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Table 1

Overview of the studies

Predictions based on the framework

Online/offline setting: The intention to share information that may elicit envy is lower in
online than in offline settings.
Envy/no envy: In online settings, envy provoked by upward social comparisons negatively
affects people’s intention to share information.

Studies

Design

Main findings

Study 1

Four scenarios
One-item  self-
reported  envy
measure

2 (envy/no envy) x 2

(online/oftline)

People’s intention to share information that
generates envy is lower in online settings

Study 2

Recall task
Multi-item self-
reported OSN-
situational envy
scale

2 (envy/no envy)
Online setting

In online settings, people’s intention to
share information about others’
outperformance is lower under envious
feelings, which may occur when they visit
an OSN
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Figure 1
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Others’ fortune in online vs. offline settings: how envy affects people’s intention to share

information

Purpose

This paper fills a gap in the existing literature by answering the following question: is the effect
of envy on people’s intention to share information the same in offline settings and on online
social networks?

Methodology

Two studies demonstrate (1) how envy that results from upward social comparisons affects
people’s intention to share information and (2) the difference between online and offline
settings.

Findings
The likelihood of sharing information susceptible of triggering envy is lower on online social
networks than in an offline scenario.

Research implications
In digital environments, feelings of envy depend on the number of social comparisons that the
individual is exposed to.

Practical implications

This research recommends (a) incorporating tools that allow online social network users to feel
part of their network’s successes, (b) promoting offline diffusion of information, and (c)
encouraging people to play an active role when using online social networks.

Social implications

Benefits can be derived from offering tools that permit receivers to take advantage of the
selective self-presentation of other users. Such tools could have positive consequences for the
welfare of online social network users.

Originality

To date, the literature has paid no attention to envy as an engine of information sharing. This
aspect is especially relevant when discussing platforms whose main goal is precisely
information sharing and that offer fertile ground for upward social comparisons.

Keywords
Online social networks, word-of-mouth, emotions, envy

Article classification
Research paper
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Others’ fortune in online vs. offline settings: how envy affects people’s intention to share

information

“Well, I think everybody just wants to share their best moments and accomplishments. It is so
rare to see posts like ‘I just failed my test’ or ‘I lost my job'... Either way, no matter if she is
happy or sad, no matter how she feels in this post, she is comparing her life.”

(Focus group excerpt)!

1. Introduction

A constant element in online social networks (OSNs) is the presence of social comparisons.
OSNs work as showcases for picture-perfect aspects of other people’s lives (Lemay et al.,
2019), such as a recent trip, a smiling portrait with the family, a wonderful meal in an amazing
restaurant, a sporting achievement, etc. A distinctive characteristic of OSNs is precisely that
users make a conscious effort of selective self-presentation (Chou and Edge, 2012); that is,
they carefully choose which aspects of their lives to emphasize (Gonzales and Hancock, 2011).
As a consequence, OSNs can be considered nests of narcissism (Wells and Dennis, 2016).

Different tools for impression management—ifriends’ acceptance/rejection, the cover picture,

1 The authors would like to thank the students of the American Marketing Association collegiate chapter at
the University of Maryland’s Robert H. Smith School of Business for their kind participation in the focus
groups in the early stages of this research.
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and the photos displayed—are available on platforms such as Facebook and Instagram
(Amichai-Hamburger and Vinitzky, 2010). These spaces are “rooms of mirrors” where the
receiver uses the best-possible image of many senders as a gauge for self-evaluation. All of
these features convert OSNs into “upward social comparison-rich environments” that may

easily stimulate envy” (Wallace et al., 2017, p. 54).

Although research has recently started to emphasize the emotional reactions of OSN users
(Kross et al., 2013; Lin et al., 2014), the literature on the specific influence of envy is scarce
(Wenninger et al., 2019; Jin and Ryu, 2020). The few studies about OSNs and envy focus on
the undesirable consequences of envy provoked by social information consumption. This
previous research has found that OSN consumption affects both users’ lives and their self-
perceptions (Chou and Edge, 2012; Appel et al., 2015). For example, Krasnova et al. (2015)
reported that social media participation can be associated with lower levels of cognitive and
affective well-being. In the same way, Lemay et al. (2019) also concluded that envy on OSNs
negatively influences subjective well-being. Tandoc et al. (2015) contributed to the stream of
research that defends an OSN-depression link by pointing out that this relationship is mediated
by feelings of envy. Furthermore, it has been shown that the relationship between OSN use and
envy is affected by user personality traits and by user uses and gratifications (Wallace et al.,
2017). This previous research has made significant headway in explaining the likelihood of
envy arising on OSNs. However, there is a lack of understanding of the responses to envy in
social media settings (Wenninger et al., 2019), that is, how users cope with self-discomfort
following a situation characterized by multiple upward social comparisons. This study
considers, among various reactions of enviers to their envious feelings, how envy affects
people’s sharing of information (i.e., word-of-mouth). Indeed, it has been demonstrated that

envy provokes a tendency to level the difference between the self and the envied person (Lange

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/intr



oNOYTULT D WN =

Internet Research

et al., 2018). This paper suggests that this leveling process should have an effect on the
intention of people to share information that causes envy. The relevance of this possible
reaction to envy rests on the essential role that sharing information plays in the scalability and
spread that online platforms make possible (Cheung and Lee, 2012). Actually, “large-scale
sharing is one of the most prominent social phenomena of the 215 century, with roots in the
oldest form of communication” (Scholz et al., 2017, p. 2881). Word-of-mouth is the most-
represented topic in digital and social marketing research (Stephen, 2016). The ease with which
customers can share information is one of the main differences between traditional and digital
marketing environments (Kannan and Li, 2017). In fact, the barriers in terms of the cost of the
technical infrastructure required to reach large numbers of people that characterized
information diffusion in the pre-OSN era no longer exist (Stieglitz and Dang-Xuan, 2013). A
better understanding of information sharing as a response to envy may be useful for helping
OSN users maintain an optimal state of well-being. Thus, this research may help us understand
the emotional outcomes of reading posts on OSNs (Lin and Utz, 2015) and be conscious of the
impact of perceptions of others’ lives (Chou and Edge, 2012). It can be crucial to comprehend
the reach of information available in an online setting (Cappella et al., 2015). In addition,
clarifying the relationship between envy and information sharing can contribute to shedding
light on the differences in the drivers of online and offline word-of-mouth, a central issue in

the study of how interpersonal influence occurs (Berger and Schwartz, 2011).

Our study aims to contribute to the existing body of literature in two primary ways: (1) by
exploring the influence of envy provoked by upward social comparisons on people’s intention
to share information and (2) by comparing this influence in offline (i.e., face-to-face) vs. OSN

contexts. In this way, we fill a gap in the existing literature by answering the following

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/intr
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question: is the effect of envy on people’s intention to share information the same offline and

on OSNs?

We conducted two studies based on experimental designs to show the effect of envy on
people’s intention to share information in an offline vs. an OSN setting (Study 1) and to
demonstrate how envy provoked by upward social comparisons affects people’s intention to

share information on OSNs (Study 2).

The paper is organized as follows. In Section 2, we present the framework that defines key
concepts in the context of this research, and we discuss previous works on information sharing
and envy. We then describe the methodology and present the data analysis and results of the
two studies in Section 3. The research and managerial implications are discussed in Section 4,
where we also assess the limitations of the paper and highlight future research opportunities.

Finally, we conclude the research in Section 5.

2. Theoretical Background

Information sharing has long been recognized as a significant nonmarketer-dominated
purchase influence (Dichter, 1966). It was more than three decades ago that the initial
conception of the influence of opinion leaders on consumers was extended to all types of
“informal communications directed at other consumers about the ownership, usage, or
characteristics of particular goods and services and/or their sellers” (Westbrook, 1987, p. 261).
For instance, users can generate post-purchase information transmission (i.e., word-of-mouth)
through a simple conversation with someone about a consumption experience or through

interpersonal communication via Facebook, Twitter, YouTube or other OSNGs.
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Research on word-of-mouth initially focused more on its impact than on its drivers (Berger and
Schwartz, 2011). However, the emergence of OSNs and the subsequent simplification of
information sharing have provoked growing interest in the motives behind word-of-mouth.
Factors that drive information transmission are now being analyzed in both research on
psychological motivations and research on message characteristics. For example, studies have
analyzed how people transmit information that positively affects their interpersonal relations
(e.g., Chen, 2017), which is a psychological motivation, and how people transmit information
that is seen as high in utility (e.g., Moldovan et al., 2011), which is a message characteristic.
Notwithstanding their apparent disparity, these two approaches are complementary, since the
impact of message features is the result of how they enhance or impair psychological
motivations (Cappella et al., 2015). Thus, Berger (2014) argued that there are five key
functions that drive word-of-mouth, namely, impression management, emotion regulation,
information acquisition, social bonding, and persuasion. Of all of these functions, emotion
regulation is particularly relevant in the context of this research. Emotion regulation refers to
the “processes by which individuals influence which emotions they have, when they have them,
and how they experience and express these emotions” (Gross, 1998, p. 275). Research has
demonstrated that the affective burden of messages influences information sharing (Berger and
Milkman, 2012) in terms of both quantity and speed (Stieglitz and Dang-Xuan, 2013).
Information sharing can amplify the effect of positive emotions or mitigate the effect of
negative emotions (Berger, 2014). However, there are contexts in which the role of emotion in
information sharing is more complex. This is the case in situations where feelings of envy come
into play. Emotions such as shame and guilt have been highlighted as deterrents of information
sharing (Finkenauer and Rimé, 1998), but the effect of envy on information sharing has

received little attention (Sudrez et al., 2020). Frenzen and Nakamoto (1993) originally
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identified the possible existence of “psychic costs” —as differentiated from economic costs—
of information sharing. These authors mentioned embarrassment or shame as psychic costs

associated with revealing information that bears a social stigma.

2.1 Envy

Envy is considered a negative emotion that necessarily involves at least two individuals,
specifically, the envied and the envier (Laros and Steenkamp, 2005). Although envy is a
universal human characteristic, it is the least confessable emotional impulse for individuals
(Foster et al., 1972). In the specific context of OSNs, Krasnova et al. (2013) found that feelings
of envy are very common, especially in the case of users who engage in passive behavior when

browsing.

Envy occurs “when a person lacks another’s superior quality, achievement, or possession and
either desires it or wishes that the other lacked it” (Parrott and Smith 1993, p. 906). As envy is
an emotion that has a negative valence that generates feelings of displeasure and pain
(Lieberman and Eisenberger, 2008), people develop mechanisms to cope with its
uncomfortable effects (Van de Ven ef al., 2010). Possible responses range from motivation for
self-improvement, which is considered a benign form of envy that makes people feel better
about themselves, to demoralization, which is proper or malicious envy characterized by
feelings of inferiority and frustration (Wobker and Kenning, 2013). Recent research in the envy
domain concludes that both benign and malicious envy that follow a status comparison have
socially undesirable elements (Lange ef al., 2018). Filling the gap with the envied other can

mean pulling him or her down. In its worst version, envy is accompanied by expressions of
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hostility that contradict the social norm of being happy about other people’s success (Heider,
1958). Thus, the uncomfortableness of envy comes from the perception of inferiority and from
the shame associated with feeling in such a way (Smith, 2004). This paper focuses on how the
tendency to share information can be affected by the response of the envious to the discomfort

provoked by their unpleasant feelings of envy.

2.2 The effect of envy on information sharing

Emotional experiences have interpersonal consequences (Rimé, 2009). In fact, emotions are
“the major currency in which social intercourse is transacted” (Zajonc, 1980, p. 153). Schachter
(1959) demonstrated that negative emotions stimulate information sharing due to the anxiety-
buffering function of social relationships (Bowlby, 1982). Similarly, positive emotions can also
be seen as an opening of social communication (Fredrickson, 2000). Langston (1994)
commented that a process of capitalization of positive emotions can occur when people derive
associated benefits from sharing those positive emotions. One of the mechanisms for such an
effect is that social sharing builds social resources by fostering positive social interactions

(Gable et al., 2004).

The literature has seen an enormous growth in research on emotions and social sharing in recent
years. A large part of this explosive growth has been the documentation of the phenomenon of
mainstream adoption of social media and the development of theories and models related to
the connection between emotions and information sharing through OSNs (e.g., Stieglitz and
Dang-Xuan, 2013). These studies rest on the fact that social media as a data source allow us to
explore people’s feelings (Dodds ef al., 2011). Currently, a growing number of studies are

trying to assess how people subjectively feel by taking into account what they post on OSNs

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/intr
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(Kross et al., 2013). Despite this relevance of emotions as drivers of information sharing
through OSNSs, there are exceptions to this dynamic. When people experience self-conscious
emotions, such as envy, they generally avoid sharing these experiences with others (Bagozzi,
2006; Rimé, 2009; Salerno et al., 2019). Envy always results from a self-evaluative process
(Tracy and Robins, 2004), and social comparisons are a mechanism that can affect self-
evaluation (Tesser, 2000). One perspective of particular usefulness in recognizing the influence
of social comparisons on self-evaluation is the self-evaluation maintenance model (Tesser et
al.,1988). This model predicts that the outstanding performance of others instigates changes in
self-evaluation. Evaluation can be threatened via comparison or can be augmented via
reflection. To reduce a threat to self-esteem or to augment self-esteem, individuals try to distort
beliefs about relative performance (Salovey and Rodin, 1988; Tesser, 2000). Individuals will
be motivated to share information about others’ better performance when the individuals can
“bask in the reflected glory” (Tesser et al., 1988, p. 49) and, therefore, raise their self-
evaluation through the reflection process. In contrast, when the outstanding performance of
others results in a loss of self-evaluation through the comparison process, individuals will not
be motivated to socially share others’ good performance. Previous empirical findings (De
Angelis et al., 2012) have shown that sharing information on others’ negative consumption
experiences responds to a basic human motive to self-enhance. We propose that not sharing
others’ positive consumption experiences that are a source of envy is also a way to maintain

self-esteem.

3. Proposal and Analysis of the Results

This research investigates how envy derived from upward social comparisons affects

information sharing. Previous studies have identified consumer envy as a driver of negative
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interpersonal communication (Wobker and Kenning, 2012). We suggest that when envy is the
result of information shared through OSNs, it can also deter information sharing. In terms of
the previously mentioned self-evaluation maintenance model (Tesser et al.,1988) (Section 2.2),
our intuition is that in an environment characterized by overexposure to others’ better
performance, comparison prevails over reflection as a mechanism to cope with the effect of
social comparisons on self-evaluation. With the exception of Krasnova et al. (2013) and
Wenninger et al. (2019), the literature lacks research into how individuals cope with envy on
OSNSs. Our proposal is that withheld word-of-mouth information could also be used to address
feelings of envy. Not sharing information limits the adverse effect on self-evaluation of the
comparison with others’ good performance. In contrast, sharing information about others’ good

performance augments the threat posed by this information to one’s self-evaluation.

We present two studies (see Table 1 for a study overview) to demonstrate (1) how envy that
results from upward social comparisons affects people’s intention to share information and (2)
how this effect differs in online and offline contexts. Study 1 examines how enviers respond to
their envious feelings in terms of their intention to share information. Study 2 uses a multi-item
OSN-situational envy scale based on previous literature to capture individuals’ envy and focus
on the influence of envy on information sharing, specifically in the online context. The
participants in all the experiments were undergraduate students from a European university.
An entirely new set of students was used in each of the two studies. Participation was in all
cases in partial fulfillment of a course requirement. The adequacy of the samples of students in

this context was justified by previous research (Sun et al., 2006; Appel et al., 2016).

INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE
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3.1 Study ]

The main goal of Study 1 was to analyze how enviers cope with their envious feelings in terms
of their intention to share information in offline and online settings. We gave the participants
one of four different scenarios. These four scenarios were built by crossing the two factors of
envy and setting. The study had a 2 (envy: envy or no envy) x 2 (setting: online or offline)
between-subjects design. We asked the participants about their intention to share the

information described in the scenario.

Our prediction is that the intention to share information that may elicit envy is lower in an

online setting than in an offline setting.

Method. One hundred and ninety-two respondents (56.3% female, mean age = 22 years)
participated in an experimental design with two levels of envy (envy or no envy) and two
settings (offline or online). Each participant was exposed to only one of the two envy and

setting levels.

The participants were emailed a link to complete the experiment online. They received a
description of one of the four scenarios (see Study 1 scenarios in the Appendix). All scenarios
referred to hypothetical communication with another person. We adapted a procedure used in
word-of-mouth studies based on hypothetical consumption experiences (Wojnicki and Godes,
2008) to analyze social interaction situations. Additionally, in accordance with previous
literature (Moran and Schweitzer, 2008), we matched the gender of the participant with the

gender of the other person involved in the social interaction. Furthermore, given the role of
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similarity in feelings of envy (Smith, 2004), we designed Study 1 so that the two people

involved in the social interaction were classmates.

In the offline condition, the participants imagined running into a classmate who recently
purchased the same mobile phone as the participant. In the online condition, the participants
were supposed to open their Facebook page and imagine that they had received five different
posts on their Facebook wall on one imaginary morning. In the envy condition, the first four
posts were based on the description of Krasnova et al. (2013) of envy-provoking domains on
Facebook and on previous exploratory research and referred to news about classmates in a
manner likely to trigger upward social comparisons. The last post was related to the purchase
of a mobile phone. Mobile phones are conspicuous products and have been considered by
previous research in the social comparison domain (Berger and Schwartz, 2011). In the no-
envy condition, the posts contained “plain” information not likely to trigger a social
comparison and one last post about the purchase of a mobile phone. In the no-envy condition,
the mobile phone was the same as the mobile phone of the participant. In the envy condition,
the mobile phone was also the same as that of the participant but was purchased with a
significant price cut. Comparisons with friends who find special bargains for the same product
are likely to elicit envy (Ackerman and Perner, 2004). In fact, in a pretest (N=82) the
participants rated the perceived level of envy of each condition on a 7-point scale. Paired-
sample tests confirmed that there were statistically significant differences between the levels
of perceived envy in each scenario (Moffline no envy=2.3, Moffline envy=4.5; t=-11.4, p< 0.00;
Monline no envy=2.7, Monline_envy=4.3; t=-7.4, p< 0.00).

The participants were asked how likely (on a scale from 1=not at all to 7=extremely) they
would be to share their classmate’s consumption experience. A similar dependent variable has

been used by previous studies in the word-of-mouth field (Barasch and Berger, 2014).
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Results. We analyze the data using a two-way ANOVA in which the likelihood of

oNOYTULT D WN =

information sharing was expressed as a function of envy (envy/no envy), setting
(online/offline) and their interaction. A Levene test (Levene, 1960, Conover et al., 1981) was
13 used to test the hypothesis of equal variances in all treatments (F(3,188) = 1.31, p= 0.27). A
15 significant main effect of envy emerged (F(1,192) = 21.3, p< 0.00), suggesting that the
likelihood of information sharing is lower when the message conveys information able to elicit
20 envy (M= 3.2, SD= 1.8) than when the message conveys neutral information (M= 4.4, SD=
22 1.8). There is no significant effect of setting (F(1,192)= 0.08, p> 0.5). The main effect of envy
was qualified by a two-way interaction between envy and setting (F(1,192) = 28.8, p< 0.00).
57 As shown in Figure 1, in the envy condition, the probability of sharing information is higher
29 offline than online (Menvy_offline= 3.8, Menvy_online= 2.6). Similarly, the probability of sharing
31 information in the no-envy condition is higher online than offline (Mno envy offline= 3.7,

Mno _envy online= 5.1).

37 INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE

44 These findings underscore our predictions of the different effects of envy on information

46 sharing and of the differences in offline and online settings.

2> 3.2 Study?
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Study 2 was designed to extend the previous study by incorporating a scale capturing an
individual’s envy instead of the one-item measure used in Study 1. Study 1 demonstrated that
overexposure to unfavorable social comparisons diminishes the likelihood of transmitting
others’ positive news. Additionally, in this second study, we searched for further evidence for

our perspective, focusing on the online setting.

Method. We conducted an online survey with one hundred and thirty-four participants,
all of whom were familiar with Instagram? (N=134, 67.9% female, mean age = 21.6 years).
Before the study, a filtering question checked the eligibility of the respondents, namely that
they were regular Instagram users.

The participants were informed that they would take part in two different studies on the use of
OSNs as communication media. They first completed a recall task designed to manipulate
envy. The participants assigned to the envy condition received the following instructions:
“Please recall a situation where you were on Instagram and found many posts from the people
you follow in situations that proved that they were doing great, much better than you (for
instance, pictures of an amazing trip, gatherings with friends in cool restaurants, new job
positions...). Think how you felt after seeing those posts.” The participants in the no-envy
condition, in contrast, were given the following instructions: ‘“Please recall a situation in which
you were on Instagram and you found many posts from people you follow in situations that
showed that they were not doing so well or actually doing worse than you. Think how you felt
after seeing those posts.” The participants were randomly assigned to the two conditions.
Previous studies have shown that recalling a certain situation in which emotions are felt
activates the action tendencies of these emotions (Malatesta and Izard, 1984; Strack et al.,

1985). In the specific context of social comparisons, this recall method has been used by

2 In a pilot study, we identified Instagram as the most popular OSN among the student population.
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previous studies (i.e., Van de Ven et al., 2011; Rentzsch and Gross, 2015; Lange et al., 2018).
After recalling the experience, the participants responded to a five-item Instagram situational-
envy measure on seven-point Likert scales (1=strongly disagree to 7=strongly agree). The
Instagram situational-envy scale was derived from the multi-item self-reported scale of the

Facebook situational-envy scale proposed by Wallace et al. (2017).

Next, the questionnaire guided the respondents through an ostensibly unrelated study, in which
they had to imagine that one of the brands they regularly follow posted the results of a
competition in which the student had participated. The winner of the competition turned out to
be another student. The criterion for selecting the winner was excellence in school grades. The
description of the stimulus was adapted from previous studies (Van de Ven et al., 2011). The
participants were asked to rate how likely they would be to share the post with the

competition’s result on a seven-point scale (1=very unlikely to 7=very likely).

Results. We computed the average value of the five items of the Instagram situational-
envy scale to obtain an index (o= 0.91, M= 4.0, SD= 1.7). A manipulation check confirmed
that the participants who recalled unfavorable social comparisons showed higher levels of

Instagram situational envy than the participants who recalled favorable social comparisons

(Munfavorable social comparisons — 4.6 vs. Mfavorable social comparisons; 3.4t (132) :4-03 p<00)

As we predicted, compared with the participants’ willingness to share information in the no-
envy situation (M= 2.9), exposure to information likely to elicit envy on OSNs led the
participants to decrease their willingness to share posts related to others’ outperformance (M =

2.0). The average values of willingness to share were compared by using the modification of
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the two-sample t-test (Montgomery, 2019) proposed for cases where the assumption of equal

variances may not be appropriate (t (110.7) =-3.2, p< 0.00).

4. General Discussion

The recent literature on OSNs indicates that exposure to these platforms may trigger envy.
Envy is a very powerful emotion from an economic perspective. Its role as a consumption
promoter has been greatly analyzed. However, less attention has been paid to envy as an engine
of information sharing. This aspect is especially relevant when discussing platforms whose
main goal is precisely information sharing and that offer fertile ground for upward social

comparisons.

In the current research, two experiments demonstrate how envy derived from upward social
comparisons affects information sharing. Relative to an offline scenario, the likelihood of
sharing information susceptible to triggering envy is lower on OSNs (Study 1). On OSNs, when
individuals are overexposed to others’ better performance, they are not motivated to transmit

others’ positive news that threatens their self-evaluation (Study 2).

4.1 Contribution

Our findings yield three main contributions. Firstly, they provide insight into the influence of
envy on information sharing through OSNs. It has been pointed out in recent research that
browsing OSNs can induce a depressed mood due to the envy triggered by unflattering social
comparisons (Krasnova ef al., 2013; Lin and Utz, 2015). It has also been shown that this

negative effect on well-being seems to be particularly intense with passive use of these
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platforms (Appel et al., 2016). To the best of our knowledge, no previous research has
considered the negative effects associated not only with browsing but also with socially
transmitting other people’s positive information. We have filled this gap by showing that
sharing other people’s good news received through settings that favor multiple, public upward
social comparisons—as in the case of OSNs—entails a cost derived from the envy experienced,

and this cost does not seem to exist in the case of one-to-one communication.

Secondly, this article demonstrates that in terms of emotional experience, receiving an
unflattering comparison over OSNs differs considerably from obtaining this information
through a face-to-face encounter. The reason seems to be that the unflattering comparison is
one of many that the receiver confronts, which creates a heavy emotional burden. Previous
research has investigated the difference between sharing information when talking to only one
person versus talking to two or more people (Barasch and Berger, 2014). Our study adopts the
point of view of the receiver. We have shown that in the same way that the number of receivers
influences what people discuss, the number of posters also affects the reader’s inclination to

share the received information.

Lastly, envy has been considered an “ancient psychological mechanism that remains part of
human behavior even in modern times...” (Wobker and Kenning, 2013, p. 191). Researchers
have discussed the relationship between envy and factors such as the subjective fairness of the
advantage of the other person, the attainability of the other person’s accomplishment, the self-
relevance and self-definition of the domain of the comparison, the perceived ability to change
the envy-eliciting advantage, and the lack of superiority in alternative comparison domains
(Parrott and Smith, 1993; Lockwood and Kunda, 1997; Smith, 2004; Van de Ven et al., 2010).

Our research identifies that in digital environments, an additional factor should be considered:
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the number of social comparisons that the individual is exposed to. Overexposure to others’
better performance threatens individuals’ self-evaluation. Our findings help illuminate how

multiple, public social comparisons affect people’s intention to share information.

4.2  Implications

A condition for inspiring consumption by aspirational motives is the diffusion of information
related to purchase/use experiences. OSNs offer an ideal medium for spreading this type of
information. To leverage the consumption-by-assimilation mechanism, companies should
encourage customers to post photos or comments that show their good experiences as a way of
both increasing the ego of consumers and eliciting envy among viewers. However, this work
emphasizes the dark side of this behavior. Exposure to a multitude of upward social
comparisons generates feelings of envy that can deter the online sharing of information.
Incorporating tools that allow OSN users to feel part of their network’s successes—e.g., photo
calls that include integrative messages such as “the only thing missing is you”—or the offline
diffusion of information—e.g., promotional objects that can be used in daily life and that
encourage the sharing of a consumption experience—can be useful in overcoming the costs of
sharing information in online settings. Mui (1995) showed that in an economic system,
strategic and not necessarily altruistic reasons can justify success sharing. Anecdotal evidence
and empirical studies have shown that the fear of being envied increases prosocial behavior
(Vande Ven et al., 2010). In an environment characterized by a high propensity for envy, such
as that of OSNs, one way to deal with the threat of envious refusal to share brand messages or
consumer experiences may be to redistribute part of the success of companies or consumers

toward those who are left behind.
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Our results show that the emotional burden of spreading other people’s happiness occurs in
contexts in which the receiver passively observes a multitude of unfavorable social
comparisons. Encouraging people to assume a more active role when using OSNs should

increase their disposition to publicly transmit other people’s positive news.

Our results also have significant implications for improving the display of OSNs. The findings
suggest that the benefits that could be derived from offering tools to reflect others’ good news
could boost users’ self-evaluation. Such tools could transform the good fortune of others into
individuals’ own good fortune. Our research suggests that OSNs should promote tools that
permit companies to manage consumers’ envy through the creation of a strong brand-consumer
and consumer-to-consumer sense of belonging. Diffusing other people’s positive news could
be a way of obtaining “social currency” (Hughes, 2005). By allowing the development of an
“augmented self” through selective self-presentation tools, spreading information about others’
good fortune could benefit the forwarder. This could also have positive consequences for the

welfare of OSN users.

4.3 Limitations

Some limitations should be considered and may be useful for planning future avenues of
research. First, we used a different number of messages in Study 1 to manipulate the
online/offline setting. The rationale for this procedure was to recreate the differences in the
comparison triggering information of both contexts. One distinctive characteristic of OSNs is
that they offer constant access to social comparison information (Wallace ef al., 2017). Li and
Du (2017) studied differences in the effectiveness of message dissemination between online

and offline contexts, developing a simulation system. They concluded that one main difference
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between these settings is the factor that we considered, namely, the amount of information due
to the number of connections. However, these authors also signaled differences in terms of the
degree of intimacy of offline/OSNs, diversity of users’ backgrounds and the cost of message
distribution. Accordingly, further research is needed to manipulate the number of messages as
a separate factor, ascertaining if it is the number of messages or other online-specific factors

that interact with the information-impeding effect of envy.

A second caveat concerns our use of experimental studies, which entails limitations in terms
of external validity. It would be very interesting to employ a multimethod approach by

combining experimental studies with field data.

Our studies chose student samples. University students are a homogeneous group that has been
used as a sample in numerous studies (Zhang et al., 2020). However, the characteristics of this
sample may limit the generalizability of the results. Future research could test our findings with
other demographic segments. Additionally, recent research has investigated how culture affects
behavioral strategies to reduce envy in the OSN context (Wenninger et al., 2019). Cross-
country studies in the future can address the possible influence of cultural values on social

comparisons (Loureiro et al., 2020) and their effect on information sharing.

Our research offers evidence on how envy influences people’s intention to share information.
However, we did not consider the effect of envy on actual behavior. In the real world, a
difference between intention and behavior could exist, for example, in situations where OSN
users feel social pressure to share the information. Investigating whether people share what

they truly want to share offers a worthwhile future research line.
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Finally, further research could investigate how the interpersonal closeness between the envied
party and the envier influences people’s intention to share information. One might wonder
whether the closeness of the relationship between the parties involved in a social interaction
affects the costs of information sharing. Indeed, it could be argued that interpersonal closeness
may smooth the influence of envy on the likelihood of sharing information on others’ good

fortune.

5. Conclusion

In conclusion, feelings of envy are frequent in OSNs. This paper provides an answer for the
question of how those feelings stemming from upward social comparisons on OSNs affect
users’ intention to share information. Building off the idea that the effect of upward social
comparisons on self-evaluation may differ in online and offline contexts, Study 1 and Study 2
show that there is a deterrent effect of envy on information sharing that is more intense in

contexts characterized by multiple social comparisons, such as OSNs.
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Appendix: Scenarios of Study 1

Scenario 1 (Online-envy)

One imaginary morning, when checking your Facebook account, you find the following
information:

One of your classmates achieved the job of his/her dreams and
posted a picture in his/her new office.

One of your classmates is very happy because he/she passed a course
(vou failed the same course).

One of your classmates posted a picture of him/her enjoying a
Saturday party (you could not join the party because you had to
study).

One of your classmates announced that he/she made a wonderful
public presentation. Everybody congratulated him/her for his/her
success.

One of your classmates posts a picture with his/her new mobile

phone. It is the same phone that you recently bought, but thanks to a
promotion, your friend paid half the price that you paid.

Scenario 2 (Online-no envy)

One imaginary morning, when checking your Facebook account, you find the following
information:

One of your classmates posted pictures of his/her new stamp
collection.

One of your classmates recommends a course book.

One of your classmates posts the weather forecast for the following
week.

One of your classmates shares a news item.

One of your classmates posts a picture with his/her new mobile
phone. It is the same phone that you recently bought.
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Scenario 3 (Offline-envy)

oNOYTULT D WN =

One imaginary morning, you run into one of your classmates who tells you that he/she bought
9 the same mobile phone that you have, but thanks to a promotion, your classmate paid half the
price that you paid.

14 Scenario 4 (Offline-no envy)

17 One imaginary morning, you run into one of your classmates who tells you that he/she bought a
18 new mobile phone. It is the same phone that you recently bought.
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