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Abstract

Upward comparisons, a psychological process in which individuals compare themselves to perceived superiors, have
gained prominence in the workplace. Nevertheless, their impact on employees’ sequent behaviors has yielded inconsistent
results. To address these discrepancies, this study draws upon social comparison theory to investigate the conditions under
which workplace upward comparisons exert a double-edged sword effect on employees’ subsequent behavior. Through
a multi-wave, multi-source survey involving 282 employees and 65 leaders from 65 teams, our findings reveal that
when employees perceive overall justice as high, workplace upward comparisons tend to evoke benign envy, leading to
constructive self-improvement behaviors. However, when employees perceive overall justice as low, workplace upward
comparisons are more likely to trigger malicious envy, resulting in instigated incivility. Our study advances a thorough
understanding of when and how workplace upward comparisons may lead to disparate behavioral responses by eliciting
two distinct forms of envy. The theoretical and practical implications of these findings are discussed.

Keywords Workplace upward comparisons - Overall justice - Benign envy - Malicious envy - Self-improvement -
Instigated incivility

In the workplace, employees commonly engage in compari-
sons with their colleagues concerning various aspects, such
as salary, performance with supervisors (Brown et al., 2007,
Ganegoda & Bordia, 2019; Pan et al., 2021). These social
comparisons serve as a means for employees to evaluate
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comparisons is crucial due to its profound implications for
work-related outcomes, such as team functioning and orga-
nizational effectiveness (see Ganegoda & Bordia, 2019 for
areview).

Acknowledging this phenomenon, an extensive body of
literature delves into a singular and specific dimension of
upward social comparisons, such as performance, leader-
member exchange, exploring its influence on employees’
subsequent responses (e.g., Campbell et al., 2017; Downes
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etal.,2021; Tang et al., 2022). However, interactions among
colleagues are multifaceted (Chiaburu & Harrison, 2008;
Pan et al., 2021), and employees’ upward comparisons are
more likely to encompass comprehensive aspects rather
than a specific one (Ganegoda & Bordia, 2019). While prior
research has offered valuable insights into the effects of sin-
gular and specific upward comparisons, understanding how
employees respond to such holistic workplace upward com-
parisons remains much-needed but limited in the literature
(Gong & Zhang, 2020).

Existing research has identified contradictory individual
coping responses elicited by workplace upward comparisons
(Diel et al., 2021; Koopman et al., 2020). One way is that
upward comparisons can frustrate individuals, potentially
triggering destructive behaviors (e.g., social undermining)
in an attempt to disrupt superiors (e.g., Koopman et al.,
2020; Reh et al., 2018). However, recent studies also con-
ceptualized workplace upward comparisons as motivational
forces, prompting constructive behaviors (e.g., increased
effort) to attain superiors’ success level (Diel et al., 2021,
Smith, 2000). Given these inconsistent findings, it is crucial
to adopt a contingency perspective to investigate the bound-
ary conditions, which differentiate the impacts of general
workplace upward comparisons on employees’ subsequent
emotional and behavioral responses, moving beyond the
monolithic “either-good-or-bad” research paradigm.

Social comparison theory has underscored the signifi-
cance of individuals’ cognitive evaluations of their cowork-
ers’ achievements in determining their positive or negative
reactions (Ganegoda & Bordia, 2019; Smith, 2000). Fur-
ther, prior research has also consistently demonstrated that
individuals may draw on cognitive judgments of the overall
justice within the organization while forming a comprehen-
sive evaluation of an entity (Ambrose & Schminke, 2009;
Colquitt & Shaw, 2005). This is the case in our thorough
exploration into the contingent consequences of general
workplace upward comparisons. Accordingly, we draw on
the justice literature and propose that employees’ response
to workplace upward comparisons is a function of their over-
all justice perception, which refers to an individual’s holis-
tic assessment of the fairness of their experiences within
the workplace (Ambrose & Schminke, 2009). In line with
social comparison theory, workplace upward comparisons
under different conditions of overall justice perception can
trigger divergent emotional responses (i.e., assimilative or
contrastive), which further motivate individuals to behave
in an attempt to either elevate themselves or pull down these
targets (Festinger, 1954).

Envy, as the most typical emotional response to upward
comparisons (Duffy et al., 2012), involves two distinct
forms: benign envy, characterized as an assimilative emo-
tion, and malicious envy, characterized as a contrastive
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emotion (Lange & Crusius, 2015a). Despite dual envy
encompassing discomfort, they differ in nature and are
associated with different behavioral reactions (Van de Ven
et al., 2009). Specifically, when overall justice perception
is high, employees perceive the achievements of superiors
as deserved. This perception fosters benign envy and moti-
vates employees to strive for similar success in their own
endeavors, thus promoting self-improvement as a choice to
reduce the comparison gap with relatively fewer personal
costs (Meier & Schifer, 2018; Yu et al., 2018). In contrast,
when overall justice perception is low, employees believe
that superiors’ achievements are underserved. This induces
malicious envy and prompts low-intensity deviant behav-
iors that aim to pull superiors down, thus causing instigated
incivility as a direct and effective means to diminish the
envied person and narrow the comparison gap (Crusius &
Lange, 2014; Pan et al., 2021; Van de Ven et al., 2009).

Our research offers several contributions to the existing
social comparison and justice literature. First, while previous
studies have primarily focused on comparisons in specific
aspects, our study takes a more comprehensive approach by
examining the implications of workplace upward compari-
sons in an overall fashion (Campbell et al., 2017; Tang et
al., 2022b). By doing so, we provide a more holistic view of
the impacts of workplace upward comparisons on employ-
ees’ behaviors (Gong & Zhang, 2020; Yip & Kelly, 2013).
Second, we recognize that overall justice perception serves
as a crucial boundary condition in determining workplace
upward comparisons, which may lead to either pulling-down
or leveling-up effects. Not only does this help reconcile
inconsistent findings about the impacts of upward compari-
sons, but it also broadens the scope of boundary conditions
that shape employees’ diverse responses to upward compar-
isons. Finally, our study deepens the understanding of the
underlying mechanisms of the pulling-down and leveling-
up effects. We propose that benign and malicious envy serve
as key mechanisms through which workplace upward com-
parisons lead to divergent behavioral responses. This insight
provides a more nuanced understanding of the complex pro-
cesses involved in workplace upward comparisons and their
consequences in the workplace.

Theory and hypotheses development
Social comparison theory

Social comparison theory suggests that upward compari-
sons can serve either constructive or destructive functions
by evoking assimilation or contrast processes among indi-
viduals (Smith, 2000). The assimilation process comes into
play when individuals appraise that they can achieve the
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same level of success as their superiors, leading to assimila-
tive emotions and constructive behaviors aiming at narrow-
ing the comparison gap (Collins, 1996; Mussweiler et al.,
2004). Conversely, the contrast process occurs when indi-
viduals view their superiors’ achievements as unattainable,
resulting in contrastive emotions and destructive behaviors
aimed at bringing the superiors down (Collins, 1996; Reh
et al., 2018; Xing & Yu, 2006). Furthermore, the nature of
assimilation or contrast processes triggered by upward com-
parisons hinges on individuals’ cognitive appraisal of the
deservingness of the referent’s achievement (Smith, 2000).

Envy, a common emotion triggered by upward com-
parisons, manifests in two forms: benign envy and mali-
cious envy (Crusius & Lange, 2014; Ganegoda & Bordia,
2019). According to social comparison theory (Smith,
2000), different emotions evoked by social comparisons are
associated with distinct behavioral responses. The crucial
distinction between the two lies in the presence of hostility
directed towards the envied person, which ultimately deter-
mines whether constructive or destructive behaviors are
elicited (Ganegoda & Bordia, 2019; Lange et al., 2016). As
an assimilative emotion, benign envy motivates individuals
to emulate the envied person with the aim of obtaining the
same level of success (Carnevale et al., 2023; Van de Ven,
2016; Van de Ven et al., 2009). One common form of lev-
eling-up behavior is self-improvement, which individuals
undertake to enhance their performance and success (Lee &
Dufty, 2019; Yu et al., 2018). In contrast, malicious envy is
a contrastive emotion characterized by feelings of hostility
and ill will towards the envied person, leading to behaviors
aimed at degrading and undermining them (Brooks et al.,
2019; Dufty et al., 2008, 2012). Among the various other-
diminishing behaviors that harmful actions directed at the
envied targets, one notable form is instigated incivility (Sun
etal., 2021; Tai et al., 2023).

One critical aspect influencing these envy responses is the
concept of overall justice, which reflects individuals’ gen-
eral experiences of justice within the workplace (Ambrose
& Schminke, 2009; Rubino et al., 2018). It encompasses the
sense of justice when one or others receive fair advantages
or disadvantages and the sense of injustice when there are
unfair advantages or disadvantages (Ambrose & Schminke,
2009). Essentially, employees’ overall justice perception
signifies their judgments about the deservingness of oth-
ers’ achievements (Lange & Crusius, 2015b; Van de Ven
et al., 2009; Ven et al., 2012). When individuals perceive
others’ achievements as justified and deserved, it fosters
benign envy (Ganegoda & Bordia, 2019), while perceiving
their superiors’ advantages as undeserved triggers malicious
envy (Crusius & Lange, 2017; Thiel et al., 2021; Van de
Ven et al., 2012). As a result, employees’ overall justice per-
ception plays a pivotal role in determining whether upward

comparisons evoke benign envy or malicious envy and sub-
sequently influence the ensuing behavioral responses.

We need to note that two approaches for conceptual-
izing overall justice have been identified in the literature
(Ambrose & Schminke, 2009; Colquitt & Shaw, 2005; Le
& Pan, 2021). One approach is adopted by Ambrose and
Schminke’s (2009), which reflects individuals’ general expe-
riences of justice within the workplace. Another approach
suggested that overall justice could be conceptualized as a
higher-order factor that includes distributive justice, proce-
dural justice, informational justice, and interpersonal jus-
tice (e.g., Colquitt & Shaw, 2005). We opt for Ambrose and
Schminke’s (2009) approach for the following two reasons.

First, in their seminal work, Ambrose and Schminke
(2009) argue that a focus on distinct forms of justice “may
not provide either a complete or an accurate picture of how
individuals make and use justice judgments” (p. 492). They
assert that “unless a clear theoretical basis exists for making
differential predictions across different subtypes of justice,
researchers should assess overall justice instead” (p. 498).
Hence, overall justice represents a more parsimonious and
precise approach to studying justice compared to focusing
on specific dimensions of justice (e.g., Ambrose et al., 2021;
Holtz & Harold, 2009; Koopman et al., 2015). Further, the
principle of specificity-matching posits that including con-
structs of similar generality within a single model enhances
predictive accuracy (Fisher & Locke, 1992; Hulin, 1991;
Roznowski & Hulin, 1992). Consequently, in the context of
our study, which investigates the moderating role of over-
all justice perception on the impacts of employees’ general
upward comparisons in the workplace, a focus on overall
justice perception is more apt than an examination of spe-
cific dimensions of justice (Ambrose & Schminke, 2009;
Colquitt & Shaw, 2005). This approach aligns with our
interest in understanding the broader implications of overall
justice perception, rather than the nuanced effects of its vari-
ous components.

Workplace upward comparisons

Workplace upward comparisons refer to the process wherein
employees compare themselves with their superior col-
leagues (Festinger, 1954). The past decades have witnessed
a proliferation of social comparison literature to under-
stand their consequences in the workplace. We reviewed
and synthesized prior studies of the consequences of work-
place social comparisons over the last two decades (refer to
Online Appendix A https://osf.io/2rdhp/?view_only=01243
b28f0aa448d8dc7e0726325ec3a). Through our systematic
review of the literature, we have delineated several research
gaps pertaining to the consequences of workplace social
comparisons.
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Until now, an extensive body of literature has delved
into the singular and specific aspects of workplace upward
comparisons such as employees’ pay, performance, and
leader-member exchange (e.g., Bamberger & Belo-
golovsky, 2017; Campbell et al., 2017; Downes et al.,
2021; Tang et al., 2022), along with relevant underlying
mechanisms. For example, Pan et al. (2021) extensively
investigated how the leader-member exchange can serve
as upward comparisons information, while Campbell et
al. (2017) meticulously examined the impact of upward
comparisons triggered by job performance. However, an
emerging stream of research emphasizes the importance of
holistic workplace upward comparisons (e.g., Chen et al.,
2024; Ganegoda & Bordia, 2019). These studies recognize
that interactions among colleagues are multifaceted, and
employees’ upward comparisons tend to encompass com-
prehensive aspects rather than just one specific aspect. Fur-
thermore, previous research has concentrated on specific
aspects of upward comparisons, which may not be appli-
cable to broader dimensions of social comparison (Gong
& Zhang, 2020). Therefore, it is imperative to explore the
ramifications of workplace upward comparisons through a
more holistic lens.

In addition, existing research has identified that work-
place upward comparisons can elicit conflicting individual
coping responses, yet majority of these studies have exam-
ined only a single effect, either negative or positive (Diel
et al., 2021; Koopman et al., 2020). For instance, Tse et al.
(2018) advocated that a coworker’s higher leader-member
exchange (LMX) can lead to the individual’s feeling of
hostility and harmful behaviors toward the coworker; Sun
et al. (2021) suggested that a focal employee’s relatively
high LMX and task performance may increase the likeli-
hood of coworker undermining via envy. In contrast, other
studies have demonstrated that upward comparisons can
also evoke positive emotions and behavioral responses. For
instance, Pan et al. (2021) reported that lower LMX social
comparison is associated with self-improvement behaviors
through benign envy. Watkins (2021) examined that upward
comparisons may improve employees’ inspiration, leading
to interpersonal citizenship behavior. Given the existence
of these inconsistent findings, it is crucial for us to adopt
a contingency perspective, moving away from a simplistic
“workplace upward comparisons are either good or bad”
paradigm. Instead, we should focus on a more nuanced
exploration of the conditions under which such comparisons
lead to constructive or destructive responses. Accordingly,
our thorough exploration into the contingent consequences
of overall upward comparisons is warranted.

Drawing upon social comparison theory, individuals’
cognitive evaluations of their coworkers’ achievements
have a critical influence on their positive or negative
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reactions (Ganegoda & Bordia, 2019; Smith, 2000). And
further research suggests that individuals may draw on
cognitive judgements about the overall fairness of the orga-
nization while forming a comprehensive evaluation of an
entity (Ambrose & Schminke, 2009; Colquitt & Shaw,
2005). As our study is primarily interested the effects of
general upward workplace comparisons on employees,
which involves a global assessment of their overall expe-
rience in the workplace, this study thus will focus on the
critical role of overall justice perception and investigate its
boundary impacts on the relationship between workplace
upward comparisons and employees’ subsequent emotions
and behavioral responses.

The moderating effect of overall justice perception
on the relationship between workplace upward
comparisons and benign envy

We predict that employees who perceive a higher level
of overall justice are more likely to view the advantages
of their superior coworkers as deserved, thus trigger-
ing benign envy. Specifically, if employees believe that
their superior coworkers achieve their relative advantages
based on justice and deserved rules, they are less likely
to harbor hostile feelings towards these superior refer-
ents (Ganegoda & Bordia, 2019; Koopman et al., 2020).
Instead, they are inclined to believe that the current situa-
tion can be changed and that they can also achieve similar
success through hard work and effort. This perception of
a changeable situation is expected to evoke benign envy,
which is an assimilative emotion that acts as a motiva-
tor or inspiration to attain better outcomes (Matta & Van
Dyne, 2020). Moreover, research from a social compari-
son perspective suggests that upward referents can serve
as models or roadmaps for employees to evaluate their
attainable achievements, thereby triggering assimilative
emotional responses such as benign envy (e.g., Watkins,
2021). Therefore, based on the above considerations and
the theoretical framework established earlier, we propose
that when employees perceive a higher level of overall
justice, workplace upward comparisons are more likely to
elicit benign envy (Ganegoda & Bordia, 2019; Van de Ven
et al., 2009; Ven et al., 2012). Therefore, we propose that:

Hypothesis 1: Overall justice perception moderates the re-
lationship between workplace upward comparisons and
benign envy such that the positive relationship will be
stronger when overall justice perception is high (versus
low).
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The moderating effect of overall justice perception
on the relationship between workplace upward
comparisons and malicious envy

We predict that when employees perceive a lower level of
overall justice, they are more likely to evaluate their supe-
rior coworkers’ advantages as undeserved, which triggers
malicious envy. Specifically, if the achievements of superior
others are perceived as a violation of justice rules and unde-
served, employees often experience moral outrage (Bies,
1987). This moral outrage results in feelings of hostility
towards coworkers who unfairly enjoy superior success,
achievement, status, or possessions (Feather & Sherman,
2002). For instance, Singer et al. (2006) found that employ-
ees are less likely to empathize with, and may even take
pleasure in, the misfortune and pain of their coworkers who
attain positive outcomes unfairly. Based on these findings,
we propose that employees harbor hostility towards their
superior coworkers in response to workplace upward com-
parisons when they perceive their coworkers as obtaining
positive outcomes unfairly. Since hostility is the primary
distinguishing factor between benign and malicious envy
(Xiang et al., 2018), we predict that workplace upward
comparisons are more likely to elicit malicious envy when
overall justice perception is low. In this scenario, we pro-
pose that when employees perceive a lower level of overall
justice, workplace upward comparisons are more likely to
elicit malicious envy. Thus, we proposed that:

Hypothesis 2: Overall justice perception moderates the
relationship between workplace upward comparisons
and malicious envy such that the positive relationship is
stronger when overall justice perception is low (versus
high).

The conditional indirect effect from workplace
upward comparisons to self-improvement via
benign envy

We hypothesize that when employees perceive overall jus-
tice as high, they are more likely to experience self-improve-
ment through benign envy when engaging in workplace
upward comparisons. Self-improvement entails an employ-
ee’s active efforts to enhance job performance by seeking
feedbacks, advices, and opinions from coworkers regarding
work-related tasks such as workflows, priorities, and meth-
ods (Yu et al., 2018). Benign envy is an assimilative emo-
tion characterized by admiration, motivation to improve,
a desire for the envied object, and positive thoughts about
the envied person (Falcon, 2015; Van de Ven et al., 2009).

We detail the relationship between benign envy and self-
improvement as follows:

First, benign envy involves appreciation toward superior
others, which serves as a motivational driver for employees
to adopt self-improvement strategies with the aspiration to
become comparable to or even surpass their superior cowork-
ers (Critcher & Lee, 2018; Watkins, 2021). Second, from the
perspective of self-regulation, workplace upward compari-
sons can foster improvement motivation, leading to efforts
to reduce the discrepancy between oneself and the supe-
rior coworker (Diel et al., 2021). Self-regulation processes
involve the assessment of the existing discrepancy, taking
necessary actions, and implementing strategies to reduce the
gap (Carver & Scheier, 1982). When employees experience
benign envy triggered by workplace upward comparisons,
they become aware of the discrepancy between their cur-
rent status and that of their superior coworkers, compelling
them to adopt self-improvement strategies to narrow the
comparison gap (Diel et al., 2021). Third, the concept of
envy involves three entities: the enviers, the envied persons,
and the envied object (Smith & Kim, 2007). Prior research
indicates that individuals experiencing benign envy primar-
ily focus on the envied object (Crusius & Lange, 2014). As
attainable goals and benchmarks, the envied object provides
valuable information for employees to understand how they
can reach the same level as their superior coworkers (Cru-
sius & Mussweiler, 2012; Van de Ven et al., 2011a; Ven et
al., 2011b). Therefore, benign envy is likely to promote
employees’ motivation (Connelly & Torrence, 2018), will-
ingness, and persistence to improve themselves (Andiap-
pan & Dufour, 2020). Fourth, benign envy entails positive
thoughts and perceptions about the envied persons, making
employees more inclined to take them as role models (Van
de Ven et al., 2009). Consequently, employees are motivated
to strive for the same level of achievement as their superior
coworkers through self-improvement initiatives, such as
seeking advice and guidance from them (Pan et al., 2021).
In light of the above considerations, we propose that benign
envy, triggered by workplace upward comparisons, serves
as a potent inducer of self-improvement behaviors among
employees.

In sum, when employees engage in workplace upward
comparisons and perceive a higher level of overall justice,
they are more likely to evaluate their superior coworkers’
positive outcomes as fair and deserving, leading to the expe-
rience of benign envy. This benign envy acts as a powerful
motivational force, inspiring employees to undertake self-
improvement efforts to bridge the comparison gap with their
envied colleagues. Thus, we posit that:

Hypothesis 3: The indirect effect of workplace upward
comparisons on self-improvement via benign envy is
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stronger when overall justice perception is high (versus
low).

The conditional indirect effect from workplace
upward comparisons to instigated incivility via
malicious envy

We propose that when employees perceive overall justice as
low, they are more likely to respond to workplace upward
comparisons with malicious envy, which in turn can lead
to instigated incivility aimed at pulling their superior col-
leagues down. Instigated incivility refers to a low-intensity
form of deviant behavior that violates norms of mutual
respect in the workplace, such as mistreatment, isolation,
and verbal aggression (Andersson & Pearson, 1999; Smith
& Griffiths, 2022; Tang et al., 2022a). Malicious envy, an
emotion characterized by hostility and negative thoughts
toward the envied person (Crusius & Lange, 2014), is the
driving force behind such harmful behavior. We argue that
malicious envy can facilitate instigated incivility through
three mechanisms.

First, the hostility component of malicious envy can
prompt employees to rationalize their harmful actions (Duffy
et al., 2021; Smith & Kim, 2007). In this case, employees
experiencing malicious envy tend to believe that instigat-
ing incivility to pull their superior coworkers down is justi-
fied, thereby increasing the possibility of conducting such
behaviors to bridge the gap between them and their supe-
riors (Moore et al., 2012; Thiel et al., 2021). Second, mali-
cious envy redirects employees’ attention from the envied
objects to the envied person (Crusius & Lange, 2014). This
heightened focus can drive employees to harm their envied
coworkers, even at the cost of their success (Pan et al., 2021;
Sun et al., 2021). Third, malicious envy involves negative
thoughts (Lee, 2021) toward the envied person (Crusius &

Lange, 2014; Van de Ven et al., 2009). According to Van
de Ven (2017), these thoughts can propel employees toward
engaging in interpersonal deviant behaviors, such as insti-
gating incivility, with the intent of harming their superiors.

In summary, we posit that when employees perceive
overall justice as low, they are more likely to experience
malicious envy in response to workplace upward compari-
sons, and that this emotion can in turn facilitate instigated
incivility aimed at reducing the perceived discrepancy
between themselves and their envied colleagues. Our theo-
retical model is depicted in Fig. 1.

Hypothesis 4.: The indirect effect of workplace upward com-
parisons on instigated incivility via malicious envy is
stronger when overall justice perception is low (versus
high).

Method
Sample and procedure

We conducted a three-wave and multisource field survey
of full-time employees and their leaders from eight service
companies in China. With the personal contacts of one of
the authors, we generated a list of service companies where
employees work collaboratively and interact with each other
to a high degree. These contexts provide sufficient infor-
mation for social comparisons among employees, thus rep-
resenting suitable settings to examine our research model
(Pan et al., 2021). The common job descriptions included
marketing, human resources, and administration.

We used a stratified random sampling strategy to select
respondents for the survey, a method widely used in previous
studies to ensure the representativeness and generalizability

]—b[ Self-improvement J

Benign envy

Workplace upward
comparisons

[ Overall justice perception ]

Fig. 1 Theoretical model
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of the sample (e.g., Demirtas et al., 2017; Morgeson et al.,
2005; Ozyilmaz et al., 2018). Specifically, we initially cat-
egorized the employees of eight service companies based
on their department types, such as marketing and human
resources, among others. We then conducted a simple ran-
dom sampling strategy within each department to select par-
ticipants, ensuring that employees in each department had
an equal opportunity to be chosen for the sample (Ozyilmaz
et al., 2018). This method was adopted because it was not
feasible to reach every employee in the company; hence, we
aimed to guarantee representation from all departments in
our sample. The HR department assisted us in the sampling
process by supplying the required information.

Finally, a total of 87 work teams, comprising 87 lead-
ers and 450 employees, agreed to take part in the study. We
emphasized that responses would be voluntary and confi-
dential, and provided the researchers’ contact information
for concerns and questions. We distributed paper-and-pencil
surveys to the participants during their lunch break and col-
lected their completed surveys on-site. Identification codes
were used to match participant surveys across waves and
within the team.

To mitigate concerns for common method variance (Pod-
sakoff et al., 2003, 2012), we conducted three waves of data
collection, each was separated by three weeks. At Wave 1,
294 employees completed the survey, which included ques-
tions about their workplace upward comparisons, overall
justice perception, job efficacy, and demographics (65.3%
response rate). Three weeks later, at Wave 2, 282 employees
rated their benign and malicious envy towards upward com-
parisons referents (95.9% response rate). Three weeks later,
at Wave 3, 282 employees reported their instigated incivil-
ity against the referents (100% response rate). Additionally,
65 team leaders rate their employees’ self-improvement
behaviors concerning the past three weeks and demograph-
ics (74.7% response rate).

We achieved these relatively high response rates as a
result of the support from the HR department and the use of
work time to complete surveys (Holtom et al., 2022; Li et
al.,2018; Wang et al., 2011). Additionally, we offered a cash
incentive of RMB 150 (about 23 USD) to those who com-
pleted all the surveys. After matching the responses from
the three survey waves, a final sample of 282 employees and
65 leaders was retained for the final data analysis.

Among the 282 employees, 56% were male, M,
years (SD=6.35), Mo tenure = 3.67 years (SD=2.34),
Myadic tenure = 2-89 years (SD=1.42); 61% held an associ-
ate’s degree and 38.3% held a bachelor’s degree. Among
the 65 team leaders, 47.5% were male, M, = 34.56 years
(8D =5.49), My,or tenure = 0.77 years (SD=3.38); 77.7%
held a bachelor’s degree. As for the work teams, Mico size =
10.08 (SD=4.17),and M =12.40 years (SD=4.51).

team tenure —

=31.6

No significant differences in demographics between the
final and initial samples (p=0.74~0.98).

Measures

We followed the translation and back-translation procedure
to translate all English scales into Chinese!. Unless other-
wise noted, all the measures used a five-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

Workplace upward comparisons (Cronbach’s
a=0.92)

An eight-item scale from Brown et al. (2007) was used
to assess workplace upward comparisons (l=never,
S=always). Employees rated the frequency with which
they compared themselves to superior coworkers along
eight dimensions: performance, working conditions, qual-
ity of supervision, quality of coworkers, career progression,
benefits, prestige, and salary.

Overall justice perception (Cronbach’s a=0.79)

Overall justice perception was measured using three items
from Ambrose and Schminke (2009). This scale has been
widely used in research focusing on an individual’s over-
all assessment of their personal experience with an entity,
such as an organization, group, or supervisor (e.g., Koop-
man et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2015). In this study, we invited
employees to assess their overall perceptions of justice
within their organizations. Sample item includes “Overall,
I’'m treated fairly by my organization”.

Benign envy (Cronbach’s a=0.77) and malicious
envy (Cronbach’s a=0.92)

Dual envy was rated using a ten-item scale from Lange
and Crusius (2015a), with five items for each type of envy
(1 =never, S5=always). Sample item includes “If I notice
that my coworker is better than me, I try to improve myself”
(benign envy) and “I feel ill will toward coworker I envy”
(malicious envy).

Self-improvement (Cronbach’s a=0.87)
Leaders used an eight-item scale from Yu et al. (2018) to rate
the extent to which employees would solicit assistance or

advice from their coworkers who perform better in the past
three weeks. Sample item includes “This employee seeks

' 'We have included all measurement items in the appendix.
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advice/help about specific work tasks from the coworkers
who perform better than him/her.”

Instigated incivility (Cronbach’s a=0.93)

Instigated incivility was rated using a four-item scale from
Lim and Cortina (2005). Employees reported the extent to
which they engage in incivility towards coworkers who per-
form better (1 =never, 5=always). Sample item includes “I
pay little attention to their statements or show little interest
in their opinion.”

Control variables

Prior studies have found that demographics are important
predictors of social comparison emotions (benign and mali-
cious envy) and corresponding behaviors (individual self-
improvement and instigated incivility behaviors) (Gabriel et
al.,2018; Panetal.,2021; Zoogah, 2010). We thus controlled
for employees’ age, gender, education level, and work ten-
ure to rule out alternative explanations for our findings. For
example, we controlled for employees’ age because older
employees have less confidence in their abilities to learn new
skills, which may diminish their inclination towards self-
improvement behaviors (Van Vianen et al., 2011). Gender
was also controlled for, given that, in comparison to males,
females often report lower self-esteem and a higher propen-
sity for experiencing malicious envy in situations of upward
comparisons (Bleidorn et al., 2016; Vrabel et al., 2018).
According to social comparison theory, job efficacy, as a
significant factor that affects individual responses toward
workplace upward comparisons (Van de Ven et al., 2012),
was also controlled in our study. Job efficacy (Cronbach’s
a=0.77) was rated using a three-item scale from Wilk and
Moynihan (2005). Sample item includes “I am certain that I
can meet the performance standards of this job.”

Analysis strategies

Given the multilevel nature of the data (i.e. 282 employees
nested in 65 leaders), multilevel modeling was used to test
all study hypotheses, which takes into account the non-inde-
pendence of observations with nested data structure (Bliese
& Hanges, 2004). As recommended by Edwards and Cable
(2009) and Edwards and Parry (1993), we conducted two-
level analyses using “Cluster” and “Type=complex” syn-
tax in Mplus 8.4 (Muthén & Muthén, 2017). This approach
calculated standard errors using the Huber-White Sandwich
Estimator to adjust for the non-independence of observa-
tions, without strict requirements for between-group vari-
ance (Muthén & Muthén, 2017; Schaubroeck et al., 2017).
This approach has been widely used in previous research
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(e.g., Moliterno et al., 2014; Wellman et al., 2019). In addi-
tion, we grand-mean centered the exogenous variables to
reduce the multicollinearity (Hofmann & Gavin, 1998).

We employed Bauer et al.’s (2006) product of coeffi-
cients method to compute the indirect effects at high (M + 1
SD) and low (M —1 SD) levels of the moderator, as well
as their differences. We then used Preacher et al. (2010)’s
Bootstrapping approach to obtain a 95% Monte Carlo Con-
fidence Interval (95% MC CIs) to test the significance of the
conditional indirect effects with 20,000 bootstrapping sam-
ples in RStudio software (Version 2022.07.1). This Monte
Carlo method calculates the 95% MC CI for the indirect
effects by leveraging the model’s estimates along with their
asymptotic variance-covariance matrices, rather than rely-
ing on the assumption of a normal distribution (Bauer et al.,
2006; Preacher & Selig, 2012). As indirect effects often do
not conform to a normal distribution (Liang et al., 2016),
this technique offers a robust means of assessing the signifi-
cance of indirect effects within complex multilevel models
such as ours (Preacher & Selig, 2012).

Results

Descriptive statistics of all studied variables and the correla-
tion matrix are reported in Table 1. As expected, benign envy
and self-improvement were positively correlated (r=0.26,
p<0.01); malicious envy was positively connected to insti-
gated incivility as well (r=0.48, p<0.01). Furthermore, a
significant positive correlation was observed between work-
place upward comparisons and malicious envy (r=0.28,
p<0.01). Although no significant direct relationship was
found between workplace upward comparisons and benign
envy (r=0.08, n.s.), the primary focus of our study is to
examine the moderating effect of overall justice perception
on the relationship between workplace upward comparisons
and both benign envy and malicious envy.

Confirmatory factor analyses

We conducted confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) in Mplus
8.4 to test discriminant validity and convergent validity
among variables. According to extant studies (e.g., Farh et
al., 2017), the “Type =complex” command was utilized to
account for the dependent nature of our data. To optimize
the variable-to-sample-size ratio together with minimizing
parameter estimate instability, we applied a balanced parcel-
ing procedure (Landis et al., 2000). According to the results
of factor analysis, we created three indicators for each con-
struct by combining the items that had the highest and low-
est loadings within each construct, proceeding to integrate
those with the next highest and lowest loadings until all the
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Table 2 Results of cross-level path analysis

Variables Mediators Outcomes

Benign envy  Malicious envy  Self-improvement  Instigated incivility
Intercept 3.977(0.04)  1.707 (0.08) 3.007 (0.37) 1.53™ (0.46)
Controls
Age 0.01 (0.01) 0.00 (0.01) -0.02" (0.01) 0.02 (0.01)
Gender -0.07 (0.06)  0.23(0.12) 0.02 (0.09) 0.20 (0.11)
Education 0.09 (0.06) 0.17 (0.12) 0.11 (0.07) -0.28™ (0.09)
Work tenure 0.02 (0.01) 0.04 (0.04) -0.02 (0.02) -0.05" (0.02)
Job efficacy 0217 (0.07)  -0.16 (0.11) 0.11 (0.08) -0.29"" (0.10)
Independent Variables
Workplace upward comparisons 0.04 (0.04) 0.36™ (0.09) 0.08 (0.06) 0.19% (0.05)
Moderators
Overall justice perception 0.13 (0.07) -0.10 (0.09)
Interaction
Workplace upward comparisons XOverall justice perception 0.197 (0.08) -0.38" (0.14)
Mediators
Benign envy 0.25™ (0.09) -0.14 (0.11)
Malicious envy -0.07 (0.06) 0.37" (0.09)
R? 0.14™ 0.17" 0.14™ 0.38™

Note. N=282 at the individual level; N=65 at the team level. Values present unstandardized coefficients and (standard errors). “p <0.05,

*p<0.01

items were categorized into one of the three indicators. Sub-
sequently, we computed the mean scores of each indicator.
The CFA results indicated that our hypothesized six-factor
model demonstrated a better fit to the data (Xz(lzo) =179.46,
p<0.01; CFI [the comparative fit index]=0.96, TLI [the
Tucker-Lewis index]=0.95, RMSEA [the root-mean-
square error of approximation] =0.06, SRMR [the standard-
ized root mean squared residual] =0.07) than all alternative
nested five-factor models (68.86 < Ay® [Adf=5]<311.4)
and single-factor model (Ay’[Adf=15]<1354.83). More-
over, all factor loadings corresponding to the latent factors
were statistically significant (p <0.01), indicating strong
convergent validity among the studied variables.

Hypotheses testing

As depicted in Table 2, the interaction between workplace
upward comparisons and overall justice perception sig-
nificantly and positively predicts benign envy (b=0.19,
SE=0.08, p=0.02)%>. This indicates that the relationship
between workplace upward comparisons and benign envy
became stronger as overall justice perception increase. The
R? value indicates that 14% variance in benign envy can
be explained by our model predictors, which denotes a
medium effect size. To show the moderating effect directly,
we followed Aiken and West’s (1991) approach to plot the
interaction figure at high (+1 SD) and low (—1 SD) lev-
els of overall justice perception. Figure 2 and simple slope

2 The Mplus syntax and its output for our path analyses can be seen
in online Appendix B: https://osf.io/2rdhp/?view_only=01243b28f0aa
448d8dc7e0726325ec3a. Data available on request from the authors.
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tests reveal that the relationship between workplace upward
comparisons and benign envy is significant at high levels
of overall justice perception (simple slope=0.16, t=2.92,
p=0.004), but not significant at low levels of overall jus-
tice perception (simple slope = -0.09, t = -1.08, p=0.282).
Therefore, H1 is supported.

As shown in Table 2, the interaction between workplace
upward comparisons and overall justice perception signifi-
cantly and negatively predicts malicious envy (b=—0.38,
SE=0.14, p=0.006). This shows that the relationship
between workplace upward comparisons and malicious
envy tends to intensify for low levels of overall justice
perception. The R’ value indicates that 17% variance in
malicious envy can be explained by our model predictors,
which denotes a medium effect size. Figure 3 shows that
the relationship between workplace upward comparisons
and malicious envy is significant at low levels of overall
justice perception (simple slope=0.59, t=4.25, p<0.001),
but not significant at high levels of overall justice perception
(simple slope=0.13, t=1.26, p=0.210). Therefore, H2 is
supported.

The results presented in Table 2 reveal that benign
envy is positively related to self-improvement (h=0.25,
SE=0.09, p=0.003). The R’ value indicated that 14% vari-
ance in self-improvement can be explained by our model
predictors, which denotes a medium effect size. To further
validate the moderated mediation effect, we followed the
method of Bauer et al. (2006) and estimated the indirect
effect of workplace upward comparisons on self-improve-
ment, mediated by benign envy, across two levels of over-
all justice perception: high (+1 SD) and low (-1 SD). As


https://osf.io/2rdhp/?view_only=01243b28f0aa448d8dc7e0726325ec3a
https://osf.io/2rdhp/?view_only=01243b28f0aa448d8dc7e0726325ec3a
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Table 3 The conditional indirect effects

High Workplace Upward
Comparisons

Conditional Indirect Relationships Effect Size 95% MC CI
Workplace upward comparisons — Benign envy — Self-improvement

High overall justice perception 0.04 [0.01, 0.09]
Low overall justice perception -0.02 [-0.07, 0.02]
Difference (H3) 0.06 [0.01, 0.14]
Workplace upward comparisons — Malicious envy — Instigated incivility

High overall justice perception 0.05 [-0.03, 0.16]
Low overall justice perception 0.22 [0.10, 0.38]
Difference (H4) -0.17 [-0.31,-0.06]

Note. N=282 at the individual level; N=65 at the team level. Values present unstandardized coefficients

evident from in Table 3, the indirect effect of workplace
upward comparisons on self-improvement via benign envy
is significant when overall justice perception is high (indi-
rect effect=0.04, 95% MC CI [0.01, 0.09]), but the effect
is not significant when overall justice perception is low
(indirect effect = -0.02, 95% MC CI [-0.07, 0.02]). The dif-
ference in these indirect effects, amounting to 0.06 (95%
MC CI [0.01, 0.14]), is significant. These results indicate

that workplace upward comparisons exert an indirect influ-
ence on self-improvement via benign envy, but only among
employees who perceive a high degree of overall justice,
thereby supporting H3.

The results presented in Table 2 also show that malicious
envy is positively related to instigated incivility (b=0.37,
SE=0.09, p<0.001). The R’ value indicated that 38% vari-
ance in instigated incivility can be explained by our model
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predictors, which denotes a large effect size. Moreover, the
indirect effect of workplace upward comparisons on insti-
gated incivility via malicious envy was stronger when over-
all justice perception is low (indirect effect=0.22, 95% MC
CI[0.10, 0.38]), but the effect is not significant when overall
justice perception is high (indirect effect=0.05, 95% MC CI
[-0.03, 0.16]). The difference between the two conditional
indirect effects (difference = -0.17, 95% MC CI [-0.31,
-0.06]) is significant. These results imply that workplace
upward comparisons have an indirect effect on instigated
incivility through malicious envy, but only for employees
who perceive a low degree of overall justice, thereby sup-
porting H4.

We conducted two robustness checks to improve the
validity of our results. First, since our samples were drawn
from eight organizations, we created seven dummy vari-
ables to represent the eight companies to ensure that our
model did not exhibit substantial differences between
organizations. After including these dummies as controls
and rerunning the models, we found that all hypotheses
remained significant. Second, we also reran the model with-
out any control variables and found that the results did not
substantially change.

Discussion

Considering that employees’ upward comparisons often
encompass comprehensive rather than specific aspects, an
emerging stream of research highlights the significance of
exploring the consequences of overall workplace upward
comparisons (e.g., Gong & Zhang, 2020; Pan et al., 2021).
Nevertheless, previous research focusing on singular and
specific dimensions of social comparisons may not fully cap-
ture the phenomenon of overall social comparisons (Gong
& Zhang, 2020). Therefore, it’s imperative to adopt a holis-
tic perspective to investigate the impact of general work-
place upward comparisons on employees, thus enhancing
our understanding of this important phenomenon. Further-
more, while existing research has identified that workplace
upward comparisons can elicit divergent individual coping
responses, it typically explores a singular effect, either nega-
tive or positive (Diel et al., 2021; Koopman et al., 2020).
Given these inconsistent findings, it is crucial to adopt a
contingency perspective to investigate the boundary condi-
tions, which differentiate the impact of general workplace
upward comparisons on employees’ subsequent emotional
and behavioral responses, moving beyond the monolithic
“either-good-or-bad” research paradigm.

Based on the social comparison theory, the current study
elucidates when and how workplace upward comparisons
exert a double-edged sword effect on employees. Results

@ Springer

from a multi-wave, multi-source survey involving 282
employees and 65 leaders from 65 teams suggest that work-
place upward comparisons can have both leveling-up and
pulling-down effects. Specifically, when employees per-
ceive overall justice as high, workplace upward compari-
sons are more likely to generate benign envy, motivating
employees to engage in self-improvement behaviors. How-
ever, when employees’ overall justice perception is low,
workplace upward comparisons can generate malicious
envy, leading to instigated incivility aimed at undermining
their superior coworkers.

These findings carry several theoretical and practical
implications. The current study is theoretically significant
as it elucidates the contingent consequences of workplace
upward comparisons on employees’ subsequent responses
and identifies overall justice perception as a critical bound-
ary condition. Simultaneously, our research also provides
practical implications for organizations and managers,
prompting them to acknowledge the potential adverse out-
comes of workplace upward comparisons and to proactively
enhance employees’ perceptions of overall justice, thereby
reaping the benefits of such comparisons. Furthermore, sev-
eral limitations of our study indicate promising avenues for
further research.

Theoretical contributions

Our research has several theoretical implications. First, our
research contributes to the workplace upward comparisons
literature by focusing on the effects of overall workplace
upward comparisons. Workplace upward comparisons are
a prevalent and significant phenomenon, yet prior stud-
ies have primarily examined singular and specific dimen-
sions of upward comparisons (Bamberger & Belogolovsky,
2017; Campbell et al., 2017; Downes et al., 2021; Tang et
al., 2022b). For example, Peng et al. (2024) meticulously
crafted a framework to examine the impact of upward per-
formance social comparisons, while Zhang et al. (2023)
extensively investigated how the perceived overqualifica-
tion of employees and peers serves as comparison informa-
tion that induces ostracism behaviors. However, workplace
upward comparisons can encompass various aspects of the
work environment, such as salary, performance, and other
factors (Brown et al., 2007). Employees are inclined to pos-
sess sufficient information for general comparisons due to
the frequent and common interactions among colleagues
(Pan et al., 2021). Thus, our research makes a fundamental
contribution by adopting a more comprehensive perspective
to explore the impact of overall upward comparisons, which
enhances our understanding of this phenomenon and pro-
vides a more holistic view of its effects.
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Second, our research sheds light on the dual-edged effects
of workplace upward comparisons. While previous studies
have largely focused on the detrimental consequences of
upward comparisons, some scholars have highlighted its
potential positive effects (Li et al., 2022; Obloj & Zenger,
2017; Sun et al., 2021). Drawing upon social comparison
theory, our research reveals that workplace upward compar-
isons can lead to both leveling-up and pulling-down effects.
This nuanced approach not only reconciles inconsistent
findings in the literature but also offers a more balanced
understanding of the consequences of upward comparisons.
Moreover, prior research has often treated envy as a sin-
gular emotion, with limited exploration of the dual envy
framework in organizational contexts (Pan et al., 2021;
Smith & Kim, 2007). By investigating the mediating role of
both benign and malicious envy, our study not only vividly
illustrates how and why workplace upward comparisons
generate leveling-up and pulling-down effects but also con-
tributes to the literature on envy.

Lastly, we identify the critical role of overall justice
perception in moderating the effects of workplace upward
comparisons. In spite of prior research highlighting the
contextual dependency of upward comparisons, such as
individual beliefs (Bamberger et al., 2017), team identifica-
tion, and team supportive behaviors (Hu & Liden, 2013),
few studies have explored how overall justice perception
influences the dynamics of overall upward comparisons in
the workplace. Overall justice perception is a pivotal factor
that reflects employees’ cognitive evaluation of the deserv-
ingness of their coworker’s achievements and influences
their behavioral responses (Marescaux et al., 2021). Our
findings suggest that overall justice perception serves as a
crucial boundary condition that shapes the leveling-up and
pulling-down effects of workplace upward comparisons.
Specifically, when employees perceive overall justice as
high, engaging in workplace upward comparisons is more
likely to evoke assimilative emotions (i.e., benign envy)
and constructive behaviors (i.e., self-improvement). In con-
trast, when employees’ overall justice perception is low,
workplace upward comparisons are more likely to elicit
contrastive emotions (i.e., malicious envy) and destructive
behaviors (i.e., instigated incivility). By providing valuable
insights on overall justice perception as a crucial boundary
condition, our study contributes to the existing literature
on justice theory and the contextual variables of upward
comparisons.

Practical implications
This research has several practical implications. First,

whereas managers often view upward comparisons as a
positive means to motivate employees to learn from their

superiors in today’s highly competitive workplace (Brown
et al., 2007), our study reveals that workplace upward com-
parisons can have mixed effects on employee outcomes.
This highlights a cautionary note for organizations and
managers about the potential negative consequences of
such comparisons. Specifically, organizations and manag-
ers should exercise caution and adopt measures to alleviate
the adverse effects of workplace upward comparisons. For
example, Liao et al. (2023) underscore the urgency for man-
agers to express appreciation and pay attention to the contri-
bution of inferior employees. Thus, managers can offer both
social and instrumental support to those employees to help
them navigate and respond to the comparison gap in a posi-
tive manner. It is also advisable to equip employees with
a thorough understanding of upward comparisons through
internal training programs (Li et al., 2023).

Additionally, our findings highlight the pivotal role of
overall justice perception as a contextual moderator in influ-
encing the outcomes of workplace upward comparisons.
This insight offers valuable guidance for organizations and
managers on devising effective interventions to maximize
the benefits and minimize the downsides of upward com-
parisons. It is crucial for organizations and managers to pro-
actively enhance employees’ perceptions of overall justice
(Chen et al., 2023). For instance, Aryee et al. (2015) empha-
sized the significant role of transparency in information,
procedures, and policies in shaping employee perceptions of
fairness. Consequently, managers should diligently develop
transparent reward criteria and efficient information sharing
mechanisms (Carlson et al., 2023), thereby ensuring justice
in decision-making and performance evaluation processes
(Peng et al., 2023).

Furthermore, our findings indicate that envy serves as a
mediator, transmitting the effects of upward comparisons
to ultimate behaviors. Therefore, organizations can offer
employees emotion management training to guide them in
constructively managing their emotions. Existing research
has shown that this type of training can harness the posi-
tive effects of positive emotions while effectively mitigat-
ing negative ones (Marescaux et al., 2021; Li et al., 2023).
Consequently, such training can equip employees to direct
their envy towards positive self-improvement behaviors and
reduce instances of incivility.

Limitations and directions for future research

While this research has made significant contributions to our
understanding of the effects of upward comparisons in the
workplace, it is not without limitations. Firstly, although we
employed a three-wave, multi-source survey to minimize
common method bias and enhance causal inference, our
research cannot entirely rule out the possibility of reverse
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causality. To address this potential issue, we recommend
that future research employ experimental designs to test our
theoretical model and further establish causality.

Secondly, we acknowledge that the generalizability of
our findings to other cultural contexts is limited because
we only collected data in China. Nevertheless, we believe
the results have the potential to be generalized across differ-
ent cultural contexts. This stance is supported by previous
research, which indicates that workplace upward compari-
sons and overall justice perception are pan-cultural (Garcia
et al., 2013; Jia et al., 2016; Shao et al., 2013). Specifically,
upward comparisons, as a fundamental process in human
interaction, “may be found in all cultures” (Guimond et
al., 2006, p. 319). In line with this, Jia et al. (2016) fur-
ther posited that “Both Chinese and Western employees are
threatened when others outperform them; therefore, social
comparison is expected to be independent of culture” (p.
585). Furthermore, overall justice perception has also been
shown to transcend cultural boundaries (Shao et al., 2013),
playing a vital role in various cultural contexts. Despite this,
Chinese culture is known for its high collectivism (Hofst-
ede, 2001), which may decrease the probability of employ-
ees exhibiting incivility behaviors in reaction to upward
comparisons in the workplace, thereby making our hypoth-
esis tests more conservative. Thus, scholars may benefit
from replicating the present investigation across different
cultural contexts.

Thirdly, our research focused solely on the role of over-
all justice perception in moderating the effects of workplace
upward comparisons. However, organizational fairness
includes different dimensions, such as distributive, proce-
dural, interpersonal, and informational fairness (Colquitt et
al., 2001). Thus, we recommend future research to examine
the different aspects of organizational justice in moderating
the effects of workplace upward comparisons. For example,
procedural fairness may impact the effects of workplace
upward comparisons by altering employees’ attitudes and
behavior toward the organization instead of coworkers
(Colquitt et al., 2001).

In addition, social comparison theory suggests that indi-
viduals’ cognitive appraisal process determines whether
workplace upward comparisons lead to benign or malicious
envy. This cognitive appraisal process is influenced by vari-
ous factors, such as the actors’ characteristics, the targets’
characteristics, and situational factors (Ganegoda & Bordia,
2019). Thus, we encourage future research to expand on our
findings by investigating other contextual factors that may
moderate the effects of upward comparisons in the work-
place, such as performance-prove goal orientation and mas-
tery/performance motivational climate (Diel et al., 2021;
Watkins, 2021). For instance, in a mastery motivational
climate, employees may perceive their superior coworkers’
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advantage as benefiting themselves and may be more likely
to experience benign envy in response to workplace upward
comparisons. In contrast, in a performance motivational
climate, employees may view their superior coworkers as
competitors and may be more likely to experience malicious
envy in response to workplace upward comparisons (Ner-
stad et al., 2018).

Finally, our research utilized social comparison theory
to examine the emotional mechanisms underlying the rela-
tionship between workplace upward comparisons and their
outcomes. However, other theories may offer additional
insights into how the impacts of workplace upward compar-
isons unfold. For example, self-regulation theory suggests
that individuals focus on the discrepancy between them-
selves and comparison targets in their pursuit of goals (Diel
et al., 2021). Thus, future research could combine self-regu-
lation theory with social comparison theory to explore how
and why workplace upward comparisons affect employees’
motivational processes and lead to different behavioral
outcomes.

Conclusions

Given the ubiquity of workplace upward comparisons, com-
prehending their consequences has notable theoretical and
practical significance. Drawing upon social comparison the-
ory, we investigated both the leveling-up and pulling-down
effects associated with workplace upward comparisons. Our
findings revealed that when employees perceive overall jus-
tice as high, workplace upward comparisons tend to evoke
benign envy, leading to constructive self-improvement
behaviors. However, when employees perceive overall jus-
tice as low, workplace upward comparisons are more likely
to trigger malicious envy, resulting in instigated incivility.
Our study has provided a thorough understanding of when
and how workplace upward comparisons may lead to dis-
parate behavioral responses by eliciting two distinct forms
of envy. We hope that our research will encourage future
inquiries into understanding the ramifications of upward
comparisons in the workplace.

Appendix: Measurement items

Workplace upward comparisons (Brown et al., 2007; 1
= never, 5 = always)

Please indicate the frequency with which you compared
yourself to colleagues who are better than you in the follow-
ing dimensions:

1. Performance
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Working conditions
Quality of supervision
Quality of coworkers
Career progression
Benefits

prestige

Salary

PRI WDD

Overall justice perception (Ambrose & Schminke,
2009;1 = strongly disagree, S = strongly agree)

Based on your own judgment, answer the following
questions:

1. Overall, I'm treated fairly by my organization.
2. In general, I can count on this organization to be fair.
3. In general, the treatment I receive around here is fair.

Benign envy (Lange & Crusius, 2015a; 1 = never, 5
= always)

In the past three weeks, when facing colleagues who per-
form better than you in the workplace, to what extent have
you experienced the following feelings:

When I envy others, I focus on how I can become equally
successful in the future.

1. When I envy others, I focus on how I can become
equally successful in the future.

2. IfI notice that another person is better than me, I try to
improve myself.

3. Envying others motivates me to accomplish my goals.

4. I strive to reach other people’s superior achievements.

5. Ifsomeone has superior qualities, achievements, or pos-
sessions, I try to attain them for myself.

Malicious envy (Lange & Crusius, 2015a; 1 = never,
5 = always)

In the past three weeks, when facing colleagues who per-
form better than you in the workplace, to what extent have
you experienced the following feelings:

1. I wish that superior people lose their advantage.

2. If other people have something that I want for myself, 1
wish to take it away from them.

3. If other people have something that I want for myself, I
wish to take it away from them.

4. Envious feelings cause me to dislike the other person.

5. Seeing other people’s achievements makes me resent
them.

Instigated incivility (Lim& Cortina, 2005; 1 = never,
5 = always)

In the past three weeks, when facing colleagues who per-
form better than you in the workplace, to what extent have
you engaged in the following behaviors:

1. Iput them down or am condescending to them.

2. Tdoubt their judgment on a matter over which they have
responsibility.

3. 1 pay little attention to their statements or show little
interest in their opinion.

4. 1 pay little attention to their statements or show little
interest in their opinion.

Self-improvement (Yu et al., 2018; 1 = strongly dis-
agree, S = strongly agree)

In the past three weeks, when facing colleagues who per-
form better than you in the workplace, to what extent have
you engaged in the following behaviors:

To improve my job performance, I actively seek advice/
opinions from my employees on...

General work-related issues.
General work-related issues.
General work-related issues.
General work-related issues.
General work-related issues.
How to use workplace equipment and tools.
Issues related to the quantity and quality of work.
Work responsibilities and procedures.
Job efficacy (Wilk & Moynihan, 2005; 1 = strongly
disagree, 5 = strongly agree)
Based on your judgment, answer the following questions:

PN R W=

1. I am certain that I can meet the performance standards
of this job.

2. lam confident that I am able to successfully perform my
current job.

3. Ifeel I have the skills and knowledge necessary to com-
plete my job effectively.
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