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Upward appearance-related social comparisons occur when an individual compares him- or herself to so-
meone believed to be thinner and more attractive. Past research supports that these comparisons result in a 
decrease in mood and body satisfaction, as well as an increase in thoughts of dieting and exercising. The 
present study looked at the effects that appearance-related social comparisons to a hypothetical roommate 
have on 145 undergraduate females. Surveys were administered to address mood, body image satisfaction, 
eating, and exercise habits of the participants before and after meeting their roommate. Participants received 
a photo of either an underweight, thin, fit, or overweight roommate. Results support the idea that making an 
appearance-related social comparison to a roommate, regardless of body type, affectes participants‟ desire to 
change eating and exercise habits. These findings suggest that comparisons to a roommate may result in 
positive outcomes for undergraduate women. 
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La comparaison sociale ascendante se produit lors d‟une comparaison à une personne perçue comme plus 
mince et attrayante. Des recherches antérieures soutiennent qu‟elle produit une baisse d'humeur, de satisfac-
tion corporelle, ainsi qu'une augmentation de pensées reliées aux régimes et à l'exercice. La présente étude 
examine les effets des comparaisons sociales en lien avec l‟apparence d‟un colocataire hypothétique sur 145 
femmes de premier cycle. Des questionnaires concernant l'humeur, la satisfaction de l‟image corporelle, 
l'alimentation et l'exercice des participantes furent administrés avant et après la rencontre avec le coloca-
taire. Les participantes reçurent une photo d'un colocataire en sous poids, mince, en forme, ou en surpoids. 
Les résultats confirment qu‟une comparaison sociale liée à l‟apparence d‟un colocataire, indépendamment 
du type corporel, peut influencer le désir de changer les habitudes alimentaires et l'exercice. Ces résultats 
suggèrent que les comparaisons à un colocataire peuvent entrainer des résultats positifs pour les femmes de 
premier cycle. 

Mots-clés : comparaison sociale, insatisfaction corporelle, colocataire, femmes 

Sociocultural pressures to be thin magnify a wom-
an‟s preoccupation with her body and physical appear-
ance (Fitzsimmons-Craft, 2011). Women are constant-
ly exposed to media, whether through television or 
magazines, that feature thin models (Krones, Stice, 
Batres, & Orjada, 2005). The thin and slender body 
type has become the standard of beauty that women 
strive for, yet few can achieve (Lin & Kulik, 2002), 
because the thin-ideal woman portrayed in the media 
is typically 15% below the average weight of women  
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(Hawkins & Richards, 2004). Constant exposure to 
such media causes women to internalize the thin ideal, 
and become increasingly dissatisfied with their own 
bodies when such a body type is unattainable (Krones 
et al., 2005; Leahey, Crowther, & Mickelson, 2007). 
Rodin, Silberstein, and Striegel-Moore (1984) have 
coined the term “normative discontent” describing the 
commonality of women who are unhappy about their 
physical appearance and become preoccupied with 
their weight and body shape. The present study will 
extend previous research on this topic by examining 
situations in which such discontent may arise in col-
lege women. 
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Background 

Body dissatisfaction and preoccupation with 
weight and shape are especially common in a college 
setting and have been reported in about 80% of col-
lege women (Fitzsimmons-Craft, 2011). Because body 
dissatisfaction is considered a risk factor for eating 
disorders in college (Fitzsimmons-Craft, 2011; Stice, 
2002), the present study focuses on undergraduate col-
lege women. In college, women often base their self-
concept on their physical appearance (Bailey & Ric-
ciardelli, 2010; Fitzsimmons-Craft, 2011; Striegel-
Moore, Silberstein, & Rodin, 1986). Consequently, 
women frequently make appearance-related social 
comparisons (Myers & Crowther, 2009) to assess their 
weight and shape (Wasilenko, Kulik, & Wanic, 2007). 
Being surrounded by and interacting with women, a 
college setting provides an environment where women 
can frequently make appearance-related social com-
parisons (Lindner & Hughes, 2008). 

 
Social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954) is rele-

vant here because it describes the process people use 
to compare themselves to similar others in order to 
gain information about themselves. By making ap-
pearance-related social comparisons, women are able 
to subjectively assess their personal appearance and 
level of attractiveness (Striegel-Moore et al., 1986). 
Festinger (1954) distinguished two types of social 
comparisons. An upward comparison is made with 
someone believed to be better off, and a downward 
comparison is made with someone believed to be 
worse off (Festinger, 1954). Researchers have shown 
that upward appearance-related social comparisons are 
associated with negative effects such as an increase in 
body dissatisfaction and negative affect, decrease in 
self-esteem and positive affect, and increase in disor-
dered eating behaviors (Leahey, Crowther, & Ciesla, 
2011; Lindner & Hughes, 2008; Myers & Crowther, 
2009; Stormer & Thompson, 1996; Strahan, Wilson, 
Cressman, & Buote, 2006; Thompson, Coovert, & 
Stormer, 1999; Thornton & Maurice, 1999). The pre-
sent study will include both types of comparisons.  

 
Because college women often make appearance-

related social comparisons (Lindner & Hughes, 2008), 
they begin to realize that there is a discrepancy be-
tween what they look like and the thin ideal they want 
to look like, further increasing body dissatisfaction 
(Fitzsimmons-Craft, 2011; Harrison, 2001; McKinley 
& Hyde, 1996). Self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 
1987) suggests that discrepancies occur when an indi-
vidual does not meet an important standard (e.g., thin-

ideal body type). When a discrepancy occurs, the indi-
vidual feels distress and engages in behaviors that will 
reduce the discrepancy (Harrison, 2001). Attempting 
to reduce this discrepancy can lead women to engage 
in restrained eating, excessive exercise, or develop 
other disordered eating habits (Fitzsimmons-Craft, 
2011; Harrison, 2001). Activating self-discrepancies 
through appearance-related social comparisons could 
be further explained by the tendency of women to ob-
jectify themselves and other women (Fitzsimmons-
Craft, 2011).  

 
Objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 

1997) explains that a woman‟s body is treated as an 
object to be looked at and that her body defines who 
she is as a person. Women learn to objectify them-
selves through self-objectification, in which they take 
on an observer‟s view of their own body. Self-
objectification manifests in the act of body surveil-
lance, or constant checking and monitoring of one‟s 
body in order to compare oneself to a thin ideal 
(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; McKinley & Hyde, 
1996). McKinley and Hyde (1996) proposed that by 
engaging in constant body surveillance, women realize 
there is a discrepancy between their own body and 
those of ideal others, further increasing the likelihood 
of making appearance-related social comparisons. 
Thus, appearance-related social comparisons, self-
discrepancies, and self-objectification are thought to 
work together to increase body dissatisfaction and thin
-ideal internalization (Fitzsimmons-Craft, 2011; 
Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Lindner, Tantleff-Dunn, 
& Jentsch, 2012). 

 
Ample research provides support for the negative 

effects of appearance-related social comparisons to 
thin-ideal women in the media (Irving, 1990; Stice, 
Schupak-Neuberg, Shaw, & Stein, 1994; Stice & 
Shaw, 1994). For example, Hawkins and Richards 
(2004) found that women who were exposed to thin-
ideal media images showed an increase in body dissa-
tisfaction and negative mood states compared to those 
in the control group. Furthermore, Irving (1990) expe-
rimentally manipulated exposure to the thin ideal and 
found that participants who viewed images of thin mo-
dels reported lower levels of self-esteem and body 
satisfaction than participants who viewed images of 
overweight models or no models.  

 

Social Comparisons to Peers 
Research provides support that women will com-

pare themselves to thin-ideal peers as much as they  
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compare themselves to thin-ideal women in the media 
(Strahan et al., 2006). In the current study, participants 
compared themselves to a hypothetical roommate. A 
roommate comparison target was chosen because ap-
pearance-related social comparisons with peers, rather 
than media images, are more frequent due to daily in-
teractions (Wasilenko et al., 2007). Additionally, 
roommates are important figures to undergraduate wo-
men in college, yet have received little attention in the 
literature. According to Festinger (1954), individuals 
are more likely to make comparisons to similar others 
to gain the most accurate information about 
themselves. Cash, Cash, and Butters (1983) noted that 
participants are more likely to compare themselves to 
attractive similar others than to attractive dissimilar 
others, such as professional models. According to 
Krones et al. (2005), comparing oneself to an attrac-
tive peer might make the thin ideal more attainable 
than comparing oneself to a professional model.  

 
To date, there has been little research conducted on 

the effects of appearance-related social comparisons to 
peers. In one study, Lin and Kulik (2002) experimen-
tally manipulated exposure to a thin or overweight 
peer to look at the effects of social comparisons on 
body satisfaction. In their design, participants compa-
red themselves to a peer in a context of a dating game. 
They found that participants who compared 
themselves with a thin peer showed an increase in bo-
dy dissatisfaction, yet comparison to an overweight 
peer had no statistically significant effect. Similarly, 
Krones et al. (2005) exposed participants to a thin-
ideal peer or an average size peer with whom they 
would be competing for a potential date. Their results 
indicated that comparison to the thin-ideal peer statis-
tically significantly increased participants‟ body dissa-
tisfaction.  

 

Current Study 
The nature of the social comparisons in the Krones 

et al. (2005) and Lin and Kulik (2002) studies were 
competitive, meaning that participants were essential-
ly competing with a peer for a date. In the current stu-
dy, the nature of the social comparisons was coopera-
tive because the hypothetical roommate would 
become the participant‟s friend and living partner. To 
our knowledge, no studies have manipulated room-
mate body type to consider the effects of appearance-
related social comparisons to a roommate. The present 
study will add to the literature by examining the pos-
sible effects of appearance-related social comparisons 
to roommates with different body types such as under-

weight, thin, fit, or overweight. It was believed that 
roommate body type would have an effect on the 
mood, desire to change eating and exercise habits, and 
body image satisfaction of the participant.  

 
As previously mentioned, upward appearance-

related social comparisons, as opposed to downward 
comparisons, are associated with negative mood and 
body dissatisfaction (e.g., Leahey et al., 2007). If a 
discrepancy occurs when making the comparison, then 
an individual will engage in behaviors to reduce that 
discrepancy (Harrison, 2001). Because the present 
study deals with a range of possible comparisons, se-
parate hypotheses were generated for upward and 
downward comparisons, as different results were ex-
pected. It was hypothesized that participants exposed 
to an underweight, thin, or fit peer would make an up-
ward appearance-related social comparison. As a re-
sult, they would experience a decrease in mood and 
body image satisfaction, and indicate a positive 
change in eating and exercise habits. For participants 
exposed to an overweight roommate, it was hypo-
thesized that they would make a downward ap-
pearance-related social comparison. Thus, participants 
with an overweight roommate would experience an 
increase in mood and body image satisfaction, and 
indicate a positive change in eating and exercise ha-
bits. 

 

Method 

Participants and Procedure 
Participants (N = 150) were recruited from various 

dormitory residences from the University of Iowa. 
Participants were all females, ages 18-23 (M = 19.2, 
SD = 1.1). The majority of the participants identified 
themselves as Caucasian (n = 120). Five participants 
were excluded from data analysis because they did not 
complete the second half of the survey needed to 
measure changes in the dependent variables. A total of 
145 participants were included in the final data analy-
sis. All participants gave informed consent prior to 
beginning the study. Participants completed the survey 
packet and demographics questionnaire. 

 

Materials 
The survey packet contained questions that as-

sessed mood, eating and exercise habits, and body im-
age satisfaction. The packet was put together in the 
following order: first survey, picture of hypothetical  
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roommate, second survey. The packet was a self-
report instrument and was kept short in order to recruit 
participants to the study. For this purpose, commonly 
used scales for body dissatisfaction and eating disor-
der symptomatology (e.g., Drive for Thinness, Eating 
Disorder Inventory) were not included in this study.  
 

Specific survey questions were chosen and grouped 
in clusters based on mood, body image satisfaction, 
eating habits, and exercise habits. The composite 
scores for each dependent variable were computed by 
summing the responses from the individual questions 
in that category to create a reliable measure. In the 
reliability analysis using Cronbach‟s alpha, the mood 
questions (3 items; α = .92), eating related questions 
(3 items; α = .81), exercise related questions (3 items; 
α = .86), and body image satisfaction questions (3 
items; α = .94) were found to be reliable. 

 
Each question was rated on a 5-point Likert scale 

(1 = strongly agree to 5 = strongly disagree). An ex-
ample of a mood-related question is “What kind of 
mood are you in right now?” An example of a body 
image-related question is “I see myself as someone 
who is…” with a response given on a Likert scale in-
dicating 1 = overweight to 5 = underweight. An exam-
ple of an eating-related question is “I would like to eat 
healthier (e.g., more fruits and veggies, drink more 
water).” Finally, an example of an exercise-related 
question is “I would like to be more active and get in 
shape.” Following the first survey, a description and 
photo of an underweight roommate, thin roommate, fit 
roommate or overweight roommate was presented. 
Each packet only displayed one image of a hypothet-
ical roommate, so each participant only viewed one 
roommate body type. After the presentation of the 
photo, a manipulation check was included that asked 
the participant to “Rate your new roommate‟s physical 
appearance” on a Likert scale ranging from 1 = over-
weight to 5 = underweight. Then, the second survey 
featured the same mood, eating, exercise and body 
image related questions as previously described. Final-
ly, a demographics page was included to assess the 
participants‟ age, height, weight, year in school, and 
ethnicity. Height and weight was reported and used to 
calculate the participants‟ BMI (Body Mass Index; 
National Heart Lung and Blood Institute, 2012) as an 
objective measure of body type.  

 

Research Design 
The independent variable, which was the room-

mate‟s body type, has four levels: underweight, thin, 

fit, and overweight. The dependent variables include 
changes in mood, changes in eating and exercise hab-
its, and satisfaction with body image. Each dependent 
variable was measured before and after seeing a photo 
of a hypothetical roommate. An increase in scores 
from the first (before photos shown) to the second 
(after photos shown) survey indicates a positive mood, 
a desire to positively change eating and exercise hab-
its, and satisfaction with one‟s body image. A positive 
change in eating and exercise habits refers to the par-
ticipants wanting to engage in more health conscious 
behaviors such as eating more fruits and vegetables, 
and exercising multiple times a week. A decrease in 
scores from the first to the second survey indicates a 
negative mood, a desire to negatively change eating 
and exercise habits, and dissatisfaction with one‟s 
body image. A negative change in eating and exercise 
habits refers to the participants wanting to engage in 
more unhealthy behaviors such as frequently eating 
fast food and not exercising multiple times a week. 
Analysis consisted of repeated measure MANOVA. 
Assumptions for MANOVA were not violated.  

 

Results 
A manipulation check was included after partici-

pants viewed a photo of their hypothetical roommate 
to confirm that they believed she was underweight, 
thin, fit, or overweight. Participants perceived the un-
derweight roommate as underweight (96% agree-
ment). Participants perceived the thin roommate as 
nearly underweight (95% agreement). Participants 
perceived the fit roommate as fit (86% agreement). 
Finally, participants perceived the overweight room-
mate as overweight (96% agreement). Participants‟ 
responses indicate that they classified their hypothet-
ical roommate as intended by the researcher. 

 
A repeated measure multivariate analysis of vari-

ance (MANOVA) was conducted to compare the ef-
fect of roommate body type on participants‟ change in 
mood, desire to change eating and exercise habits, and 
body image satisfaction. The MANOVA revealed that 
across the dependent variables, there was a statistical-
ly significant main effect of change in responses from 
the first survey (before photo) to the second survey 
(after photo), Wilk‟s Lambda = .97, F(1, 141) = 4.10, 
p = .046. However, there was no statistically signifi-
cant interaction found between the roommate body 
type and time of measure, Wilk‟s Lambda = .97,  
F(1, 141) = 1.47, p = .225, indicating that the room-
mate conditions did not differ from each other. The 
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two-way interaction between time of measure, de-
pendent variable, and roommate condition was not 
statistically significant, Wilk‟s Lamda = .929,  
F(1, 141) = 1.16, p = .318. A detailed look at the re-
sponses from participants in each roommate condition 
is shown in Table 1. 
 

To uncover which dependent variable statistically 
significantly differed from the first to the second sur-
vey, repeated measures t tests were conducted. A Bon-
ferroni correction was applied to correct for the multi-
ple t tests, changing the alpha level from .05 to .0125 
(Norusis, 2008). It was found that the desire to posi-
tively change exercise habits was statistically signifi-
cantly different from the first survey to the second 
survey across all roommate body type conditions,  
t(144) = -2.60, p = .010. Additionally, analysis re-
vealed a marginally statistically significant positive 
change in eating habits from the first survey to the 
second one across all roommate body type conditions, 
t(144) = -1.76, p = .081. Change in mood from the 
first survey to the second survey was not statistically 
significant across all roommate body type conditions,  
t(144) = 0.07, p = .942. Change in body image satis-
faction from the first survey to the second survey was 
also not statistically significant across all roommate 

body type conditions, t(144) = -1.24, p = .215. Sum-
mary of the responses on each dependent variable 
across all roommate body type conditions are shown 
in Table 2.  

 

Discussion 
The present study tested whether appearance-

related social comparisons to a roommate would have 
an effect on undergraduate women‟s mood, desire to 
change eating or exercise habits, and body image sat-
isfaction. The results reveal that participants‟ showed 
a statistically significant change in responses from the 
first survey to the second survey. Specifically, partici-
pants expressed a desire to engage in more health con-
scious exercise habits. Contrary to the hypothesis, this 
was seen for participants‟ with an underweight room-
mate, thin roommate, fit roommate, and overweight 
roommate. Because the statistically significant posi-
tive change occurred in all roommate conditions, 
roommate body type did not have a differential effect 
on a participant‟s desire to change their exercise hab-
its. 

 
In between the first and second survey, participants 

viewed a photo of a hypothetical roommate. The pre-
sent findings indicate that comparison to a roommate, 
regardless of the roommate‟s body type, results in a 
desire for positive behavioral changes such as a desire 
to exercise more frequently.  These findings shed light 
on important considerations for the field. First, com-
parisons to various body types may have similar ef-
fects in undergraduate women, but for different  
reasons. For example, participants in all roommate 
conditions expressed a desire to engage in more  
exercise. For those participants with an underweight, 
thin, or fit roommate, this desire may be attributed to 
wanting to look like their roommate, because under-
graduate women are influenced by sociocultural pres-
sures to be thin (Fitzsimmons-Craft, 2011; Striegel-
Moore et al., 1986). In line with self-discrepancy  

Table 1

1st Survey 2nd Survey 1st Survey 2nd Survey 1st Survey 2nd Survey 1st Survey 2nd Survey 
Roommate M   (SD) M   (SD) M   (SD) M   (SD) M   (SD) M   (SD) M   (SD) M   (SD)
Underweight 11.25 (1.94) 11.39 (2.01) 11.07 (1.59) 10.86 (1.51) 12.07 (1.68) 12.29 (1.84) 7.68 (1.70) 7.93 (1.90)

Thin 11.13 (2.24) 11.37 (2.19) 10.77 (1.93) 11.08 (1.77) 11.42 (1.93) 11.70 (1.99) 7.82 (1.56) 7.96 (1.49)

Fit 11.64 (1.54) 11.12 (1.91) 10.93 (1.56) 11.21 (1.79) 11.86 (1.76) 12.00 (1.47) 7.86 (1.43) 7.75 (1.53)

Overweight 11.21 (2.24) 11.07 (2.37) 9.62 (1.90) 9.97 (1.82) 11.10 (1.70) 11.55 (1.82) 7.52 (2.01) 7.48 (1.98)

Summary of Mean Scores for All Roommate Conditions Across Each Dependent Variable From the First Survey to the Second Survey 
(With Standard Deviations in Parentheses)

Note.  Participants in each roommate condition are as follows: underweight (n = 28), thin (n = 60), fit (n = 28) and overweight (n = 29).

Mood Eating Exercise Body Image

M SD M SD
Mood 11.27 2.05 11.26 2.12
Eating 10.63 1.85 10.84 1.78
Exercise 11.57 1.82 11.84 1.84
Body Image 7.74 1.65 7.82 1.68

First Survey Second Survey

Summary of Means and Standard Deviations for Responses 
on Mood, Eating, Exercise and Body Image Variables From 
First to Second Survey Across All Roommate Conditions

Table 2

Note.  A higher score from first to second survey indicates a 
better mood, positive change in eating and exercise habits, and 
satisfaction with body image. N  = 145.

Variables
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theory, participants were made aware that their body 
did not look like their roommate‟s body after viewing 
the roommate photo. To reduce the discrepancy, par-
ticipants indicated a desire to exercise more in hopes 
of attaining a thinner body type (Fitzsimmons-Craft, 
2011; Harrison, 2001). This explanation is consistent 
with the desire to be thin among undergraduate wom-
en (Fitzsimmons-Craft, 2011). 
 

For those participants with an overweight room-
mate, the desire to engage in more exercise may be 
attributed to not wanting to look like their roommate. 
For example, Wasilenko et al. (2007) observed the 
effects of social comparisons to a fit or unfit peer in a 
college recreation center. It was found that women 
exercised for a longer time when an unfit peer was 
within their view, suggesting they were motivated to 
avoid looking like the unfit peer (Wasilenko et al., 
2007). Perhaps appearance-related social comparisons 
to an overweight roommate increase salience of the 
thin ideal by reminding the woman of what not to be-
come (e.g., overweight). 

 
Second, undergraduate women make appearance-

related social comparisons to their roommates. Unlike 
most studies on appearance-related social comparisons 
(e.g., Lin & Kulik, 2002), the present study used a 
roommate as a comparison target. Previous research 
on appearance-related social comparisons required 
participants to compete with a thin or attractive peer 
for a hypothetical date (Krones et al., 2005; Lin & 
Kulik, 2002). This scenario is potentially threatening 
to the participant, who risks losing a dating partner on 
the basis of her looks and body type (Lin & Kulik, 
2002). Such instances may require a woman to criti-
cally compare herself to the other, resulting in a pat-
tern of decreased mood and body satisfaction that is 
seen within the appearance-related social comparison 
literature. In the present study, however, participants 
were presented with a hypothetical roommate who 
they would be living with. Sharing an apartment or 
dorm room does not require one female to win over 
the other, allowing for a non-competitive scenario. 
The findings indicate that comparisons to a roommate 
can lead to positive changes in participants, such as a 
desire to eat healthier or exercise more. Thus, the ef-
fects of appearance-related social comparisons may 
depend on who the comparison target is. The im-
portance of these findings is that appearance-related 
social comparisons to a roommate may lead to posi-
tive outcomes in undergraduate women, not negative 
consequences that are traditionally seen with compari-
sons to other peers or women in the media (e.g., Ir-

ving, 1990). It appears that comparisons to a room-
mate are not detrimental to undergraduate women, yet 
comparisons to other peers are, as shown by the avail-
able literature. The present study adds to the area of 
appearance-related social comparisons by suggesting 
that comparisons to roommates may have positive out-
comes for undergraduate women. 

 
In light of these findings, it is important to consider 

their importance to the area of eating pathology in un-
dergraduate women. Because the negative conse-
quences that are typically associated with appearance-
related social comparisons have been shown to lead to 
disordered eating (Stice et al., 1994), insight into less-
ening or eliminating these negative consequences may 
help the young women who are at risk. Further exami-
nation of appearance-related social comparisons to 
roommates is warranted, as well as addressing various 
body types in such comparisons. 

 

Limitations 
This research has some limitations. First, the stimu-

li set used for the hypothetical roommates was not 
standardized. Although the images intended to portray 
a different body type, which is an important feature of 
the study, the face and clothing varied for each room-
mate. Therefore, it is possible that participants reacted 
to features other than body type when making an ap-
pearance-related social comparison. Additionally, it is 
possible that the roommate photos did not effectively 
distinguish between the different body types. Alt-
hough the manipulation check confirmed that partici-
pants believed their hypothetical roommate was un-
derweight, thin, fit, or overweight, the participants 
may have used other characteristics of the roommate‟s 
photo in their comparison. This limitation may explain 
why there was no interaction involving roommate 
body type found during analysis. Lin and Kulik (2002) 
used computer software in their experiment to create 
images of a thin and overweight peer that had an iden-
tical face. This technique controlled for the possible  
confound of facial attractiveness and should be con-
sidered in future research. Second, the sample used in 
this study was undergraduate college women so the 
results may not be generalized to other populations. 
However, because college-aged women display high  
rates of body dissatisfaction and are likely to engage 
in social comparisons, studying this group is justified. 
A final limitation of the study is that the survey did 
not explicitly ask participants if they felt better off, or 
worse off, in appearance compared to their roommate. 
Although participants indicated their level of  
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happiness with their physical appearance, this infor-
mation is not enough to conclude whether an upward 
or downward comparison occurred. A possible survey 
item to include in future studies is “I have a better 
body shape compared to my roommate,” with respons-
es given on a Likert-type scale that ranges from agree 
to disagree. Including this measure would provide in-
sight into the direction of the appearance-related social 
comparison and help explain why participants in all 
roommate conditions expressed a desire to positively 
change their exercise habits. 
 

Future Directions 
As indicated by the present findings, appearance-

related social comparisons to a roommate may result 
in positive outcomes for undergraduate women. Future 
studies should investigate this unique interpersonal 
relationship to understand the differences between 
comparisons made to roommates and comparisons 
made to other types of peers. Also, the degree to 
which undergraduate women rely on body type in ap-
pearance-related social comparisons to roommates 
versus comparisons to other types of peers should be 
addressed. Although unpredicted, roommate body type 
did not influence participants‟ responses from the first 
to the second survey on any of the dependent varia-
bles. The area of appearance-related social compari-
sons to roommates is largely unexplored, and compar-
ison targets used in previous studies do not vary in 
body type. Therefore, no conclusion can be drawn as 
to why roommate body type had no apparent impact. 
One explanation is that comparing oneself to a room-
mate does not impose threat or competition. As previ-
ously explained, this type of comparison target may 
result in less critical social comparisons. Since no dif-
ferences between participants were found across the 
roommate conditions in the present study, replication 
of these results would provide support that participants 
focus less on body type when making an appearance-
related social comparison to a roommate. Additional-
ly, future researchers should use various body type 
photos, rather than concentrating only on the thin ide-
al, so that they don‟t mistakenly believe the changes 
observed are unique to a single body type. 

 

Conclusion 
Research on social comparisons and body dissatis-

faction has focused on comparisons to thin peers or 
thin women in the media. The purpose of this study 
was to examine the effects that occur from appearance

-related social comparisons to a roommate. Room-
mates are an important figure in a college environ-
ment, yet have received little attention in the literature. 
In the present study, we exposed participants to room-
mates with different body types, which allowed for 
manipulation of the roommate‟s physical appearance. 
Using a wide range of body types was an important 
feature of the study. Since roommates in university 
housing can be any shape or size, the manipulation of 
roommate body type represented a real world occur-
rence for undergraduate women. Although roommate 
body type did not have an effect on the participants‟ 
responses, results indicated that comparisons to a 
roommate could result in positive outcomes for under-
graduate women. We suggest that the effects of ap-
pearance-related social comparisons depend on who 
the comparison target is. In contrast to previous social 
comparison research, our roommate comparison target 
was presented in a non-competitive scenario. Thus, we 
did not see the pattern of a decrease in mood and body 
satisfaction that is reported within appearance-related 
social comparison literature. This unique roommate 
relationship warrants further research as appearance-
related social comparisons to roommates may benefit 
young college females. 
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