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Comparisons are a common feature of everyday life. Only through comparison can we ascertain our own
relative performance. The targets of comparison are sometimes called “reference points.” This doctoral
dissertation is a study of external reference points, which includes other people such as family, neighbors, and
colleagues. It aims to identify the influence on economic performance of relative information gleaned from
social comparisons. It seems natural that people would be significantly influenced by their awareness of others.
But can we measure this effect? Does self-comparison with others improve one’s own performance? Are there
systematic differences among people in their sensitivity to these influences of self-comparison with others?
This dissertation empirically investigates these questions.

In chapter 1, 1 show that people are indeed influenced by self-comparison with others through an
examination of “peer effects” in competitive swimming. I {ind that swimmers are aware of which among their
peers have worse personal-best records than themselves. Being chased improves swimmers’ performances. In
chapter 2, I construct a new model of goal setting. Goals can be considered one of the targets of comparison,
and findings about goal-setting behavior apply to comparison behaviors with other reference points. My model
includes four features: the endogeneity of the goal, the influence of the goal on performance, heterogeneity in
sensitivity to external inducements, and heterogeneity in the reaction to a high goal. I demonstrate the validity
of this model through a laboratory experiment. Based on chapters 1 and 2, I find that relative information
significantly influences individual economic performance. What are the wider social implications of this?
Disparity in social status is a macro-level problem that can result from variation in economic performance
caused by social comparisons. In chapter 3, 1 suggest that disparity should be measured by subjective
happiness. I find that the income disparity widened from 2003 to 2006, while the happiness disparity remained
constant over this period.

The research for this dissertation shows that there is a significant influence of comparison on economic
performance. There is an influence of relative information on material and mental performance as well as

nonlinearity and heterogeneity in the size and direction of the influence.
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