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Abstract 
The present study examined the effect of social comparison orientation (SCO) on the responses to 
a victim. Participants (n = 87) were exposed to an interview with the alleged victim of a traffic ac- 
cident, that was either an unfamiliar or a close other. A close other induced more feelings of one- 
ness and more personal distress, but not more empathy, than an unfamiliar other. Higher levels of 
SCO resulted in more feelings of oneness and more helping behavior only in response to an unfa- 
miliar other. The results suggest that those high in SCO tend to perceive more identification with 
others they do not know than those low in SCO. 
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1. Introduction 
Comparing oneself with others seems a universal feature of the social life of humans. Nevertheless, in the past 
decades, it has been suggested by various authors that people may differ in their disposition to compare them- 
selves with others. For instance, Diener and Fujita (1997) argued that “... making any comparisons at all, may 
often be a function of one’s personality” (p. 349; see also Hemphill & Lehman, 1991). Indeed, as put forward by 
Gibbons and Buunk (1999), there may be important individual differences in the extent to which, and the fre- 
quency with which people compare themselves with others. Gibbons and Buunk introduced the term social 
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comparison orientation (SCO) to refer to such individual differences. There is substantial evidence that those 
high in SCO seek out more comparisons, spend more time engaging in comparisons, and experience more emo- 
tional reactions from comparing themselves with others. SCO has been shown to affect a wide variety of out- 
comes, including for example one’s personal risk perceptions, the perception of one’s relational future, the devel- 
opment of occupational burnout and the quality of life of cancer patients (for a review, see Buunk & Gibbons, 2006), 
and has more recently been related to such issues as openness to leadership behavior (van Quakebeke, van Knippen- 
berg, & Eckloff, 2011) and the discrepancy between the ideal and the ought self (McIntyre & Eisenstadt, 2011).  

In the present study we expanded the potential role of SCO to yet another domain, i.e., the responses to a vic- 
tim as studied by Batson and his colleagues in their pioneering research (e.g., Batson, 1991; Batson, Fultz, & 
Schoenrade, 1987). Batson and his colleagues made a distinction between personal distress and empathy as res- 
ponses to a victim. Personal distress was defined as a self-focused negative emotional arousal in reaction to the 
perceived distress of another person, which involves feelings such as alarmed, upset, disturbed and distressed. 
Empathy was defined as an emotional response, elicited by and congruent with, but not necessarily identical to, 
the perceived welfare of someone else (Batson, 1991; Batson & Oleson, 1991; Batson et al., 1995). According to 
the empathy-altruism model of Batson, especially feelings of empathy will result in helping behavior. Others 
have argued, however, that also feelings of personal distress may stimulate helping behavior. According to the 
negative state relief model (e.g., Cialdini & Kenrick, 1976) individuals may help victims because helping the 
victim may reduce individuals negative affect, such as feelings of guilt, that is evoked by the victim’s suffering 
(see also Cunningham, Steinberg, & Grev, 1980). We expected individuals high in SCO to show relatively more 
personal distress and empathy in response to a victim—in the present research someone who was physically 
handicapped as a result of an accident—and, consequently, to show a higher tendency to help the victim. There 
were a number of arguments for this prediction. First, as shown by Mussweiler (2001, 2003), when comparing 
themselves with others, individuals look primarily for similarities between themselves and others, which sug- 
gests that individuals will detect more similarities between themselves and victims as they are higher in SCO. 
Second, individuals high in SCO tend to show relatively more congruent responses, i.e., negative affect, when 
confronted with someone who is worse-off than they are themselves. For example, a study among nurses Buunk, 
Van der Zee and Van Yperen (2001a) showed that the higher their SCO, the more negative affect nurses expe- 
rienced in response to the description of a similar nurse who was doing poorly at work (see also Buunk, Ybema, 
Gibbons, & Ipenburg, 2001b). Third, individuals high in SCO have a stronger interpersonal and communal 
orientation (Gibbons & Buunk, 1999), i.e., tend to be more interested in what others experience and in caring for 
others in need (Swap & Rubin, 1983; Clark, Ouellette, Powell, & Milberg, 1987). Therefore, those high in SCO 
will, in general, view the fate of a victim as a situation that might happen to oneself, and will be emotionally rel- 
atively more affected by that fate, both in terms of empathy as well as personal distress.  

We assumed, however, that the extent in which the responses to a victim will differ between those high and 
low in SCO will depend on the perspective one takes when considering the situation of that victim (Batson, 1991; 
Batson, Early, & Salvarani, 1997). We included the commonly used “other” perspective in which participants 
are asked to imagine how the victim must perceive the situation, and consequently, which affect that situation 
will arouse in the victim. This perspective concerns basically another individual who is a stranger. Batson et al. 
(1997) showed that inducing this perspective leads to higher levels of empathy than inducing participants to try 
to stay objective and not to get involved in the suffering of the person in need (cf. Cialdini, & Schaller et al., 
1987). We compared this unfamiliar other perspective to what we refer to as the close other perspective, in 
which participants were asked to imagine that the situation of the victim occurred to someone who was close to 
them. 

We expected that, overall, when they imagined a victim to be a close other, individuals would feel more 
closeness, empathy and distress, and, consequently, would be more likely to help. As it seems quite self-evident 
that individuals will in general experience more personal distress and empathy in response to someone who is 
close to them, we did not expect that SCO would make much difference in this respect. However, as there is in- 
creasing evidence that those high in SCO tend to perceive themselves to be more similar and close to unfamiliar 
others (Bosch et al., 2010; Buunk, Dijkstra, Bosch & Siero, 2012; Michinov & Michinov, 2001), we expected 
when confronted with an unfamiliar other, those high in SCO will experience more personal distress and empa- 
thy than those low in SCO and to be more inclined to help the victim. 

Given our theoretical reasoning, we also examined directly to what extent SCO affected the psychological 
identification with the victim. Characteristic of a high level of psychological closeness is a strong identification 
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with someone else as a person, a sense of overlapping selves, and a lack of differentiation between the self and  
the other, a condition labeled as closeness, of as inclusion of other in the self by Aron, Aron and Smollan (1992). 
In their research program, Aron and his colleagues developed the Inclusion of Other in the Self (IOS) Scale, a 
single-item, pictorial measure of closeness, demonstrated alternate-form and test-retest reliability; convergent 
validity scales assessing related constructs, such as marital satisfaction and commitment, discriminant validity; 
minimal social desirability, and predictive validity for whether romantic relationships were intact three months 
later, and for intimacy and attraction measures in stranger dyads following laboratory closeness-generating tasks. 
Most participants tended to interpret the IOS Scale diagrams as depicting interconnectedness. In line with Buunk 
et al. (2012), we expected that women high in SCO would, in general, perceive higher inclusion in the self of the 
victim, than women low in SCO, but specifically, or only when the victim was an unfamiliar other. This moder- 
ating role of SCO was not expected with respect to a close other as people would in general identify with some- 
one who is close to them who is the victim of a serious accident. 

Finally, we examined if perspective—taking the perspective of the close versus the unfamiliar other—and 
SCO affected actual helping behavior in the form of donating money, becoming a volunteer or becoming a col- 
lector for an existing Dutch organization dedicated to providing care to victims of, among others, accidents and 
crimes. In general, we expected women to be more inclined to help a close other than an unfamiliar other. As 
noted before, however, we would expect women high in SCO to be more willing to engage in helping behavior 
than women low in SCO, but particularly, after taking the perspective of an unfamiliar other. 

2. Method 
2.1. Participants 
Eighty-seven female psychology students (mean age 21.02 years, SD 1.60 years, ranging from 18 to 26 years old) 
participated in exchange for the chance to win a DVD player. 

2.2. Procedure 
The participants were led to believe that the research was conducted to test an advertisement campaign for a 
well-known actually existing Dutch institution called Victim Care. The main focus of this institution was to pro- 
vide psychological support to people who have been recently the victim of some sort of trauma. The participants 
were told that the results of this study would help Victim Care in determining how to conduct a follow-up na- 
tional research. They also read an introduction about Leonie, a student who had a major bicycle accident and 
consequently ended up with serious facial damage, a shattered foot, and social stigma. Participants were told that 
Leonie would talk in an interview about her experiences. Before listening to the interview, the experimental ma- 
nipulation was introduced to the participants following Batson et al. (1997). 

Those assigned to the unfamiliar other condition read: 
“Try, while listening to the interview, to imagine how the person being interviewed feels about what hap- 

pened and how it has affected her life. Try not to concern yourself with attending to all the information pre- 
sented. Just try to imagine how the person interviewed feels and concentrate on this.” The instruction stayed on 
the participants’ screen while listening to the interview. 

Those assigned to the close other condition read: 
“Think of someone who is close to you, like a sibling or a good friend. Describe in four lines why that indi- 

vidual is important to you. Mention five characteristics of this person. Try, while listening to the interview, to 
imagine how the person you have just described would feel if he or she would experience what the person being 
interviewed is experiencing and how it would affect her life. Try not to concern yourself with attending to all the 
information presented. Just try to imagine how the person you have just described would feel and concentrate on 
this.  

The instruction stayed on the screen while listening to the interview. 
In the interview, Leonie told about her experiences in the hospital, how she felt when she saw herself again 

for the first time, how she has been recovering, and how she is feeling when people stare at her. She ended her 
story saying that she would like to meet some new people who would be willing to do something “nice” with her. 
Participants then completed a set of questionnaires (described below); upon completion, participants were fully 
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debriefed and thanked for their participation. 

2.3. Measures 
Social Comparison Orientation. Before being exposed to the experimental manipulation, participants first filled 
out the 11-item scale for SCO developed by Gibbons and Buunk (1999) on the basis of a larger item pool. The 
scale has been tested in over 60 studies. The measure consists of statements reflecting social comparison activi- 
ties and interests, including “I always like to know what others in a similar situation would do”, “I always pay a 
lot of attention to how I do things compare with how others do things”. The reversed items (“I am not the type of 
person who compares often with others” and “I never consider my situation in life relative to that of other 
people”) were recoded. The items were measured on a 5-point scale, ranging from strongly disagree (1) to 
strongly agree (5). In the present sample, Cronbach’s alpha = .80, M = 39.99, SD = 6.33. 

As dependent variables the following measures were included. 
Psychological closeness. To assess psychological closeness with the victim, we used the measure of closeness as 

assessed with the Inclusion of Others in Self Scale (IOS; Aron, Aron, & Smollan, 1992), that has been extensively va- 
lidated (Aron & Fraley, 1999). The IOS exists of seven drawings of two gradually more overlapping circles. The IOS 
is a single-item, pictorial measure of interpersonal interconnectedness that consists of seven pictures of each two cir- 
cles that overlap to different degrees, from no overlap (picture 1) to an almost complete overlap (picture 7). 

Distress. In most of their studies, Batson and his colleagues have used eight items to assess distress, i.e., 
alarmed, grieved, troubled, distressed, upset, disturbed, worried and perturbed. By translation and back-transla- 
tion, we tried to come up with as adequate as possible Dutch translations for the eight items. Participants pro- 
vided responses on 7-point scales ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much). As usual, the scale had a very 
high reliability, alpha = .89, that could not be raised by deleting any item. 

Empathy. In most of their studies, Batson and his colleagues have used six items to assess empathy, i.e., sym- 
pathetic, compassionate, softhearted, tender, warm and moved. Niezink et al. (2012) conducted factor analyses 
in 9 different samples (including the present one) on these adjectives. Across samples, a two factor solution dis- 
tinguished between a “sympathy cluster” and a “tenderness cluster” of adjectives: whereas the adjectives com- 
passionate, sympathetic, and moved had relatively high loadings on the first factor and relatively low loadings 
on the second factor, the opposite was found for the adjectives tender, warm, and softhearted. However, to make 
our results comparable to those used in similar research, we used the six original items commonly used in this 
paradigm. On 7-point scales, ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much), participants indicated the extent to 
which they felt these emotions. Despite the two factors that seem to underlie the scale, the scale had a high re- 
liability, alpha = .76, that could not be raised by deleting any item. 

Helping behavior. After asking participants a number of questions on their attitudes towards helping, to 
measure actual helping behavior, the questionnaire ended with a letter of authority. On this letter, participants 
could indicate whether they would support “Victim Care” by donating money, becoming a volunteer or becom- 
ing a collector for “Victim Care”. The answers to these questions were dichotomized as “no” (1) or “yes” (2).  

3. Results 
Effects of Perspective. We expected that, overall, when they imagined a victim to be a close other, individuals 
would feel more closeness, empathy and distress, and would be more likely to help. We therefore first executed 
a number of ANOVA’s with perspective—taking the perspective of the close versus the unfamiliar other—as an 
independent variable. These analyses showed significant differences between the two conditions for two of the 
three dependent variables, with stronger responses when taking the perspective of the close than when taking the 
perspective of the unfamiliar victim. The effect on distress was significant, F (1,85) = 6.69, p = .01, with more 
distress expressed when taking the perspective of a close other, M = 4.45, SD = 1.12, than when taking the pers- 
pective of an unfamiliar other, M = 3.83, SD = 1.10. Although participants also expressed more empathy when 
taking the perspective of a close other, M = 4.81, SD = .83, than when taking the perspective of an unfamiliar 
other, M = 4.54, SD = .76, the difference was not significant, F (1, 85) = 2.49, p = .12. The effect on oneness 
was significant, F (1, 85) = 5.13, p = .03, with more closeness expressed when taking the perspective of a close 
other, M = 4.72, SD = 1.34, than when taking the perspective of an unfamiliar other, M = 4.07, SD = 1.35. Thus, 
participants experienced more closeness and distress, but not more empathy, when taking the perspective of a 
close other than when taking the perspective of an unfamiliar other. We next examined separately the effects of 
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perspective on the sympathy and tenderness cluster that came out of the factor analytic studies by Niezink et al. 
(2012) on the empathy scale. The effects were even weaker than on the total scale, and neither effect was signifi- 
cant, respectively F (1,85) = 1.07, p = .30, and F (1,85) = 2.11, p = .15 

Effects of SCO. To examine the main issue in this study, i.e., the moderating role of SCO, we did a series of 
GLM analyses with perspective and the centered SCO as predictors, including the interaction between both va- 
riables. Unlike what we expected, there were no main or interaction effects of SCO on empathy and distress, F’s 
< 1.25, p’s > .27. While the main effect of SCO on closeness was not significant, F (1,83) = .10, p = .76, there 
was, in addition to the main effect of perspective, F (1,83) = 11.74, p = .00, a significant interaction between 
SCO and perspective, F (1,83) = 9.63, p = .00. Figure 1 shows that although individuals taking the perspective 
of a close other experienced, on average, more closeness than individuals taking the perspective of an unfamiliar 
other, this effect was dependent on levels of SCO. More specifically, SCO appeared to have opposite effects on 
closeness in the two conditions. When taking the perspective of a close other, those high in SCO experienced 
somewhat less closeness with the victim than those low in SCO, β = −.27, an effect that was only marginally 
significant, p = .08. However, when imagining that the victim was an unfamiliar other, those high in SCO expe-
rienced more closeness with the victim than those low in SCO, β = .38, p = .01.  

Helping behavior. After the experiment, 45% of the participants donated money for Victim Care, although 
only 11% signed up to collect money for Victim Care, and even fewer participants (6%) signed up to do volun- 
teer work. Given the very low base rates of these last two behaviors, the results of presented here should be 
viewed with caution, but we nevertheless report these to be comparable with the analyses for the other depen- 
dent variables. As the dependent variables were dichotomous, we did logistic regressions, with the scores for 
SCO centered. We report here the significance of the B’s in the final models. These analyses showed no main or 
interaction effects of perspective and SCO neither on donating money for Victim Care, nor on signing up for 
volunteer work, p’s > .19. However, while the effect of perspective on signing up to collect money for Victim 
Care was not significant, B = .49 (SE = .85), p = .56, the effect of SCO was significant, B = .65 (SE = .31), p 
= .03, as was the interaction between perspective and SCO, B = −.25 (SE = .12), p = .03. Given the fact that only 
a few people in both conditions signed up to collect money, we did a series of tests to examine the data more 
closely. First, a Chi2 test showed that there was no difference between both conditions in the number of people 
that signed up to collect money, Chi2 (1,83) = .15, p = .48, confirming the main effect found in the regression. 
Second, the range of scores on SCO for those who signed up was in the close other condition 30 to 46, and in the 
unfamiliar other condition 32 to 53. All these scores fell within the range of 2 SD’s below and above the scale 
mean (respectively, 27 and 53), suggesting that outliers could not be responsible for the effects of SCO on sign- 
ing up to collect money. Third, we did ANOVA’s in both conditions to examine the association between this 
signing up and SCO. Given the low n’s, we adopted a significance level of 10%, in accordance with the sugges- 
tion of Cohen. We did not find a significant association with SCO for those who took the perspective of a close 
other, F (1,39) = 1.66, p = .21, but did find a significant association with SCO for those who took the perspec- 
tive of an unfamiliar other, F (1,40) = 3.55, p = .07. To model these effects in the same way as for closeness, re- 
gression lines were drawn. As Figure 2 shows, when taking the perspective of a close other, those higher in 
SCO signed up less often, albeit not significantly less, to collect money for Victim Care than those low in SCO, 
β = −.20, p = .21. In contrast, when imagining that the victim was an unfamiliar other, those high in SCO signed up 
more often to collect money for Victim Care than those low in SCO, β = .29, p = .07. In other words, as illustrated in 
Figure 2, even with the very low base rate of signing up, our findings suggest that those high in SCO signed up to 
collect money more often when the victim was an unfamiliar other than when she was imagined as a close other. 

Because the effects of SCO for closeness and signing up to collect money were rather similar, we considered 
the possibility that closeness might in both conditions mediate between SCO and helping behavior. That would 
require that, in addition to the effects of SCO on both variables, closeness also correlated with helping behavior. 
However, that appeared not to be the case, in the unfamiliar other condition r = .17, p = .27, nor in the close 
other condition r = −.04, p = .82. Thus, the effects of SCO on closeness and helping behavior seem to be inde-
pendent of one another. As SCO did not have any effects on empathy and personal distress, these latter variables 
could not mediate between SCO and helping behavior. 

4. Discussion 
We examined the role of social comparison orientation (SCO) and different perspectives in affecting the res- 
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Figure 1. Effects of SCO on feelings of closeness after imagining the victim as either an unfamiliar or close other.          
 

 
Figure 2. Effects of SCO on signing up to collect for Victim Care after imagining the victim as either an unfamiliar or close 
other.                                                                                                 
 
ponses of women to an interview with the alleged victim of a traffic accident. We induced two perspectives: an 
unfamiliar other perspective condition in which the victim was described in general terms, and a close other 
perspective condition in which participants were asked to imagine that the victim was someone close to them. 
We expected that, overall, when they imagined a victim to be a close other, individuals would feel more close- 
ness, empathy and distress, and would be more likely to help. Indeed, we found partial evidence for this idea. 
Taking the perspective of a close other resulted indeed in more feelings of closeness with the victim and in more 
personal distress, but not in more empathy with the victim, than taking the perspective of an unfamiliar other. 
This last finding is quite interesting, as it underlines, in line with the work by Batson and his colleagues (e.g., 
Batson et al., 1987), that empathy and personal distress are quite distinct responses to a confrontation with a vic- 
tim. That is, as research in neuroscience suggests (Keysers, 2011), empathy seems a rather general response that 
may be evoked by the suffering of any other individual, independent of how close that other person is. Indeed, 
we may feel empathy for victims of famine, war or disasters, from any part of the world. However, being 
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touched by the fate of victims we do not know personally, does not necessarily mean that we also experience 
personal distress, that is, that we feel worried, concerned or upset. Our present findings suggest that such res- 
ponses only, or particularly, occur when we are confronted with a close other who is the victim of an accident, 
whereas the level of empathy in such a case is similar to that experienced in response to victims who are com- 
plete strangers. However, our findings suggest that the effect of perspective taking on helping behavior is not 
parallel to that on the affect evoked by imaging that the victim was a close or an unfamiliar. A practical implica- 
tion of this finding would be that, when trying to collect money for an organization that aims to help victims of a 
particular event, inducing women to imagine that someone who is close to them might be the victim of such an 
event, might not be a more effective strategy than simply presenting women with the same fate of unknown oth- 
ers, and asking women to think about how such people might feel. Moreover, in individuals low in pro-social 
motivation, when the costs of helping are high, efforts to induce empathy situationally can even undermine 
pro-social behavior (Graziano et al., 2007): these individuals may perceive the empathic request for help as too 
burdensome and completely refrain from helping. 

The major focus of the present research was to what extent SCO might affect the responses to a victim. In line 
with other recent studies (Bosch et al., 2010; Buunk et al., 2012), we expected that SCO would particularly af- 
fect the responses to an unfamiliar other. We found clear support for our hypotheses with respect to closeness. 
SCO resulted in more closeness when taking the perspective of an unfamiliar other, but in less closeness when 
taking the perspective of a close other. In fact, whereas those low in SCO experienced more closeness with a 
close than with an unfamiliar other, those high in SCO experienced as much closeness with an unfamiliar as 
with a close other. These results seem in line with the interpretation that those high in SCO tend in general to 
perceive the fate of others as their own possible fate and tend to try to recognize themselves in others, and that, 
as Mussweiler (2001, 2003) has demonstrated, social comparison implies primarily searching for similarities 
between oneself and the comparison target. The present findings are also compatible with the results from the 
study by Michinov and Michinov (2001), who found that individuals high in SCO felt attracted to individuals 
regardless of whether they were similar in their attitudes and opinions or not. In contrast, individuals low in 
SCO felt attracted only to others who were similar in their attitudes and opinions, i.e., others who were more 
likely viewed as psychologically closer. Thus, in general, those high in SCO tend to experience themselves as 
similar to others regardless of whether the other is a close other or not, whereas those low in SCO tend to clearly 
discriminate between close and non-close others. However, we did not find any evidence that these differences 
between those high and low in SCO extended to empathy and personal distress. This suggests that previous 
findings showing more negative affect among those high in SCO in response to others worse off, may not, as 
often has been suggested, be explained as indications of empathy and personal distress (e.g., Buunk et al., 2001a, 
2001b). 

Despite the fact that women high in SCO did not experience more empathy and personal distress, we found 
some preliminary evidence that they were more likely to help unfamiliar victims. When the victim was an unfa- 
miliar other, those high in SCO signed up somewhat more often to collect money for Victim Care than those low 
in SCO, and more often when the victim was an unfamiliar other than when she was imagined as a close other. 
Apparently, the inclination of women high in SCO to help, does not seem to be related to the extent to which 
they felt emotionally affected by the victim’s fate. A reason that women high in SCO nonetheless may be more 
willing to help an unfamiliar other is revealed by an experiment by Graziano et al. (2007). In this highly similar 
experiment, in which participants were also presented with an audiotaped interview with a victim that was rela- 
tively familiar of unfamiliar to them, and requested to help in terms of hours volunteer work, Graziano et al. 
(2007) studied the role of agreeableness in helping behavior. Very similar to what the present study found for 
individuals high in SCO, Graziano and colleagues found that participants high in agreeableness offered more 
help to relatively unfamiliar victims than to a relatively familiar one. Although agreeableness and SCO are 
usually found to be only weakly related (see for instance Buunk, Nauta, & Molleman, 2005), individuals high in 
agreeableness and high in SCO, compared to other individuals, seem to have in common that they, in general, 
are more likely to perceive other people to be emotionally related or similar to themselves. Whereas individuals 
high in SCO may feel more connected to people in general, because they tend to focus on similarities between 
themselves and others, individuals high in agreeableness may feel so because they are, by nature, high in empa- 
thy (Graziano et al., 2007). Our finding that, under certain conditions, women high in SCO may be more likely 
to help is also consistent with studies that have shown cues that trigger social comparisons may enhance the likeli- 
hood of individuals engaging in pro-social behavior. For example, Shipley (2008) found that a social compari- 



A. P. Buunk, P. Dijkstra 
 

 
448 

son cue significantly increased the likelihood of donation. In a similar vein, Klein (2003) showed that individu- 
als who received comparative feedback on their task performance, were more likely to give helpful hints to other 
participants on a subsequent task.  

Nonetheless, the effect of SCO on helping behavior should be viewed as very preliminary for two reasons. 
First, this effect was only found for signing up to collect money for an organization devoted to helping victims, 
and not for actually donating money or signing up to do volunteer work. Second, the total number of people who 
signed up was very low. Our findings nevertheless seem interesting given the ongoing debate whether helping is 
always motivated by an altruistic tendency or may also be instigated by egocentric motives (Batson, 1991). The 
present research suggests that what might seem a rather ego-focused characteristic, that is, the dispositional ten- 
dency to compare oneself with others, may result in actual altruistic behavior. Our finding fits with the notion 
that although motivations for helping might appear altruistic, those motivations may be ultimately egoistic in 
nature, as they are mainly directed at close others (Maner et al., 2002; Cialdini et al., 1997). That is, if indeed 
individuals high in SCO define “close others” more broadly than others do, their helping behavior with regard to 
unfamiliar people makes perfect sense: these unfamiliar people are not really unfamiliar and are probably not 
too different from those in the category “close others”. While we did not intend with the current research to tap 
into the debate over the existence of “true” altruism, we have found some preliminary evidence that individuals 
high in SCO have, more than individuals low in SCO, a “natural” inclination to feel psychologically close to 
victims they do not know personally and even to provide some type of help to such others.  

The present research has a number of potential limitations. First, our measures of psychological closeness 
consisted of one item only. In general, including multiple items to assess a variable, contributes to the reliability 
of the measurement. However, we would like to note that the item we used for assessing psychological closeness, 
the IOS, has been thoroughly examined and validated (Aron & Fraley, 1999). A second limitation is that we 
found only an effect of SCO on one of our three measures of helping behavior, i.e., signing up to collect money 
for Victim Care, and that only about 10% of the sample did do so. A third limitation is that the study was re- 
stricted to women, who may in general perceive more closeness with others than men. Finally, our findings may 
have limited generalizability in terms of gender and age and apply to young women only. Nevertheless, given 
the importance of social comparisons, we feel that our research makes a relevant contribution by refining and 
expanding our knowledge on characteristics of those high in SCO, and on the role of individual differences in 
SCO for altruism and helping behavior. 
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