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Abstract
The study wanted to find out the difference between happy and unhappy groups. To this end, 451 
university students were asked about subjective well-being, comparison by area, and demographic variables. 
And we divided the top 30 percent of the happiness level and the bottom 30 percent of the happiness 
level into t-test and Pearson correlations to see if there was any difference between the levels of happiness 
in the areas of each comparison. The results showed, first, significant differences in appearance, confidence, 
family background, family flower, money, ambient harmony, acceptance of others and money between 
happy and unhappy groups. Second, differences in appearance and money have appeared depending on 
gender. Third, differences in comparison appeared in other people's recognition and happiness, depending on 
the existence of religion. Fourth, the higher the level of happiness, the lower the degree of comparison in 
eight areas. These results suggest that happy people do not compare themselves with others, and that 
comparisons undermine happiness. Finally, the significance of this study and its suggestions for further 
study were discussed.
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1. Introduction

One of the main social characteristics of human life is social comparison[1]. Social comparison

refers to comparing one's characteristics and performance to another, and Festinger says that

when one's position is uncertain, or when there is no objective standard to evaluate one's

position, comparison is carried out with another person to obtain information[2]. In other

words, when people are faced with uncertainty and threats, people can overcome them by

comparing them with others and experience relief[3]. However, recent studies report that people

who make social comparison often have low self-esteem[4], less depressed, and less happy[5].

Especially social comparison is reported as a characteristic related to happiness. Lyubomirsky
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and Ross[6], for example, conducted an experiment on two groups of college students using a

cross-word puzzle with one group of college students solving problems at a much faster rate

than themselves, and the other group solving problems at a slower rate than themselves. After

all of the cross-word puzzle, college students were instructed to evaluate their ability to correct

words. As a result, happy students evaluated their abilities regardless of whether the person

who solved the problem together solved it faster or slower than them, while unhappy students

assessed that they lacked the abilities to correct their own words when the person who solved

the puzzle submitted the card earlier than they did. In other words, it has been confirmed that

unhappy people are more prone to comparison with others, which has a negative effect on

mental health. These results have been proven repeatedly through experimental studies and are

supported by many other studies[7][8]. Also, people who have a lot of social comparisons

experience more negative emotions such as shame[9], and it appears to restore self-esteem in a

temporary way, but in the long run it undermines happiness[10]. As for these reasons, those

who are highly socio-comparative tend to pay attention to other people's negative assessments

because of their focus on others[11]. In the end, it is easy to experience emotional instability

due to maladjustment perfectionism[12]. Gibbons and Bunk also said that the more people are

looking for social comparison information, the less self-esteem, the more depression and the

more nervous they are[1]. This study tries to identify the characteristics of happy people by

looking at whether the level of comparison between happy and unhappy people actually

differs.

The preceding study argues that people who pursue external values are less happy than

their intrinsic values[5][13]. For example, couples who value their relationships externally over

their internal values have high love satisfaction and high level of individual happiness[14].

People with external values, such as money and fame, had less time with intimate objects such

as family, friends, and lovers, and the quality of the relationship was negative[15]. In addition,

studies have shown that people who pursue external values are prone to high social

comparisons, thus hindering happiness[13]. For these reasons, they argue that internal values

such as self-acceptance, interpersonal relationships and health are based on subjective

experience, but external values such as money and appearance are easy to evaluate because

they depend on social comparison information. Kim also argued for college students that

materialism, which is an external value, would reduce their satisfaction with college life and

happiness[5]. However, studies have recently shown that the more social pressure to be happy,

the more likely it is to experience negative emotions[16], Implying the need to pay attention to

other people's expectations or pressures for happiness. This suggests that even if it is an
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internal value, comparing it with others is not helpful in happiness either.

Therefore, this study seeks to find out whether happy people compare less with the inner

values of happiness, relationships, etc. than with unhappy people, but also with external areas

such as money, appearance, and family background. To do this, we want to find out the

degree of comparison between appearance, confidence, family background, family harmony,

money, harmony, recognition of others, and happiness, and see if there are any differences

between happy and unhappy people in comparison to each area.

The purpose of this study is:

1) Is there any difference in comparison in each area according to demographic

characteristics (sex, religion, economic level)?

2) Are there any differences in the level of comparison between happy and unhappy people

in each area?

2. Study Method

2.1 Participants

A researcher conducted a survey among 451 college students in Seoul, Chungcheongnam-do,

Jeollabuk-do and Gyeongsangnam-do. The average age was 22..09 (SD=1.95). A total of 204

(45.2%) male students were surveyed and a total of 244 (54.1%) female students were surveyed.

2.2 Instruments

1) subjective well-being : The Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS) and Positive and Negative

Affect Scale (PANAS) are adopted to measure happiness. The SWLS is developed by Diener et

al[17] and SWB uses the Positive and Negative Affect Scale (PANAS) which is developed by

Watson, Clark and Tellegen[18].

The SWLS consists of five statements with 1 - 7 scale in order to check overall life

satisfaction. The PANAS consists of two 10-item scales to measure both positive and negative

affect. Each item is rated on a 5-point scale. In this study, the Cronbach's α of the SWLS, the

positive sentiment and the negative sentiment represents .86, .85, .89 respectively. As the index

of SWLS is combined with different scales, “SWLS+ positive sentiment-negative sentiment” is

calculated and analyzed with the use of Z score of each scale.
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2) comparison: In order to determine the degree of comparison, I asked how they compare

with others in appearance, confidence, family background, family harmony, money, relation

harmony, recognition of others, and happiness. Each item is rated on a 5-point scale(1=never

compare. 5= Compare very much)

3) control variable: Age, service period, academic background (1=high school graduate or

less, 2=college student, 3=college graduate, 4=graduate school or more) and family

circumstances (1=very affluent, 6=very difficult) were asked.

2.3 Data Analysis

The collected data in this study were analyzed with SPSS 20.0. Descriptive statistics analysis

was conducted to find out demographic descriptors. The difference in the degree of comparison

between high happy group and low happy group was analyzed by t-test and the relationship

between variables was analyzed by Pearson's correlation coefficient. And the degree of

comparison according to general characteristics was analyzed by t-test and ANOVA.

3. Result

3.1. The General Characteristics of the Subjects

The general characteristics of the subjects in this study(table 1) were 207 men (45.9%) and 244

women (54.1%), with an average age of 22.09 years (SD=4.25). There were 213 students with

religion (47.2%) and 238 students without religion (52.8%). The economic level was high (42

persons, 9.8%), middle (359 persons, 79.6%), low (50 persons, 11.1%).

[Table 1] General Characteristics of Subjects (N=451)

Characteristics Categories n (%) or M±SD

Gender
Male 207(45.9)

Female 244(54.1)

Age 22.09(4.25)

Religion
Others 213(47.2)

None 238(52.8)
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3.2. Comparison according to the General Characteristics of the Subject

If you look at how much comparisons are made by gender (Table 2), There was a significant

difference with appearance (t=5.12, p<.001) and money (t=2.03 and p<.05). That is, women

compared more to others about appearance and money than men.

[Table 2] Differences of Comparison by Gender

comparison Male(n=207) Female(n=244)

Mean±SD Mean±SD p-value

appearance 3.03±1.03 3.54±1.04 p<.001

confidence 3.13±1.17 3.34±1.14 ns

family background 2.42±1.17 2.51±1.15 ns

family harmony 2.55±1.27 2.75±1.34 ns

money 2.82±1.11 3.03±1.07 p<.05

relation harmony 3.29±1.15 3.40±1.06 ns

recognition of others 3.35±1.20 3.48±1.10 ns

happiness 3.23±1.13 3.25±1.29 ns

When looking at how much comparisons are made according to religious presence, there was

a tendency of difference in other people's recognition and happiness. In other words, people

with religion compared the feelings of others more often than people without religion, and

tended to make less comparisons of happiness.

The ANOVA validation of how much comparison is made according to the economic level

showed no statistically significant differences in the eight comparison areas.

[Table 3] Differences of Comparison by Religion

comparison Others(n=213) None(n=238)

Mean±SD Mean±SD p-value

appearance 3.31±1.11 3.32±1.03 ns

confidence 3.29±1.16 3.26±1.15 ns

family background 2.55±1.14 2.41±1.16 ns

family harmony 2.60±1.32 2.70±1.31 ns

money 2.94±1.12 2.95±1.08 ns
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3.3. Comparison between Happy and Unhappy Groups

T-test was performed on the comparison level of eight areas by dividing the top 30% and the

bottom 30% of subjective well-being. The result showed significant differences in appearance,

confidence, family background, family harmony, money, harmony, recognition of others, and

happiness between happy and unhappy groups. In other words, happy people made less

comparisons in all areas of appearance, confidence, family background, family harmony, money,

harmony, recognition of others, and happiness than unhappy people.

[Table 4] Differences of Comparison by Happiness

comparison Unhappy(n=134) happy(n=135)

Mean±SD Mean±SD p-value

appearance 3.69±1.06 2.94±1.05 p<.001

confidence 3.61±1.11 2.85±1.26 p<.001

family background 2.87±1.28 2.13±1.06 p<.001

family harmony 2.96±1.33 2.41±1.27 p<.01

money 3.39±1.10 2.56±1.09 p<.001

relation harmony 3.54±1.06 3.18±1.24 p<.05

approval of others 3.65±1.05 3.11±1.29 p<.001

happiness 3.71±1.08 2.86±1.49 p<.001

3.4 Subjective Sense of Well-being and the Relationship between Each Comparative Area

The results of subjective well-being and comparison in each area are shown in [Table 5].

Subjective well-being showed a negative correlation in the area of each comparison. In other

words, the happier a person is, the less they compare appearance, confidence, family

background, family harmony, money, harmony, recognition and happiness of others.

[Table 5] Correlation among Variables

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1.subjective wellbeing 1. 00
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*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001.

4. Conclusion

The purpose of this study is to ensure whether happy people have less social comparison than

unhappy people. The results and discussions of the analysis are as follows:

First, we looked at whether there were any differences in comparability in eight areas,

depending on gender, religion, and economic level, which are the demographic characteristics.

As a result, women compared their appearance and money more with others than men. People

with religion were more inclined to compare other people's recognition and happiness with

others than people without religion, and there was no difference in comparison according to

economic. This is consistent with a previous study, which found that women are more prone

to social comparisons than men[5] and that women regard appearance as a means to enhance

their values[19]. Also, a group of female college students think external job values are more

important than male students, and this is in line with the research result that female college

students with external job values are less career-oriented[20]. This is also thought to be the

result of appearanceism through mass media, and the influence of social trends that regard

appearance and finances as a competitive advantage. Therefore, it is believed that education or

counseling approaches will be necessary, considering the level of internal and external values,

depending on gender.

People with religion could see that they wanted to be recognized by others, and that they

tended to be happier than others. It is believed that people with religion tend to compare

other people's recognition with happiness because they have a lot of experience emphasizing

the value of good behavior and happiness within their religious experience.

Second, happy people were all higher in comparison in eight areas than unhappy people.

This is consistent with the results of various prior studies on the negative relationship between

happiness and social comparison. This is consistent with the findings of previous research that

4.family background -.27*** . 29*** .21*** 1. 00

5.family harmony -.17*** . 23*** .26*** .45*** 1. 00

6.money -.32*** . 43*** .26*** .59*** . 42*** 1. 00

7.relation harmony -. 15** . 22*** .44*** .18*** . 36*** .24*** 1. 00

8.recognition of others -.21*** . 31*** .43*** .21*** 30*** 29*** .64*** 1. 00

9.happiness -.29*** . 24*** .43*** .28*** . 47*** .35*** .55*** 56*** 1. 00
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happy people experience less social comparison than unhappy people and experience less

negative emotions due to social comparison information. This suggests that happy people do

not judge themselves compared to others. Especially, happy people have high self-esteem.

Therefore, it can be guessed that there is a characteristic of evaluating oneself rather than

evaluating oneself by comparing with others. Since the present study did not identify the

psychological mechanism, it is a careful guess, so an extended study will be required in the

subsequent study.

In addition, happy people have made less comparisons not only in external areas such as

money, appearance, and recognition of others, but also in internal areas such as happiness and

ambient harmony. In other words, happy people do not often compare, even with their internal

values, and are considered to be less conscious of social pressure on their inner values, such as

happiness and relationships. Also, considering the negative relationship between level of

happiness and level of comparison in all domains, it is suggested that social comparison with

others is a major factor impeding happiness. Therefore, it is necessary to have education and

social culture that help people to have a healthy self-image that does not compare with others

and can see themselves as they are.

The limitations of this study were that the cause of the relationship between happiness and

social comparison levels could not be identified. It is considered necessary to identify causative

relationships through experimental or end-to-end research to identify them. It is also necessary

to examine the effects of other psychological variables on the relationship between happiness

and social comparison. An integrated model study is necessary considering variables such as

cultural factors and personalities.
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