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Big-fish-little-pond effect (BFLPE) research has demonstrated that frame of reference effects 
impact upon self-concept and other desirable educational outcomes. However, while the validity 
and the generalizability of the BFLPE have been extensively demonstrated in 26 countries (Marsh 
& Hau, 2003), these countries were mostly industrialised, western countries. Furthermore, 
researchers (Marsh, 1991; Marsh, Chessor, Craven & Roche, 1995) have advocated that identifying 
individual differences among students would be a valuable tool in developing policies to maximize 
the benefits of attending academically selective schools, but these differences have not as yet been 
examined. Additionally, researchers have proposed that social comparison processes are 
responsible for the BFLPE, but this hypothesis has not been investigated fully. The purpose of this 
paper is to explore directions for future research that will address these concerns. The paper 
outlines ways in which the recently expanded Program for International Student Assessment 
(PISA) database (OECD, 2001) can be utilised to: ascertain whether the BFLPE extends to non-
industrialized and non-western countries to provide even stronger support for the BFLPE’s validity 
and generalizability; and elucidate some of the moderators of the BFLPE. Methods to explore the 
impact of social comparison processes on the BFLPE are also explored. Preliminary results are 
presented and implications for educational policy discussed. 
 

From “grammar schools” in England, to “gymnasia” in Germany, selective education has 
become a very popular and much sought after educational strategy for nurturing the academic 
capabilities of intelligent students. In New South Wales (NSW) this popularity is reflected in 
the substantial numbers of students who apply for places in selective schools each year (in 
2002, 15,343 students applied for approximately 3,000 places; Vinson, 2002). Partially as a 
result of this popularity, governments have increased the numbers of such schools. For 
example, in NSW since 1988, the number of selective schools has doubled, resulting in 21 
fully academically selective schools across NSW. However, this policy seems to be largely 
based on widely presumed assumptions about the benefits of selective schools, rather than the 
tangible benefits thereof as demonstrated by rigorous research. In fact, there is a growing 
body of evidence to suggest that segregation on the basis of academic performance may not 
be the optimum environment in which to educate some of our most intelligent students 
(Craven, Marsh, & Print, 2000; Marsh et al., 1995; Marsh & Hau, 2003; Marsh, Koller, & 
Baumert, 2001). 

Developing a positive self-concept, defined as “a person’s perception of himself … 
formed through his experience with his environment … and influenced especially by 
environmental reinforcements and significant others” (Shavelson, Hubner & Stanton, 1976, 
p.411), has been considered by education institutions internationally as an extremely 
important educational objective (Marsh & Hau, 2003; Marsh et al., 2001). For example, one 
of the national goals of Australian education is that students should leave school with 
“qualities of self-confidence, optimism, high self-esteem, and a commitment to personal 
excellence” (Ministerial Council on Education Employment Training and Youth Affairs, 
1999).  

However improving students’ self-concepts is a goal that is not always achieved when 
students are segregated academically. Self-concept research has demonstrated that students in 
academically selective schools have lower academic self-concepts, select less demanding 
courses, have lower grade point averages, and have lower long-term educational and 
occupational aspirations, than do equally intelligent students in non-selective schools (Craven 
et al., 2000; Davis, 1966; Marsh, 1991; Marsh & Yeung, 1997b). The validity and 
generalizability of these consequences, known as the big-fish-little-pond effect (BFLPE), 
have been demonstrated consistently in numerous empirical studies (e.g. Marsh, 1987; Marsh 
& Parker, 1984) and cross-culturally in as many as 26 countries (Marsh & Hau, 2003).  



Although extensive research has been undertaken in this field, nonetheless there remain 
areas as yet unexplored. Hence, the purpose of this paper is to explore these fields and suggest 
ways to investigate them. These unexplored areas include: a) ascertaining whether the BFLPE 
extends to non-industrialized, non-western countries, as previous cross-cultural research has 
focused on mainly industrialized western countries; b) examining individual student 
characteristics that may influence how students respond to attending academically selective 
schools, as researchers have advocated that this may be a valuable tool in developing policies 
to maximize the benefits of attending academically selective schools; and c) investigating the 
underlying social comparison processes thought to create the BFLPE, as these have not as yet 
been fully investigated.  

 
Extending the Validity and Generalizability of the BFLPE to 

Non-industrialised and Non-western Countries 
 

Academic Self-concept and the BFLPE 
 

 The BFLPE is related to academic self-concept, one of the principal components of self-
concept. Theoretically, self-concept is considered to be multidimensional and hierarchical in 
structure, with academic self-concept, how one thinks and feels about one’s academic ability, 
one of the principal components  (Shavelson et al., 1976). Research has demonstrated the 
importance of academic self-concept. For example, Marsh (1987) found that students’ 
academic self-concepts had a direct effect on future educational attainment. In addition, 
academic self-concept and academic achievement appear to have reciprocal effects. Marsh 
and Yeung (1997a) not only found that prior self-concepts had an effect on subsequent 
achievement, but also that academic achievement affected subsequent academic self-concepts. 
Thus, the promotion of a positive academic self-concept, since it is a major component of 
self-concept, can be viewed as an important educational goal in itself.  

In spite of this, research has consistently found that students in academically selective 
environments have lower academic self-concepts than those students of equal aptitude who 
attend non-selective schools (Craven et al., 2000; Davis, 1966; Marsh & Hau, 2003; Marsh et 
al., 2001). This contrast effect is the core of the ‘big-fish-little-pond effect' (BFLPE). As seen 
in Figure 1, according to the BFLPE theoretical model, individual ability is positively related 
to academic self-concept, but a high class or a high school average ability negatively impacts 
on academic self-concept. 
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Figure 1. The Big-Fish-Little-Pond Effect (Marsh & Hau, 2003). 
 
Nevertheless, positive effects can ensue from attending a high ability school: Students can 

feel pride in being part of such a prestigious school. Known as a reflected-glory or an 
assimilation effect, this concept has been shown to counterbalance the negative effect of the 
BFLPE. It has been argued that attending an academically selective school may actually 
enhance students’ academic self-concepts simply because they have gained entry into such an 
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academically elite school. Marsh and his colleagues (Marsh et al., 2001; Marsh, Kong, & 
Hau, 2000) have maintained that students who attend high-ability schools might consider that 
they are intelligent due to the fact that they are in a school with other highly intelligent 
students. This assimilation or reflected-glory effect was investigated by Marsh, Kong, and 
Hau (2000) in a longitudinal study where they measured both the effects of school average 
ability (BFLPE) and reflected-glory on academic self-concept, in Hong Kong schools. While 
they found that academic self-concept was negatively affected by attending a high ability 
school, the reflected-glory of attending a higher status school exerted a positive, but weaker, 
counterbalancing effect. The BFLPE was the net result of these two forces. In addition, 
controlling for reflected-glory effects caused the BFLPE to become even more negative. 
Thus, this assimilation effect is an important construct to include in BFLPE research. 
 

Cross-cultural Generalizability of the BFLPE 
 

The BFLPE also appears to be cross-cultural. Marsh et al. (2001) found a BFLPE when 
they examined maths self-concepts among 7th grade East and West German school students, 
when the school systems were reunified. Similar effects have been found in Israel (Zeidner & 
Schleyer, 1998) and Hong Kong (Marsh et al., 2000). Likewise, Marsh and Hau (2003), using 
data from the Program of International Student Assessment (PISA) database, demonstrated 
that individual achievement was positively associated with academic self-concept, but that 
academic self-concept and school average ability were negatively related, indicating the 
presence of the BFLPE in as many as 26 countries. However, since these countries were 
mostly industrialised western countries, this constitutes one area where research could be 
extended. Ascertaining whether the BFLPE also extends to non-industrialized and non-
western countries would provide even stronger support for its validity and generalizability. 

 
Suggestions for Future Research to Extend the Validity and Generalizability of the 

BFLPE 
 

In the year 2000, the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 
compiled the Program of International Student Assessment (PISA) database, to assess the 
knowledge and skills acquired by students nearing the end of their compulsory education. 
Paper-and-pencil tests were administered to 15 year-olds in schools around the world. These 
students completed a variety of measures including: standardized performance tests in reading 
literacy, mathematical literacy, and scientific literacy, which were specially developed for 
PISA; a Cross-Curricular Competencies questionnaire to assess students’ competencies across 
different areas of the curriculum; and student, school and computer familiarity questionnaires. 
Thirty-two, mostly industrialized western, countries participated in the first PISA survey in 
2000. 

Utilising this database, Marsh and Hau (2003) examined the validity and cross-cultural 
generalizability of the BFLPE. These authors included only those students who completed 
academic self-concept items and standardized academic performance tests, resulting in a 
sample of 103,558 15-year-olds from 26 countries. As previously noted, they demonstrated 
that the BFLPE was evident across all 26 countries.   

The data used by Marsh and Hau (2003) were collected from mostly industrialised 
western countries. However, additional countries, which are non-industrialised and non-
western, completed the same assessment in 2002. Hence, the availability of these new data 
presents a unique opportunity to ascertain whether the validity and cross-cultural 
generalizability of the BFLPE extend to non-western and non-industrialised countries. This 
study has commenced and preliminary results are presented below.  

 
 
 
 



Method 
 

Participants 
 

The database documentation (OECD, 2001) recommends that sample weights be used for 
analyses, to prevent estimates of population parameters being biased. In the current study, 
each county’s effective sample size was set equal to the number of that country’s cases, prior 
to weighting. Thus the weighted and unweighted sample sizes were the same.  Only those 
students who had completed academic self-concept measures and standardized achievement 
tests were included, resulting in 158,927 participants. 
 
Measures  

 
A similar methodology to that of Marsh and Hau (2003) was followed. Measures 

necessary for investigating whether a BFLPE is present include, an academic self-concept 
scale, an academic performance score, and a school average achievement score. Three items 
on the Cross Curriculum Competencies questionnaire measured individual student academic 
self-concept. These were the three best items from the academic self-concept scale of the 
SDQII (Marsh, 1990), for example “ I learn things quickly in most school subjects”. 
Responses were recorded on a 4-point Likert scale, which ranges from 1 (disagree) to 4 
(agree). In the original Marsh and Hau (2003) study, the reliability of this scale was 
reasonable across all 26 countries (D = .76, SD = .04).  

Students participating in the PISA study completed academic achievement tests, but while 
all students completed the verbal component, the math and science tests were not given to 
every student. Scores on all the achievement tests were thus made comparable using test-
equating procedures. As in the Marsh and Hau study, a total academic performance score was 
obtained by averaging all the standardized test scores available for each student, and school 
average achievement was measured by averaging the academic performance scores for 
students in each school. Thus, the dependent measure was individual academic self-concept, 
and independent measures included individual achievement and school average achievement.     
 
Statistical Analyses 

 
As in Marsh and Hau (2003), the current study used multi-level modeling techniques to 

analyze the data, as they have a multilevel structure: students are taught in schools, and there 
are numerous schools within a country. Thus there were three levels in these data: individual 
students were at level one, schools at level two, and countries at level three. Each lower level 
can be thought of as being grouped, or nested, within higher levels. Statisticians warn that 
ignoring the existence of this nesting could result in serious statistical difficulties, and does 
not allow the effects that occur to be fully understood (refer Rasbash et al., 2002 for details). 
Consequently, due to the hierarchical nature of these data, a multi-level modeling approach 
was adopted for analyses. 

In order to facilitate interpretations, academic self-concept and individual achievement 
measures were standardized across the entire sample. Then an average of all standardized 
scores available for each student was calculated, and finally school average achievement was 
determined by taking an average of the total achievement scores for students in each school. 
This latter achievement score was not re-standardized, thus keeping individual achievement 
and school average achievement measures on the same metric.   

 
Preliminary Results and Discussion  

 
Preliminary results confirmed that the BFLPE does extend to non-industrial and non-

western countries. As seen in Table 1, the effect of individual achievement on academic self-
concept was positive for all countries, including the additional countries, with the exception 
of Romania. Additionally, in the original Marsh and Hau (2003) study, school-average 



achievement had a significant negative effect on academic self-concept in 24 of 26 countries, 
and negative effects in the remaining two countries that were not statistically significant. 
These results were replicated in the present investigation for the original countries (refer 
Table 1). Furthermore, the effect of school-average achievement on academic self-concept 
was significantly negative in six of the eight additional countries, while the remaining two 
displayed a positive effect. In one of these countries, Romania, school-average achievement 
had a significantly positive effect on academic self-concept, and at the same time individual 
achievement negatively influenced academic self-concept. Since the results for this country 
are in the opposite direction from those found normally, further investigation is necessary to 
determine the reasons behind this abnormal finding. Table 1 also demonstrates that the effect 
of individual achievement on academic self-concept (excluding Romania) varied from 
country to country (.10 to .62), as did the BFLPE (-.02 to -.36). 

The current findings support and extend those of Marsh and Hau (2003) by demonstrating 
that the BFLPE also exists in non-western and non-industrialized countries. Students in these 
countries, like their counterparts in industrialized western countries, had lower academic self-
concepts when they were educated in classes whose average ability was higher. Additionally, 
by extending its reach to non-western and non-industrialized countries, these results greatly 
enhance the validity and the generalizability of the BFLPE model. 

In studies of school effectiveness such as this, it is neither possible nor feasible to 
randomly assign students to different conditions. Hence, as was the case with the 
original Marsh and Hau (2003) study, since results were based on correlational data, no 
causality can be inferred. Moreover, the negative effect of school-average achievement may 
be confounded with factors such as individual differences in learning, family background, and 
school climate. These issues are dealt with in the following paragraphs.   

 
        

Individual Student Characteristics and the BFLPE 
 

Individual Differences in Learning 
 

For over a decade researchers (Marsh, 1991; Marsh et al., 1995) have advocated that 
identifying individual differences among students would be a valuable tool in developing 
policies to maximize the benefits of attending academically selective schools. Researchers 
who have demonstrated declines in academic self-concept for students in academically 
selective schools, or gifted and talented (G&T) programs, have consistently called for an 
emphasis to be placed on detecting which students will benefit most, and which will benefit 
least, from attending these schools and programs (Craven et al., 2000; Marsh, 1991; Marsh et 
al., 1995). However, these differences have not as yet been examined.   

One source of difference between students, which may potentially moderate the BFLPE, 
is the way in which students approach the learning situation. Marsh, Hau, Artelt, Baumert and 
Peschar (in press), in their evaluation of the Student Approaches to Learning (SAL) 
instrument developed by the OECD for the PISA database, noted that students differ in their 
approach to learning. Those who are able to learn effectively are self-regulated learners - they 
use strategies to promote effective learning, are motivated to learn, have a belief in their own 
self-efficacy, and are not troubled by competitive environments. The assumption is that these 
effective learning approaches positively affect student performance. So, the way individual 
students approach learning may impact upon how they deal with the school environment. For 
example, a student in an academically selective school may be low in self-efficacy, because 
he/she is surrounded by intelligent students, he/she may feel that no matter how much effort 
he/she puts in he/she will never top the class. The result may be a lower academic self-
concept thus contributing to the BFLPE. As already noted, differences such as these between 
students, have not as yet been examined. 

 
 



Table 1. Preliminary Results from Multilevel Models for the Extended PISA Database (new 
countries denoted by “ +”). 
 
  Background 

Descriptions 
Effects (predicting academic self-concept) 

 Country No. of 
students 

No. of 
Schools 

Individual 
student 

achievement  
- linear 

Individual 
student 

achievement 
- quadratic  

School-
average 

achievement 
BFLPE 

 Albania+ 4980 174 .45* .07* -.23* 
 Australia 5168 231 .28* .05* -.23* 
 Austria 4745 213 .40* .08* -.23* 
 Belgium 6669 216 .13* .04* -.12* 
 Brazil 4885 324 .34* .07* -.26* 
 Bulgaria+ 4620 160 .34* .04* -.09* 
 Chile+ 4889 179 .46* .08* -.28* 
 Czech Republic 5356 229 .41* .03* -.26* 
 Denmark 4232 225 .48* .08* -.19* 
 Finland 4863 155 .49* .13* -.17* 
 Germany 5060 219 .38* .07* -.31* 
 Hong Kong+ 4395 140 .19* .13* -.13* 
 Hungary 4882 194 .26* .09* -.02 
 Iceland 3365 130 .61* .09* -.19* 
 Ireland 3852 139 .39* .04* -.30* 
 Israel+ 4305 165 .38* .07* -.34* 
 Italy 4984 172 .43* .04* -.30* 
 Korea 4982 146 .38* .15* -.04 
 Latvia 3892 154 .32* .05* -.08* 
 Liechtenstein 314 11 .28* .03 -.22* 
 Luxembourg 3400 24 .33* .07* -.19* 
 Mexico 4573 183 .31* .08* -.09* 
 Macedonia+ 4494 91 .38* .07* .05 
 Netherlands 2503 100 .26* .06* -.27* 
 New Zealand 3666 153 .36* .12* -.33* 
 Norway 4142 176 .62* .10* -.20* 
 Portugal 4580 149 .41* .09* -.20* 
 Romania+ 4829 177 -.00 -.01 .26* 
 Russia 6698 246 .46* .05* -.22* 
 Sweden 4415 154 .41* .08* -.36* 
 Switzerland 6090 282 .26* .06* -.16* 
 Thailand+ 5340 179 .10* .04* -.25* 
 United Kingdom 9321 362 .28* .06* -.20* 
 United States 3838 153 .46* .04* -.28* 

*p < .05 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Additional Potential Moderators 
 
Another moderating factor may be the student’s home environment, including elements 

such as: father’s employment; family size; parental interaction with children; and possessions 
in the home. Evidence here can be taken from socioeconomic status (SES) studies (e.g. 
Bachman & O’Malley, 1986; White, 1982), which have demonstrated that SES is related to 
educational achievement, with higher SES predicting better educational outcomes. DeGarmo, 
Forgatch, and Martinez (1999) found that SES indicators, such as higher educational and 
occupational attainment and financial resources, influenced the educational achievement of 
young boys through more effective parenting. As regards academic self-concept however, 
Marsh and Parker (1984) demonstrated that students in low ability / low SES schools had 
higher academic self-concepts than students in high ability / high SES schools. Taken 
together then, these studies suggest that SES can influence academic achievement and 
academic self-concept. Nevertheless, a detailed investigation of the relation between a 
student’s home environment and the BFLPE has yet to be undertaken. 

Other potential moderators include school connection and school organizational climate. 
In a recent longitudinal study on the impact of violence on adolescents, Ozer (2005) found 
that school connection, operationalised as “happiness, belonging, safety, closeness, and fair 
treatment by teachers” (p.170), was a protective factor in the general mental health of 
students. In addition, Brown, Anfara, and Roney (2004) examined the organizational climate 
within schools, by exploring such dimensions as: academic emphasis, teacher affiliation, 
collegial leadership, resource support, and institutional integrity. They found marked 
differences in the school management of high performing suburban middle schools, and low 
performing urban middle schools along these dimensions. Although to date these areas have 
not been explored in relation to academic self-concept and the BFLPE, these studies suggest 
that it may be important to consider school connection and school organizational climate in 
future BFLPE research. 

   
Suggestions for Future Research to Examine Individual Student Characteristics 

 
The PISA database offers an opportunity to examine whether students’ attitudes to 

learning moderate the BFLPE. The Student Approaches to Learning (SAL) instrument was 
developed by the OECD for the PISA database. It consists of 52 items that assess 14 factors. 
These factors measure four broad theoretical dimensions: self-regulated learning strategies, 
self-efficacy beliefs, motivation to learn, and learning preferences. Items corresponding to 
these factors include: “When studying, I work as hard as possible”; “I’m certain I can master 
the skills being taught”; “I study to get a good job”; and “I like to work with other students”. 
Responses are recorded on a 4-point Likert scale. For the first seven scales responses range 
from 1 (almost never) to 4 (almost always). For the last seven scales, responses range from 1 
(disagree) to 4 (agree). Across 25 countries, the reliability of this instrument has been shown 
to be satisfactory with scale estimates ranging from .71 to .88 (Marsh et al., in press). Thus, 
an examination of the SAL instrument and its relation to academic self-concept and class-
average achievement may indicate whether or not the BFLPE is moderated by individual 
student approaches to learning.  

The PISA database also contains background information that students completed about 
themselves, their homes, and their schools. For example, students were asked about their 
reading habits, their parents’ employment and education, parental involvement, and their 
home environment. They also completed questions assessing classroom atmosphere, 
relationships with teachers, and the character of the school. In addition, school principals 
answered a brief questionnaire about their schools, in which they recorded such details as: the 
computing, educational and teaching resources available in the school; the assessment 
procedures; condition of buildings; and teacher qualifications and morale. This information 
offers the potential to elucidate individual differences in students’ backgrounds and in school 
environments that may predict which students will benefit from attending an academically 
selective school and which students will not. Thus, by examining individual learning 



differences and differences in home and school environments, it is hoped that important 
individual differences may be identified that may serve to moderate the effects of the BFLPE. 

 
Theory Underpinning the BFLPE 

 
Social Comparison 

 
While research demonstrating the BFLPE has been impressive, the theory underpinning 

this effect has never been explored fully at the level of the individual. Researchers who study 
the BFLPE propose that its theoretical basis lies in social comparison theory (Marsh et al., 
1995; Marsh & Hau, 2003; Marsh et al., 2000), but to date this causal link has not been 
investigated fully in relation to the implicit or explicit comparison processes that individuals 
actually use.  

Although they may be unaware of the term, people frequently engage in social 
comparison. They compare in all sorts of ways: from comparing the kind of car they drive 
with their neighbours’ cars, to comparing their golf handicap with the golf pro’s.  Because 
social comparison is such a major feature of our everyday lives, social comparison research 
has been diverse and multi-faceted.  

In developing his social comparison theory, Festinger (1954) proposed that individuals 
are driven to evaluate their opinions and abilities either by objective means, or where this is 
not possible, by comparing with others. Since then, there has been an abundance of research 
trying to understand the psychological mechanisms underlying this element of human 
behavior. A host of studies has examined a variety of topics such as: whether people compare 
in an upward or downward direction (Collins, 2000; Wills, 1981); the emotional effects of 
comparisons (Buunk, Collins, Taylor, VanYperen, & Dakof, 1990; Salovey & Rodin, 1984); 
the different types of comparisons employed (Buckingham & Alicke, 2002; Suls & Tesch, 
1978); and the motivational aspects of social comparison (Lockwood & Kunda, 1997). 

In explaining the BFLPE, it has been suggested that students form their academic self-
concepts partly by comparing their academic performance with that of their peers (Marsh & 
Hau, 2003). Peers in academically selective schools tend to be other highly intelligent 
students and so when students compare with them, this comparison can result in their feeling 
less intelligent and so can lead to a reduction in academic self-concept. This is the contrast 
effect that is the essence of the BFLPE. Alternatively, in schools that do not select on the 
grounds of academic merit, there is a much wider ability range with which to compare. In this 
case, students can make comparisons with less able students and this can result in higher 
academic self-concepts. Take for example, an average student in a high-ability school, whose 
performance may be below the average achievement level for that school. Comparing his/her 
academic ability with other students in that school may reduce that student’s academic self-
concept. However, if this same student were to attend an average-achievement school, his/her 
performance may be above the average for that school, with the result that his/her academic 
self-concept is enhanced (Marsh & Hau, 2003). Thus the theory underlying the BFLPE 
suggests that lowered academic self-concept is caused by a comparison with someone who is 
performing better (an upward social comparison). In exploring how social comparison 
processes may cause the BFLPE, many different facets of the comparison process need to be 
addressed, and these are discussed in the following sections. 

 
Comparison Direction 
  

When comparing with others people can choose to compare with someone performing at 
a lower level than they are (termed downward comparison), with someone performing at a 
similar level, or they can compare with someone performing better (termed upward 
comparison). While there has been very little support for downward comparison as a way of 
evaluating one’s abilities, social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954), and a substantial body 
of research (e.g. Collins, 2000; Gruder, 1971), suggest that when people wish to evaluate their 
abilities, they do so by comparing with similar others who are performing slightly better than 



themselves. For example, Seta (1982) demonstrated that a person’s performance on a task 
improved when he/she worked with someone whose performance was slightly better. Wheeler 
(1966) found similar results when he examined comparison direction under differing 
motivational conditions. After performing a task, he gave his participants false feedback and a 
rank ordering of the other participants’ performances. Participants were allowed to look at 
another participant’s score associated with one other rank. Most chose to compare with a 
similar other who had performed better, even in the low motivation condition. Thus it appears 
that upward comparisons play an important role in ability evaluation, but as yet the role they 
play in the BFLPE has not been investigated. 

 
Comparison Direction, Self-evaluation, and Affect 
  

Comparison direction has been associated with affect, but the literature is inconclusive as 
regards the nature of that association. In their study using social comparison diaries, Wheeler 
and Miyake (1992) found that upward comparisons (comparing with someone doing better 
than oneself) were associated with more negative affect, while downward comparisons 
(comparing with someone doing less well than oneself) produced an increase in subjective 
well-being. Alternatively, Buunk et al. (1990) demonstrated that both upward and downward 
comparisons could produce positive and negative feelings. In a study of cancer patients, 
although moderated by levels of self-esteem and perceived control, these authors found that 
while upward comparisons could lead to either positive or negative feelings, so could 
downward comparisons.  

Decreased affect has been linked with negative self-evaluation. Forgas, Bower and Krantz 
(1984), by manipulating mood, found that those in a good mood evaluated themselves 
positively, while those in a bad mood evaluated themselves negatively. As such, the feeling, 
or affect, that individuals have after making comparisons may influence how they 
subsequently assess themselves. So, comparisons, whether upward or downward, that result in 
decreased affect, could lead to lower self-evaluations. Thus, it could be argued that the 
feeling, or affect, that individuals have after making comparisons, whether upward or 
downward, may influence how they subsequently assess themselves academically. 
Consequently, affect may moderate evaluations of academic self-concept, and may contribute 
to the BFLPE. 

 
Specific and Generalized Others  
 

When comparing themselves to others, people can either compare with a specific other 
person (a friend, for example), or with, a “generalized other”. The latter refers to comparisons 
made with some kind of average. This could be an explicit comparison with the average grade 
in an exam, or an implicit one, deduced from teacher feedback. For example in one study, 
after receiving grades for an exam, students were asked to state how interested they were in 
obtaining information for the purpose of evaluating their performance. Participants were most 
interested in knowing the average score for the exam (Suls & Tesch, 1978).  

As regards specific social comparisons, research in the school environment has 
demonstrated that students compared their academic ability with specific other students who 
were performing slightly better than themselves (Blanton, Buunk, Gibbons & Kuyper, 1999). 
In this study, first year high school students nominated the student in each of their subjects 
with whom they preferred to compare their grades. Participants’ grades were obtained from 
school reports at three points during the academic year, and these grades were used to assess 
performance and the direction of comparisons. Results demonstrated that participants tended 
to compare with a specific other student, who was slightly outperforming them academically. 
These authors also found that controlling for prior grade, these upward comparisons predicted 
higher grades in subsequent tests. These findings were replicated by Huguet, Dumas, Monteil 
and Genestoux (2001). They too found that participants chose specific other students as 
comparison targets who were slightly outperforming them academically, and that these 
upward comparisons were predictive of higher grades. In a study using a different research 



methodology, Wheeler and Miyake (1992) asked their participants to keep a record of their 
comparisons over a two-week period in a diary. These participants reported making social 
comparisons with specific people, especially close friends, in many different dimensions, 
including academics.  

Which of these two types of comparison do people find more useful? Even when 
information about the statistical average was present, Buckingham and Alicke (2002) found 
that their participants preferred to compare with an individual person in order to evaluate their 
abilities. Whether students compare with a specific other, a generalized other, or both, which 
type of comparison they find to be the most useful for evaluation purposes, and their relative 
impact on the BFLPE, are issues that are necessary to address if the theory underlying the 
BFLPE is to be elucidated. 

 
Suggestions for Future Research to Test the Theory Underlying the BFLPE 

 
 BFLPE researchers propose that social comparison processes are responsible for the 

effect (Marsh et al., 1995; Marsh & Hau, 2003; Marsh et al., 2000), but as yet this causal link 
has not been investigated fully. An investigation of this link could utilise differing 
methodologies. For example, comparing and contrasting social comparison processes in high-
ability high school students and low-ability high school students, using a qualitative 
methodology, could elucidate similarities and differences in the comparison processes of 
these two groups. Moreover, this link could be explored quantitatively, by examining the 
social comparison processes used by students in high-ability and low-ability high schools, 
while simultaneously demonstrating a BFLPE. In this manner, the association between the 
BFLPE and the psychological processes thought to cause it could be specifically investigated.  

Comparing and contrasting the social comparison processes used by students in high and 
low-ability high schools could be accomplished by conducting semi-structured interviews. In 
the high-ability schools a cross-section of students could be invited to participate, while 
teachers in the low-ability schools could nominate students for participation who may have 
gained entry to an academically selective high school and refused the place, or students who 
are topping their classes. Each student could be interviewed separately and all interviews 
taped. Transcripts of interviews could be analysed, using the NVivo statistical program, in 
order to examine emerging themes and to classify the content according to pre-determined 
topics. 

Interviews could focus on the comparison strategies students use to evaluate their 
academic performance in English and math, the nature and utility of these comparisons, and 
perceived school status (reflected glory). For example, interviews could ascertain whether 
students compare with a specific other person, a generalised other, both or none, and the 
direction of that comparison. The impact of these comparisons on students’ affect and the 
extent of assimilation and reflected glory processes in both types of schools could also be 
explored. Finally, the strategies used and their nature could be investigated to ascertain 
whether differences exist between students who attend high-ability high schools as opposed to 
those who attend low-ability high schools. 

A quantitative study could also be undertaken to examine social comparison processes 
while simultaneously demonstrating a BFLPE. Individual achievement, class-average ability 
and a measure of academic self-concept are necessary components to demonstrate whether a 
BFLPE exists. To accomplish this, a standardised achievement test could be administered to 
all students, thus ensuring that individual ability levels were comparable. From this class-
average ability could be calculated. A questionnaire could also be administered, which could 
include an academic self-concept scale, and social comparison questions relating to 
comparison direction, the use of specific and/or generalised others, and reflected glory. These 
social comparison questions could identify whether there were differences in comparison 
processes between high and low-ability high school students. Thus, it is anticipated that a 
study of this type would elucidate the social comparison strategies used by students in high-
ability and low-ability high schools, and clarify how these relate to the BFLPE. 

 



Conclusion 
 

  With the increase in the numbers of academically selective schools and of students 
wishing to attend them, it is essential that governments, educationalists and parents are aware 
of the risks of attending such schools. It is anticipated that the directions for future research 
described herewith will provide enriched understanding of both the benefits and limitations of 
academically selective schooling for all of these stakeholders.  

Currently, the selection criteria for admission to an academically selective school rely 
primarily on academic achievement. It is anticipated that future research of the type proposed 
would provide guidelines as to which students will benefit most, and which will benefit least, 
from attending these schools. This knowledge will assist in developing educational policies 
aimed at maximizing the benefits, and limiting the negative effects, of attending academically 
selective schools. From this, schools will be able to identify vulnerable students. The new 
directions proposed for future research would also provide an understanding of the 
psychological processes thought to cause the BFLPE and so allow researchers to develop 
intervention strategies, which can then be implemented at the school level to counter the 
negative effects of the BFLPE.  

By identifying characteristics that allow students to benefit from selective education, it is 
anticipated that information will be provided to assist in developing education policies aimed 
at maximising the benefits and limiting the negative effects of attending such schools. Thus, 
this eclectic, multi-method approach to the study of the BFLPE and social comparison 
processes is expected to yield enriched understandings of both BFLPE and social comparison 
theory and research, and result in tangible strategies for enhancing practice in educational 
settings. 
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