliments (i.e., 

relationship- and effort-centered compliments) similarly prompted upward social comparison 

and other downstream consequences. By contrast, behavior‐specific and general compliments 

were different in triggering upward social comparison. Compared to witnessing general 

compliments, observing behavior-specific compliments was more likely to make people engage 

in upward social comparison with the complimented coworker, which in turn influenced people’s 

emotions and behaviors.  

A series of supplemental analyses confirmed an assumption made in this dissertation, 

demonstrated the robustness of my findings, and broadened the scope of my theoretical models. 

Specifically, I provided evidence that people universally value receiving compliments from their 

manager, which justified my focus on only expectancy- and instrumentality-related factors as 
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moderators. I also showed that regardless of whether people received compliments themselves, 

they encountered emotional and behavioral consequences of observing a coworker receiving 

compliments. Moreover, status emerged as a significant moderator of the relationship between 

observed compliments and upward social comparison, such that after observing a coworker 

receiving compliments from the mutual manager, only those with low status at work compared 

themselves with the complimented coworker and reacted in subsequent ways. Lastly, observers’ 

inspiration and envy interacted in predicting both in-role and extra-role behaviors and 

interpersonal counterproductive work behaviors. High inspiration with low envy increased in-

role and extra-role behaviors. In contrast, when high inspiration was paired with high envy, it led 

to less engagement in in-role and extra-role behaviors and more engagement in interpersonal 

counterproductive work behaviors.  
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GENERAL DISCUSSION  

Despite the abundance of research demonstrating the positive effects of receiving 

compliments, scholars have only recently begun to understand the observer effects. My 

dissertation sought to offer theoretical explanations that reconcile the conflicting effects of 

publicly recognizing employees, with the argument that compliments are events that occur 

frequently in the workplace. Across two studies, I developed a multidimensional scale for 

compliments and tested two models that link observed compliments to employee behavioral 

outcomes. Grounded in social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954) and expectancy theory 

(Vroom, 1964), my moderated mediation models explain the emotional processes that underlie 

the potential benefits and drawbacks of observing compliments and identified how individual, 

interpersonal, and organizational contingencies may influence these processes. My theoretical 

framework yields significant implications for management research and practices. 

Theoretical Implications  

My dissertation moves beyond prior approaches to studying the effects of compliments at 

the dyadic level, shifting the focus of compliment research from employees who receive 

compliments (i.e., “first party”) to employees who witness them (i.e., “third party”). Studying 

compliments from a third-party perspective is valuable because compliments not only are linked 

to emotional and behavioral consequences for first-party recipients but also have implications for 

third-party observers. My findings demonstrate that when leader compliments are given in 

public, they can create a ripple effect. On the one hand, third party observations can widen 

compliments’ positive influence and promote feelings of inspiration in observers under certain 

relational contexts, which motivates their in-role and extra-role behaviors. On the other hand, 

observing leader compliments can also simultaneously promote envy, which triggers observers’ 
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interpersonal counterproductive work behaviors that specifically target the compliment recipient. 

Considering this effect, leader compliments may not always create an uplifting experience for 

recipients as previous research has suggested (Boothby & Bohns, 2021; Zhao & Epley, 2021). 

Rather, compliment recipients may become targets of interpersonal harm as a result of observer 

envy (Campbell et al., 2017; Kim & Glomb, 2014; Lam et al., 2011).  

I identify the observation of leader compliments as an organizational event that may pull 

people in two different emotional directions simultaneously. Most people react to other people, 

objects, tasks, goals, and situations in everyday life with a blend of emotions (Scherer & 

Tannenbaum, 1986). Previous emotional ambivalence research has mostly focused on people’s 

experience of high levels of general positive and negative emotions in reaction to a particular 

work episode (Chang & Raver, 2020; Gabriel et al., 2022). However, comparatively, discrete 

emotions are more informative because they have specific triggers and convey more specific 

messages (Barrett, 1998). Only a few studies have illustrated people’s co-experience of discrete 

positive and negative emotions, such as happiness and sadness (Williams & Aaker, 2002; Larsen 

et al., 2001) as well as excitement and fear (Vince & Broussine, 1996). I suggest that observing 

coworkers receiving compliments constitutes an emotionally complex situation for observers; 

inspiration and envy together characterize a unique and novel emotional co-experience. Such co-

occurrence is at its peak when people perceive a high similarity between themselves and a 

complimented coworker or when they view their manager’s relationship quality with them as 

higher than with the complimented coworker. 

My research highlights the relevance of emotions for understanding the distinct 

behavioral outcomes of observing leader compliments in an organization. Because very few 

studies have directly tested the observer effects of compliments in the literature, my arguments 
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are drawn heavily from recognition literature (Bradler et al., 2016; Hoogveld & Zubanov, 2017; 

Li et al., 2016; Liao et al., in press; Neckermann & Yang, 2017; Zheng et al., 2019). However, 

these studies lack consistent findings and especially mechanisms explaining these findings. 

Building on social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954), my dissertation provides an integrative 

theoretical framework that simultaneously considers positive and negative influences of 

complimenting employees in public. Furthermore, my research suggests that behavioral 

consequences of observing leader compliments take place via emotional avenues. While 

inspiration leads to in-role and extra-role behaviors, envy is related to interpersonal 

counterproductive work behaviors particularly targeted toward the complimented coworker. 

These results suggest that distinguishing performance-based outcomes (e.g., in-role and extra-

role behaviors) from social outcomes (e.g., interpersonal counterproductive work behaviors) is 

crucial when studying the observer effects of leader compliments and may help reconcile the 

mixed findings in recognition literature.  

My dissertation systematically tests whether people’s beliefs about themselves, their 

relationships with others, and their perceived organizational environments influence the extent to 

which inspiration and envy arise after observing a coworker receiving compliments and making 

an upward social comparison with that coworker. Based on the concept of expectancy and 

instrumentality guided by expectancy theory (Vroom, 1964), I propose and examine six highly 

relevant moderators. Surprisingly, neither environmental differences in organizational support 

and organizational procedural justice nor individual differences in CSE and non-zero-sum 

mentality had moderating effects on the direct relationships between upward social comparison 

and the two emotions. These results suggest that the direct relationships are not context- or 

individual-dependent. The nonsignificant findings related to perceived organizational 
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environments might be due to broad organizational contexts being too distal to exert an 

influence. After all, compared to people’s beliefs about themselves and their relationships with 

people in their workgroups, organizational environments should have the least impact on 

people’s opportunities to improve performance and receive compliments from their manager. It 

is noteworthy that the nonsignificant findings related to individual differences are inconsistent 

with prior studies showing that self-esteem (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1993; Buunk et al., 1990; 

Gibbons & Gerrard, 1989) and attainability of the comparison standard (Lockwood & Kunda, 

1997) influence assimilative and contrastive processes of social comparison. This discrepancy 

may be due to social comparison in the laboratory being contextually divergent from social 

comparison in everyday lives, with experimental studies involving compulsory comparisons to 

targets of little prior relationship and field studies incorporating spontaneous comparisons to 

targets of real relationships (Greenberg et al., 2007; Suls & Wheeler, 2000). Indeed, my finding 

of the two interpersonal factors (i.e., perceived similarity and RLMX) being significant 

moderators reinforces the significance of interpersonal dynamics. The direct relationships 

between upward social comparison and emotions are highly interpersonal-dependent; people’s 

relationships with both their manager and coworker play a critical role in shaping the emotional 

and behavioral consequences of observing compliments.  

There is another unexpected finding in this study that requires further theoretical and 

empirical scrutiny. Specifically, expectancy theory (Vroom, 1964) suggests that when people 

believe that efforts can reduce the performance gap between themselves and the complimented 

coworker (i.e., expectancy) or when they believe that good performance can lead to future 

compliments (i.e., instrumentality), they should feel less envious. However, I found that these 

beliefs, which are manifested by perceived similarity and RLMX, actually made people 
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experience more envy. Rather than expectancy- and instrumentality-related beliefs mitigating 

envy following the observation of compliments, people might have encountered counterfactual 

thinking, which is contemplation of what could have been (Kahneman & Varey, 1990; Medvec 

et al., 1995). Past research has demonstrated that the closer people are to a desired but unattained 

outcome, the more negative affect they experience (De Cremer & Van Dijk, 2011; Liao et al., in 

press; Zeelenberg et al., 1998). Therefore, when people perceive a high similarity between 

themselves and their complimented coworker, they have a “near-miss” experience, making them 

ruminate about the fact they were not complimented and feel envious of the coworker who was 

complimented. Relatedly, people tend to believe that those who are similar to them ought to 

receive equivalent advantages, which is violated when one perceives a similar coworker 

receiving compliments that they did not (Heider, 1958). In cases where people believe that their 

manager’s relationship quality with them is better than with the complimented coworker, not 

receiving compliments enhances people’s counterfactual thinking and even embeds a sense of 

injustice or betrayal (Smith et al., 1994). In support of my conjecture, Schaubroeck and Lam 

(2004) found that people who were rejected for promotion were most envious when they 

expected to be promoted and perceived the promotee as being similar to themselves. 

Practical Implications 

Beyond the theoretical implications highlighted above, my research offers practical 

strategies for managerial practices. Leaders giving compliments to employees can be a quick and 

cost-free way to enhance employee recipients’ well-being and performance (Boothby & Bohns, 

2021; Zhao & Epley, 2021). As evident from the results of my dissertation, managers not only 

need to consider how to best utilize compliments to motivate recipients, but they also need to 

consider the implications of compliments to other employees who might observe those 
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compliments. My research findings suggest that when giving compliments in public, managers 

should be aware of their messages’ potential impact on observers and especially on those with 

low status in the organization. In addition, because specific compliments are more influential 

than general compliments, managers could be more specific in telling employees exactly what 

they have done well in order to strengthen compliment ripple effects. For example, instead of 

saying “You made a contribution as an employee,” managers could say, “You delivered a 

presentation proficiently.” Managers also should recognize that observing compliments is a 

double-edged sword for observers, not only triggering their in-role and extra-role behaviors that 

may benefit the organization but also eliciting interpersonal counterproductive behaviors that 

may harm the complimented coworker. Notably, these dual positive and negative effects equally 

impact observers who have recently received compliments from the manager.  

My research also offers practical strategies that employees can rely on to maximize the 

benefits of observing compliments and minimize their negative impact. It is important for 

employees to recognize that they are inevitably influenced by witnessing their coworkers 

receiving compliments. Following such an encounter, they may experience a mix of positive and 

negative emotions (i.e., inspiration and envy, respectively). Employees should be especially 

cautious about their emotional responses when they perceive that they and the complimented 

coworker are similar or that they themselves have a better relationship with their manager. In 

either case, although the experience of inspiration may empower observing employees to 

perform better, accompanying envy can give employees a deteriorating relationship with the 

complimented coworker and press them to construct a less inclusive culture within the 

organization. Awareness of this negative emotion helps people better navigate the workplace by 
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expanding their opportunities to effectively exert control and respond in a healthy manner, such 

as reappraisal and perspective taking (Sheppes, 2014; Troy et al., 2013; Webb et al., 2012).  

Limitations and Future Directions  

Although my studies have several notable strengths (e.g., the use of experience sampling 

method to capture weekly variations in focal variables and the separation of the measurement of 

focal variables in time), one major limitation should be noted. That is, all variables of interest 

relied on self-reported measures, which may raise concerns about common method variance 

(CMV). However, this concern is mitigated by three factors: (a) temporally separating the 

predictor and criterion measures reduces CMV (Podsakoff et al., 2003; Johnson et al., 2011); (b) 

group-mean-centering exogenous variables at the within-person level removes between-person 

confounds (e.g., recall biases) (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002); and (c) cross-level moderating 

effects do not spuriously result from CMV (Siemsen et al., 2010). Moreover, employee 

observers, as opposed to their managers or coworkers, may in fact be in the best position to 

report many of the focal variables; some compliments are given but not observed. Thus, neither 

managers who give compliments nor coworkers who receive compliments are in a better position 

to report on the frequency of compliments that are witnessed. Also, because emotions are often 

more internally felt than explicitly expressed, observers can more accurately report the emotions 

they experience. Likewise, employees may have the best knowledge of their own performance 

and especially interpersonal counterproductive work behaviors that have a low base-rate of 

occurrence.  

My research findings also highlight fruitful directions for future research. First, a key 

motivator of my dissertation is to identify moderating factors that can enhance the positive 

influence of observing compliments and minimize its negative consequences. However, my 
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results lend support to two interpersonal factors that strengthen both positive and negative 

emotional and behavioral reactions to compliments. Future research coming from a different 

theoretical basis and using different moderators might come to an alternative conclusion that is 

more consistent with my predicted patterns. For example, given that inspiration is a future-

oriented emotion and envy is present- and past-focused (Lazarus, 1991), a promising direction 

that merits consideration involves the examination of factors that orient people to focus more on 

the future and less on the present or past (e.g., temporal orientation; Maglio & Trope, 2019). 

Discovering ways to increase employee inspiration and lessen envy will allow leaders to not only 

empower employees to experience greater meaning in work but also cultivate an inclusive and 

vibrant culture within the organization.  

Second, future research would benefit from conceptualizing and testing whether and how 

observers’ perceived motives of the compliment giver play a role in influencing observers’ social 

comparison processes. Employees’ reactions to leader compliments are subjective and a result of 

appraisal (Morton et al., 2022). Observers may view managers giving compliments to employees 

for various reasons, such as pro-self motives, pro-social motives, and pro-organization motives. 

Regarding pro-self motives, observers view leader compliments as a way to enhance a leader’s 

own self-image or to get employees on their side. In terms of pro-social motives, observers 

attribute leader compliments to genuine admiration and appreciation of employees. For pro-

organization motives, observers believe that leaders give compliments because compliments are 

beneficial to the organization and contribute to organizational goals. When observing 

compliments, employees may consider some motives behind compliments to be more pertinent 

to their own improvement and well-being than other motives. For example, it is possible that 

social comparison processes are most likely to occur when leaders are perceived to give 
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compliments with pro-social motives and least likely to occur when leader compliments are 

attributed to pro-self motives.  

Conclusion 

Taken together, leader compliments may create a ripple effect that continues to influence 

all employees who witness them. In this way, social functions of compliments expand beyond 

the dyadic level and reverberate within a workgroup. By giving compliments in public, a leader 

can make the impact of the compliments more substantial by inspiring observers to excel. 

However, in the meantime, a leader’s public compliments toward one employee may cause 

observers to be envious and resent the recipient of compliments. These emotional and behavioral 

processes are more likely to occur in observers who perceive a high similarity between 

themselves and their coworker or who view their manager’s relationship quality with them as 

higher than with the recipient. This dissertation is only the first step in examining the observer 

effects of leader compliments. I hope the insights gleaned from my theoretical integration and 

results will spark further research in the observer effects of compliments.  
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APPENDIX 

Items Scale 

Compliments 

 

In the past week, I observed X receive compliments from our 

supervisor on… 

 

General Compliments 

adding value to the company. 

being a good addition to the workplace. 

being an asset to the company. 

playing an important role in the company’s success. 

making a contribution as an employee. 

strengthening the organizational culture. 

 

Effort-Centered Compliments 

putting in effort to complete a task. 

putting in the extra time to reach goals. 

doing more work than expected. 

coming in early/staying late to finish work. 

going above and beyond for every piece of their job. 

working hard. 

 

Relationship-Centered Compliments 

creating a pleasant working relationship. 

helping coworkers get up to speed. 

assisting someone with their work. 

extending extra kindness to a coworker. 

working collaboratively with others. 

being flexible as a team member. 

being willing to lend a hand. 

 

Ability-Centered Compliments 

having strong technical skills. 

delivering presentations proficiently. 

demonstrating analytical ability. 

solving problems creatively. 

bringing good ideas to the table. 

having innovative ideas. 

approaching a problem using new methods. 

bringing insights from experience to the table. 

 

Personality-centered Compliments 

being enthusiastic. 

 

1 = Never (Zero) 

2 = Rarely (Once) 

3 = Occasionally (Twice)  

4 = Often (Three times) 

5 = Always (Four or more 

times) 
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being extraverted. 

being confident.  

being open-minded. 

being levelheaded. 

being trustworthy. 

being conscientious. 

being agreeable. 

having a high ethical standard. 

 

Core Self-Evaluation 

 

Please indicate the degree to which you agree or disagree with 

the following items.  

 

Self-Esteem 

On the whole, I am satisfied with myself. 

I feel that I have a number of good qualities.  

I am able to do things as well as most other people.  

I feel that I’m a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with 

others.  

I take a positive attitude toward myself.  

 

Generalized Self-Efficacy 

I complete tasks successfully. 

I excel in what I do. 

I handle tasks smoothly. 

I am sure of my ground. 

I know how to get things done. 

 

Emotional Stability 

I am relaxed most of the time. 

I seldom feel blue. 

I am not easily bothered by things. 

I rarely get irritated.  

I seldom get mad. 

 

Internal Locus of Control  

I believe that my success depends on ability rather than luck.  

I believe that events in my life are determined only by me. 

I believe that by working hard a person can achieve anything. 

I always know why I do things. 

I just know that I will be a success. 

 

Goldberg (1999) 

Rosenberg (1965) 

 

1 = Strongly disagree  

2 = Disagree 

3 = Neutral 

4 = Agree 

5 = Strongly agree 
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Perceived Similarity 

 

Thinking about X… 

 

How similar is X to you in general? 

How similar are your and X’s work knowledge?  

How similar are your and X’s work skills?  

How similar are your and X’s work experience? 

Fox et al. (1989) 

 

1 = Very dissimilar  

2 = Dissimilar 

3 = Neutral 

4 = Similar  

5 = Very similar  

 

Organizational Support 

 

Please indicate the degree to which you agree or disagree with 

the following items.  

 

My organization values my contribution to its well-being. 

If my organization could hire someone to replace me at a lower 

salary it would do so. 

My organization fails to appreciate any extra effort from me. (R) 

My organization strongly considers my goals and values. 

My organization would ignore any complaint from me.  (R)  

My organization disregards my best interests when it makes 

decisions that affect me. (R) 

Help is available from my organization when I have a problem. 

My organization really cares about my well-being. 

Even if I did the best job possible, my organization would fail to 

notice. (R) 

My organization is willing to help me when I need a special 

favor. 

My organization cares about my general satisfaction at work. 

If given the opportunity, my organization would take advantage 

of me. (R) 

My organization shows very little concern for me.  (R) 

My organization cares about my opinions. 

My organization takes pride in my accomplishments at work. 

My organization tries to make my job as interesting as possible. 

 

(R) indicates the item is reverse scored. 

 

Eisenberger et al. (1986)  

 

1 = Strongly disagree  

2 = Disagree 

3 = Neutral 

4 = Agree 

5 = Strongly agree 

Non-Zero-Sum Mentality 

 

Please indicate the degree to which you agree or disagree with 

the following items.  

 

More compliments for some employees means fewer 

compliments for other employees. (R) 

Sirola & Pitesa (2017) 

 

1 = Strongly disagree  

2 = Disagree 

3 = Neutral 

4 = Agree 

5 = Strongly agree 
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When one person receives social rewards, the other loses out. 

(R) 

People who want to get ahead must do so at the expense of 

others. (R) 

The more employees a manager commends, the harder it is for 

other employees to be praised. (R) 

Not everyone in my workplace can be complimented. (R) 

What is good for one employee is often bad for other employees. 

(R) 

 

(R) indicates the item is reverse scored. 

 

Relative Leader-Member Exchange 

 

The following questions ask you to consider how aspects of your 

job compare to X. With that person in mind, please indicate the 

degree to which you agree or disagree with the following items.  

 

I have a better relationship with my manager than X. 

When my manager cannot make it to an important meeting, it is 

likely that he or she will ask me instead of X to fill in. 

Relative to X, I receive more support from my manager.  

The working relationship I have with my manager is more 

effective than the relationship X has with my manager. 

My manager is more loyal to me compared to X. 

My manager enjoys my company more than he or she enjoys the 

company of X. 

 

Vidyarthi et al. (2010) 

 

1 = Strongly disagree  

2 = Disagree 

3 = Neutral 

4 = Agree 

5 = Strongly agree 

 

Organizational Procedural Justice 

 

Please indicate the degree to which you agree or disagree with 

the following items.  

 

The organization’s procedures and guidelines are very fair. 

I can count on the organization to have fair policies. 

The procedures the organization uses to make decisions are not 

fair. (R) 

We don’t have any fair policies at the organization. (R) 

 

(R) indicates the item is reverse scored. 

 

Rupp & Cropanzano 

(2002) 

 

1 = Strongly disagree  

2 = Disagree 

3 = Neutral 

4 = Agree 

5 = Strongly agree 
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Upward Social Comparison 

 

This week… 

 

I considered how X might be better than me.  

I thought about what I lack but X possesses. 

I reflected on the compliments I have not received but X has. 

1 = Not at all  

2 = A little 

3 = Moderately 

4 = Quite a bit 

5 = Extremely 

 

Inspiration 

 

Today… 

 

I experienced inspiration. 

The compliments inspired me. 

I was inspired to do something. 

I felt inspired. 

 

Thrash & Elliot (2003) 

 

1 = Not at all  

2 = A little 

3 = Moderately 

4 = Quite a bit 

5 = Extremely 

 

Envy 

 

Today… 

 

I felt frustrated to see X succeed so easily. 

Feelings of envy toward X constantly tormented me. 

I felt inferior to X’s success.  

X’ success made me want to resent them. 

Schaubroeck & Lam (2004) 

 

1 = Not at all  

2 = A little 

3 = Moderately 

4 = Quite a bit 

5 = Extremely 

 

In-Role and Extra-Role Behaviors  

 

Today… 

 

In-Task Behaviors  

Adequately completes assigned duties. 

Fulfills responsibilities specified in job description. 

Performs tasks that are expected of him/her. 

Meets formal performance requirements of the job. 

Engages in activities that will directly affect his/her 

performance evaluation. 

Neglects aspects of the job he/she is obligated to perform. (R) 

Fails to perform essential duties. (R) 

 

Organizational Citizenship Behaviors – Individually-Directed 

(OCBI) 

Helps others who have been absent. 

Helps others who have heavy workloads. 

Assists supervisor with his/her work (when not asked). 

 

Williams & Anderson 

(1991) 

 

1 = Never  

2 = Rarely 

3 = Sometimes 

4 = Often  

5 = Always 
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Takes time to listen to co-workers’ problems and worries. 

Goes out of way to help new employees. 

Takes a personal interest in other employees. 

Passes along information to co-workers. 

 

Organizational citizenship behaviors – Organizationally-

Directed (OCBO) 

Attendance at work is above the norm. 

Gives advance notice when unable to come to work. 

Conserves and protects organizational property. 

Adheres to informal rules devised to maintain order. 

Takes undeserved work breaks. (R) 

Great deal of time spent with personal phone conversations. (R) 

Complains about insignificant things at work. (R) 

 

(R) indicates the item is reverse scored. 

Interpersonal Counterproductive Work Behaviors 

 

Today, how often did you… 

 

Fail to help X? 

Withhold work-related information from X? 

Play a practical joke on X at work? 

Purposely interfere with X doing their job? 

Start or continue a damaging or harmful rumor about X at 

work? 

Blame X for errors that you made? 

Start an argument with X at work? 

Say nasty things to X? 

Steal something that belonged to X? 

Verbally abuse X?  

Physically attack X? 

 

Fox & Spector (1999) 

 

1 = Never  

2 = Rarely  

3 = Sometimes  

4 = Often 

5 = Always 

 

 

 


	INTRODUCTION
	LITERATURE REVIEW: COMPLIMENTS
	Compliments and Related Concepts
	Observer Effects of Compliments

	THEORETICAL BACKGROUND: SOCIAL COMPARISON THEORY
	Assimilative and Contrastive Emotional Reactions to Upward Social Comparison
	Opportunity for Theoretical Advancement

	THEORETICAL BACKGROUND: EXPECTANCY THEORY
	Expectancy, Instrumentality, and Valence
	Opportunity for Theoretical Advancement

	HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT:
	PREDICTING UPWARD SOCIAL COMPARISON
	Observing Compliments Triggers Upward Social Comparison
	Research Question: Does the Type of Compliment Matter?

	HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT:
	PREDICTING SOCIAL COMPARISON EMOTIONS
	Upward Social Comparison Elicits Emotions
	The Moderating Role of Expectancy
	The Moderating Role of Instrumentality

	HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT:
	DOWNSTREAM CONSEQUENCES OF INSPIRATION AND ENVY
	Associations of Inspiration with In-Role and Extra-Role Behaviors
	Association of Envy with Interpersonal Counterproductive Work Behaviors

	OVERVIEW OF STUDIES
	STUDY 1 METHOD
	STUDY 1 RESULTS
	STUDY 1 DISCUSSION
	STUDY 2 METHOD
	Sample and Procedure
	Measures
	Analytic Strategy

	STUDY 2 RESULTS
	Tests of the Hypotheses
	Tests of the Research Question
	Supplemental Analyses

	STUDY 2 DISCUSSION
	GENERAL DISCUSSION
	Theoretical Implications
	Practical Implications
	Limitations and Future Directions
	Conclusion

	REFERENCES
	APPENDIX

