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Abstract: Temporary agency workers are becoming increasingly critical as a supplementary workforce within enterprises, inevitably 
leading upward social comparisons with permanent employees. However, existing research pays little attention to this phenomenon, 
which cannot provide theoretical guidance for the management of temporary agency workers. To fill this gap, our study utilizes the 
cognitive appraisal theory of emotion to construct a dual-path moderated mediation model, examining how upward social comparison 
is associated with positive and negative behaviors through two distinct forms of envy. Through the questionnaire survey, data is 
collected from 882 temporary agency workers in a Chinese temporary staffing firm. The results reveal that upward social comparison 
is associated with both benign and malicious envy, which in turn respectively relate to informal workplace learning and social 
undermining behavior. Additionally, psychological availability moderates the relationship between upward social comparison and 
envy, such that when psychological availability is higher (vs lower), the positive effect of upward social comparison on benign envy is 
stronger and the positive effect of upward social comparison on malicious envy is weaker. Moreover, psychological availability further 
moderates the indirect effect of upward social comparison on employee behavior. When psychological availability is higher (vs lower), 
the positive indirect effect of upward social comparison on informal workplace learning via benign envy is stronger, whereas the 
positive indirect effect of upward social comparison on social undermining via malicious envy is weaker. Our study enriches the 
theoretical research perspective of upward social comparison and provides insights for managing temporary agency workers. Our 
study is the first to explore the dual behavioral choices of upward social comparison of temporary agency workers and apply the 
cognitive appraisal theory of emotion to social comparison. The results indicate that organizations can improve the psychological 
availability of temporary agency workers to stimulate learning behavior and reduce social undermining behavior to achieve a win-win 
situation between temporary agency workers and organizations. 
Keywords: upward social comparison, envy, psychological availability, informal workplace learning, social undermining

Introduction
As the sharing economy and the VUCA (volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity) era approach, a growing number 
of companies are hiring temporary agency workers to reduce labor costs, mitigate management risks, and enhance organiza-
tional flexibility.1 Compared with permanent employees, temporary agency workers typically encounter more workplace 
disadvantages, such as lower pay and fewer benefits,1 lower job security,2 and lower job satisfaction.3 They also grapple with 
issues like workplace stigmatization and job discrimination.4,5 Continual exposure to such an environment inevitably leads 
temporary agency workers to make upward social comparisons with permanent employees who are in better circumstances.6 

Thus, the question arises: will comparing themselves to superior permanent employees ignite positive behaviors inspired by 
a desire for self-improvement, or spark negative behaviors born out of envy? Exploring the implications of upward social 
comparison is crucial for effectively managing agency workers and fully utilizing human capital.
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However, most of the existing research seldom addresses upward social comparisons in the workplace, focusing more 
on social media contexts. For instance, studies show that upward social comparisons on social media can lead to anxiety, 
and depression, reduce life satisfaction, and subjective well-being, and provoke malicious comments.7–9 Despite the 
workplace being a significant component of employees’ social lives,10,11 it has not received due attention. The upward 
social comparison of temporary agency workers has not yet received academic attention. Consequently, we still know 
little about its influence and mechanism, which cannot provide evidence for management practice.

Based on the cognitive appraisal theory of emotion, our study intends to bridge this gap by exploring the effects and 
mechanisms of upward social comparison on the psychology and behavior of temporary agency workers. The cognitive 
appraisal theory of emotion posits that an individual’s appraisal of environmental events determines their emotional 
responses and subsequent behavior.12,13 Given that the workplace is essentially a competitive and self-interested 
environment,10,14 upward social comparison allows individuals to identify the gap between themselves and their 
colleagues, leading to psychological inferiority, self-threat, and negative emotions.15 As one of the most common 
negative emotions following comparative behavior, envy is inherently painful, yet benign envy focuses on self- 
improvement, and malicious envy focuses on harming others.16 Therefore, this focus shift might result in opposing 
behaviors: positive and negative. Informal learning, the most common form of learning in the workplace,17,18 effectively 
enhances personal capabilities and competence, while social undermining, a subtle and unnoticeable disruptive 
behavior,19 negatively impacts others. Therefore, our study explores the effect of upward social comparison, triggering 
benign and malicious envy, which subsequently induces informal workplace learning and social undermining, 
respectively.

Furthermore, our study aims to reveal the boundary conditions under which upward social comparison stimulates 
benign or malicious envy. According to the cognitive appraisal theory of emotion, individuals’ self-assessments of their 
abilities to cope with situations and their future expectations can affect the emotions they experience.13 Psychological 
availability is “the sense of having the physical, emotional, or physiological resources to personally engage at a particular 
moment”.20 High psychological availability is a positive self-evaluation and will play a more positive role when 
comparing oneself with superior individuals, thus moderating subsequent emotions and behavior. Generally, the higher 
an employee’s psychological availability, the more resources they perceive as accessible, and the more likely they are to 
assess their potential for coping and future expectations positively. As a result, they increase their positive behaviors and 
decrease their negative behaviors. Consequently, our study further investigates the moderating effect of psychological on 
upward social comparison process.

The major contributions of this study are: (1) addressing the unique needs of temporary agency workers and filling the 
gap in the research on upward social comparisons in the workplace, responding to the call by Greenberg et al to focus on 
social comparison processes in organizations;11 (2) providing a novel theoretical perspective – the cognitive appraisal 
theory of emotion – to explain how upward social comparison influences employee behavior. This study establishes 
a framework on the influence of upward social comparison on positive and negative behavior choices through different 
types of envy, enriching the field of upward social comparison and extending the research on the impact of benign and 
malicious envy; (3) revealing the boundary conditions of the psychological and behavioral impact of upward social 
comparisons on temporary agency workers. By selecting psychological availability, a self-resource evaluation, as the 
boundary condition, our study constructs a dual-path moderated mediation model.

Theory and Hypotheses
Upward Social Comparison and Envy
Social comparison theory suggests that individuals evaluate their own situation and group status by comparing 
themselves to those in close contact,21 either those who are better off on certain characteristics or dimensions, such as 
salary, abilities, and relationships with leaders (upward social comparison) or those who are worse off (downward social 
comparison).22 Temporary agency workers are often hired to fill labor shortages and work alongside permanent 
employees.23 The coexistence of different types of employees leads to automatic social comparison, and consequently, 
permanent employees are the comparison objects of temporary agency workers.6 Compared with downward social 
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comparison, upward social comparison occurs when an individual has a lower status, and an individual’s environment 
will impact the social comparison process.8,24 Because temporary agency workers can feel differential treatment with 
permanent employees anytime and anywhere in the working environment, the upward social comparison of temporary 
agency workers at a disadvantage is more prominent.

Temporary agency workers often receive inconsistent treatment in terms of compensation, company training, and 
daily management activities compared to permanent employees,25 leading to negative self-evaluations as they compare 
their abilities, income, and life circumstances to the higher standards of permanent employees.26 According to the 
cognitive appraisal theory of emotion,13 emotions are an adaptive response to the external environment. Environmental 
events trigger cognitive processes in individuals to evaluate whether they are beneficial or harmful to themselves, thus 
generating specific emotions. Therefore, envy may occur when a temporary agency worker perceives a lack of superior 
quality, achievement, or possession that the other has and either desires it or wishes that the other lacked it.27 Existing 
studies have proven that upward social comparison can induce feelings of envy,25,28 but envy in these studies is often 
considered a form of hostile mentality with malicious intent.

As research has progressed, scholars have begun to distinguish between benign and malicious envy. Malicious envy is 
filled with hostility and resentment, with the envier wishing for the downfall of those they envy. Conversely, benign envy 
can be perceived as a motivational force, prompting individuals to strive harder to attain what others have.29 This kind of 
benign, competitive envy can increase an individual’s desire to obtain what the person envied possesses, but without the 
hostility and resentment of malicious envy. Salerno et al proposed that benign envy and malicious envy share a common 
origin, ie, feelings of inferiority and pain caused by upward social comparison.30 Therefore, upward social comparison 
may elicit two different reactions. On the one hand, temporary agency workers, when perceiving themselves at 
a disadvantage, may develop resentment and hostility toward their comparison counterparts, wishing for them to lose 
their privileges, thereby engendering malicious envy. On the other hand, feeling inferior to others can also stimulate the 
motivation of temporary agency workers to surpass their comparison counterparts, thereby giving rise to benign envy. 
Based on this, we propose the following hypotheses:

H1a: Upward social comparison is positively related to benign envy.

H1b: Upward social comparison is positively related to malicious envy.

The Mediating Role of Envy
Benign envy can stimulate individuals to develop positive motivations, shifting their attention from envy to methods for 
achieving similar success to the one envied.31,32 Thus, benign envy leads to self-improvement behavior to match or 
exceed the levels of those who are envied. Workplace learning refers to the process of enhancing employees’ human 
capital by acquiring knowledge, skills, abilities, and other characteristics,33 and primarily involves formal and informal 
learning. Formal learning refers to “off-The-job” structured learning, such as participating in organizational training 
activities, while informal learning is a non-structured learning activity initiated and controlled by the learner. Employees 
can self-regulate their learning process according to work needs, unrestricted by time and location.34 Informal learning is 
also considered the most common method of learning in the workplace,17,18 serving as an important way for employees 
to improve their work skills and achieve better career development. For temporary agency workers, companies mostly 
only provide new employee orientation training, with the training content often being simple job-related skill training. 
Therefore, compared to formal learning, temporary agency workers are more likely to adopt self-directed informal 
learning methods to improve themselves. In other words, temporary agency workers who experience benign envy may 
attempt to close the gap with those they envy through informal workplace learning.

According to the cognitive appraisal theory of emotion, an individual’s evaluation of environmental events first 
affects their emotional responses, thereby prompting individuals to make behavioral choices consistent with them. 
Considering the above discussion and the prediction in H1a that upward social comparison is positively related to 
benign envy, this study proposes that upward social comparison generates benign envy, leading temporary agency 
workers to engage in informal workplace learning behaviors. Specifically, the upward social comparison makes 
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temporary agency workers lower their self-evaluations, inducing feelings of inferiority and frustration but also making 
them aware of the gap between themselves and permanent employees, prompting motivation for self-improvement.35,36 

Benign envy encourages temporary agency workers to achieve their desired outcomes through “challenging 
behaviors”,16,37 that is, to generate informal workplace learning behaviors. Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H2a: Benign envy mediates the effect of upward social comparison on informal workplace learning so that upward social 
comparison has a positive indirect effect on informal workplace learning through benign envy.

Individuals experiencing malicious envy believe that they cannot reach the same level as others, and in this case, it is 
more meaningful to change the standard to reduce the threat that arises from upward social comparison. Therefore, the 
reaction of the envier is to attempt to lower the level of the envied,38 such as implementing schadenfreude, slander, hostility, 
and belittlement.16,39 Unlike benign enviers who turn their attention to their own efforts, malicious envy enviers shift their 
focus to the envied, hoping that the envied lose their advantages and their success is ruined. Thus, temporary agency workers 
experiencing malicious envy are likely to diminish the advantages of those they envy by damaging their interpersonal 
relationships, reputation, etc. Social undermining refers to behaviors intended to hinder, over time, the ability to establish and 
maintain positive interpersonal relationships, work-related success, and favorable reputation, such as delaying someone’s 
work, withholding important or required information, giving someone the silent treatment, speaking ill of someone behind 
their back, spreading rumors about someone. Social undermining behaviors are covert and hard to detect, and the impact on 
others is also a long-term, gradual process.19 Therefore, compared to more intense forms of abuse like attacking, low-level 
forms of abuse such as social undermining are more likely to occur. Individuals experiencing malicious envy usually strive to 
restore a sense of balance, reducing feelings of inferiority and frustration caused by envy. Therefore, our study believes that 
social undermining is a potential way to minimize others’ achievements. Through social undermining, temporary agency 
workers can reduce others’ superiority, elevate their own status, and vent their frustration and hostility.40 Due to the 
peculiarity of the employment relationship, the identity cognition of temporary agency workers as “external people” in the 
organization makes them separate the organization from their self-concept,41 resulting in a lower sense of belonging, 
identification, and loyalty to the organization. Moreover, they do not need to maintain long-term working relationships 
with other members, and given the covert nature of social undermining behaviors, temporary agency workers experience less 
psychological pressure when undermining their colleagues, not easily bound by emotional and moral constraints. Therefore, 
temporary agency workers experiencing malicious envy are more likely to engage in social undermining behaviors.

Based on the cognitive appraisal theory of emotion and the above discussion, as well as the prediction in H1b that 
upward social comparison is positively related to malicious envy, this study suggests that upward social comparison 
induces malicious envy, leading temporary agency workers to engage in social undermining behaviors. Specifically, 
upward social comparison leads temporary agency workers to feel “inferior to others”, causing resentment and hostility 
towards the compared object, and desire for the compared object to lose their advantages, ie, generating malicious envy. 
To maintain a positive self-evaluation and reduce the painful perception brought by self-threat, temporary agency 
workers will adopt a series of coping behaviors to narrow the gap between self-evaluation and the comparison 
standard.42,43 Therefore, temporary agency workers experiencing malicious envy are likely to destroy others’ success 
through social undermining. Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H2b: Malicious envy mediates the effect of upward social comparison on social undermining so that upward social 
comparison has a positive indirect effect on social undermining through malicious envy.

The Moderating Role of Psychological Availability
Based on the cognitive appraisal theory of emotion, the evaluation of the person’s options and resources for coping with 
the situation and future prospects often has a crucial influence on which individual emotion is experienced.13 This 
assessment and interpretation process may be influenced by psychological availability. Psychological availability refers 
to the individual’s belief that they have physical, emotional, or psychological resources with which to work, essentially 
reflecting the individual’s preparedness and confidence for their work.44 Psychological availability can enhance employee 
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energy and creativity,45,46 leading to more positive behaviors such as knowledge sharing behavior.47 Therefore, the 
perception of an individual’s available resources will affect the evaluation of one’s own coping potential and future 
expectations, that is, it will affect the cognition of the results of upward social comparison, and thus affect emotional 
responses. Specifically, temporary agency workers with high psychological availability may believe that they maintain 
control over personal outcomes, have the ability and resources to gain the advantages of the compared object, and 
anticipate that they may achieve the same level of the compared people in the future. In this case, upward social 
comparison will stimulate the motivation of employees to improve themselves, reduce the hostility and destructive 
motivation to the compared object, that is, enhance the benign envy and alleviate the malicious envy. On the contrary, if 
temporary agency workers have low psychological availability, they may perceive they cannot control personal out-
comes, cannot gain the advantages of the compared object with the ability and resources they possess, and anticipate that 
they cannot achieve the level of the compared people through self-improvement. In this case, upward social comparison 
will stimulate the destructive motivation caused, reduce the self-promotion motivation, that is, strengthen the malicious 
envy and weak the benign envy. Collins’ research also demonstrated that an individual’s expectations have a decisive 
impact on the outcome of upward social comparisons.26 Accordingly, we propose the following hypotheses:

H3a: Psychological availability moderates the positive relationship between Upward social comparison and benign envy, 
such that the relationship is stronger when psychological availability is high.

H3b: Psychological availability moderates the positive relationship between Upward social comparison and malicious 
envy, such that the relationship is weaker when psychological availability is high.

Additionally, temporary agency workers with high psychological availability are likely to believe they possess 
sufficient resources to handle work-related threats and anticipate that they can reach the level of the compared object. 
According to the conservation of resources theory, individuals with abundant resources can better resist resource loss, 
have more opportunities to gain new resources through investment, and will experience less stress, and generate more 
positive behaviors.48,49 Therefore, such temporary agency workers may experience benign envy to mitigate the self-threat 
from upward social comparison, driving them to undertake informal workplace learning for self-improvement. 
Conversely, temporary agency workers with low psychological availability may perceive their resources as inadequate 
for meeting work demands or gaining the advantages of the compared object, leading to malicious envy. They may 
engage in social undermining behaviors to reduce the pain of self-threat. Accordingly, we propose the following 
hypotheses:

H4a: Psychological availability moderates the indirect effect of upward social comparison on informal workplace 
learning via benign envy, such that the indirect effect is stronger when psychological availability is high.

H4b: Psychological availability moderates the indirect effect of upward social comparison on social undermining via 
malicious envy, such that the indirect effect is weaker when psychological availability is high.

Methods
Sample and Procedure
The geographical distribution of temporary staffing firms is mainly concentrated in first-tier cities and economically developed 
areas. These areas (eg, Shanghai) have a relatively high economic level, rich human resources, and a large number of 
enterprises. Hence, the market demand for temporary staffing firms is also relatively large. In addition, the preferential policies 
provided by Shanghai to temporary staffing firms have further promoted their development. Therefore, we chose a large-scale 
temporary staffing firm in Shanghai that involves many industries as the research sample. We designed an online questionnaire, 
and the person in charge of the temporary staffing firm posted the questionnaire link. In the informed consent information, we 
explained the purpose of the research, assured that the data was only used for academic research and would remain confidential, 
and reminded participants that they could withdraw from the research at any time. We also endeavored to make the questionnaire 
item explanations as precise and clear as possible to minimize ambiguity. To reduce common method bias, we conducted 
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a three-wave survey with a time interval of two weeks. In order to match responses from the three waves, participants were 
requested to indicate their initials as well as their last 4 digits of an 11-digit mobile phone number in each survey.

In the first wave (T1) survey, 1045 participants reported upward social comparison, psychological availability and 
their own demographics. At Time 2 (two weeks after T1), 983 participants reported two types of envy (benign and 
malicious envy), resulting in a response rate of 94.07%. At Time 3 (two weeks after T2), 899 participants reported 
informal workplace learning and social undermining, resulting in a response rate of 86.03%. 17 participants that changed 
jobs during the survey period were excluded. Among the final sample of 882, 425 (48.2%) were female, the average age 
was 27.53 (SD=8.288), 53.4% had a junior middle school education, 33.7% had a high school education, and 2% had 
a bachelor’s degree or above. 61.8% became temporary agency workers for less than one year, 33.8% for 1–5 years, and 
only 4.4% for more than five years. The lowest average monthly salary is less than 2000 yuan, accounting for 6.8%; the 
largest proportion is 73.4% for 3000 to 5000 yuan, and the highest is 8000 to 9000 yuan, accounting for 1.6%.

Measures
Surveys were administered in Chinese. To confirm the accuracy of the translation and correct any discrepancies, we 
employed the translation and back-translation process before distributing the questionnaires to respondents. Five-point 
Likert-type scales ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) were used in all scales.

Upward Social Comparison
We used the subscale from Gibbons and Buunk Social Comparison Scale to measure it.50 The scale consists of 6 items, 
sample items include “I often compare myself with people who are doing better than me”. (Cronbach’s α=0.894).

Benign and Malicious Envy
Benign and malicious envy were measured by a 10-item scale developed by Lange and Crusius,51 with 5 items each. 
Benign envy items included “When I envy others, I focus on how I can become equally successful in the future” and “If 
I notice that another person is better than me, I try to improve myself”, while malicious envy items included “I wish that 
superior people lose their advantage” and “If other people have something that I want for myself, I wish to take it away 
from them”.(Cronbach’s α=0.865; Cronbach’s α=0.919).

Informal Workplace Learning
Informal workplace learning was measured using an 8-item scale developed by Decius et al.52 A sample item is: “I use 
my own ideas to improve tasks at work”. (Cronbach’s α=0.870).

Social Undermining
Social undermining was measured by the colleague undermining scale from Duffy et al,19 which we adapted to measure 
the degree to which employees enact undermining behavior towards their colleagues. The scale included 13 items, such 
as “I gave silence treatment to my colleagues”. (Cronbach’s α=0.960).

Psychological Availability
Psychological availability was measured using a 5-item scale developed by May et al.44 Sample items included “I am 
confident in my ability to handle competing demands at work”, and “I am confident in my ability to display the 
appropriate emotions at work.” (Cronbach’s α=0.963).

Control Variables
We controlled for employees’ gender, age, education, years of working, and monthly income considering previous 
research finding significant relationships between these characteristics and informal workplace learning, and social 
undermining.53,54

Analytical Strategy
First, we conducted the confirmatory factor analysis to test the variables’ discriminative validity. To test hypotheses, we 
utilized Mplus 8.3 for path analysis. Path analysis can deal with multiple dependent and intermediary variables 
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simultaneously, which can make up for the defects of a single linear regression relationship model, better reflect the 
overall characteristics of indirect effects, and more in line with the actual situation of the research object. For the test of 
mediating effects, we constructed the confidence intervals (CIs) by bootstrapping the indirect effect 5000 times. The 
indirect effect is significant if its 95% CIs exclude zero. For the additional test of mediating effects, we plotted simple 
slope tests (±1 SD of psychological availability). In examining the moderated mediating effect, we estimated the indirect 
effects at high (+1 SD) and low (−1 SD) levels of psychological availability. The conditional indirect effect is significant 
if its 95% CIs exclude zero.

Results
Discriminant Validity Tests and Common Method Bias Tests
Confirmatory factor analysis was conducted using Mplus8.3 to verify the discriminant validity of the variables. As shown 
in Table 1, the theorized six-factor model fit the data significantly better than other models (TLI=0.909; CFI=0.915; 
RMSEA=0.066; SRMR=0.071). The results supported the discriminant validity of the key variables in our model.

Harman’s single-factor test was employed to examine potential common method bias. The results showed that the 
cumulative variance explanation for all factors with eigenvalues greater than 1 was 73.859%, and the variance 
explanation for the unrotated largest factor was 26.843%, which is below the 40% critical standard. For further test, 
the method factor with all the measurement items as indicators is introduced in this study.55 The results showed that the 
model fitting data did not improve significantly when the method factor was added to the six-factors model (ΔTLI=0.026; 
ΔCFI=0.027; ΔRMSEA=−0.011; ΔSRMR=−0.028). CFI and TLI were reduced by less than 0.1, and RMSEA and SRMR 
were reduced by less than 0.05, indicating the common method bias is not a serious confounding influence on our 
empirical results.

Descriptive Statistical Analysis and Correlation Analysis
Table 2 represents the means, standard deviations, correlations among variables internal consistency coefficients of the 
scales. Upward social comparison was positively related to informal workplace learning (r=0.101, p<0.01), social 
undermining (r=0.360, p<0.001), benign envy (r=0.221, p<0.001), and malicious envy (r=0.332, p<0.001). Benign 
envy was positively related to informal workplace learning (r=0.360, p<0.001), while malicious envy was positively 
related to social undermining (r=0.282, p<0.001). These results provide preliminary support for our hypotheses and form 
the basis for subsequent regression analysis.

Table 1 Discriminant Validity and Common Method Bias Tests

Model χ2 df TLI CFI RMSEA SRMR

Six-factor model+method factor 2834.625 763 0.935 0.942 0.055 0.043

Six-factor model 3862.377 804 0.909 0.915 0.066 0.071

Five-factor model 6009.631 809 0.846 0.855 0.085 0.108

Four-factor model 9124.469 813 0.755 0.769 0.108 0.141

Three-factor model 10,994.623 816 0.701 0.717 0.119 0.156

Two-factor model 14,903.120 818 0.587 0.608 0.140 0.181

Single-factor model 20,477.279 819 0.424 0.452 0.165 0.205

Notes: N = 882. Six-factor model: USC,BE,ME,IWL,SU,PA; Five-factor model: USC,BE+ME,IWL,SU,PA; Four-factor model: USC,BE 
+IWL,ME+SU,PA; Three-factor model: USC+BE+ME+PA,IWL,SU; Two-factor model: USC+ME+SU,BE+IWL+PA; Single-factor model: 
USC+BE+ME+PA+IWL+SU. 
Abbreviations: USC, upward social comparison; BE, benign envy; ME, malicious envy; IWL, informal workplace learning; SU, social 
undermining; PA, psychological availability; χ2, chi-square; df, degree of freedom; TLI, Tucker-Lewis index; CFI, comparative fit index; 
RMSEA, root-mean-square error of approximation; SRMR, standardized root-mean-square residual.
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Hypotheses Testing
Mplus 8.3 was used to conduct path analysis of the model as a whole and we centralized each variable in order to 
accurately estimate the mediating and moderating effects. The result of path analysis is shown in Figure 1.

H1 predicted that upward social comparison would positively relate to benign envy (H1a) and malicious envy (H1b). 
As shown in Figure 1, upward social comparison positively affects benign envy (β=0.249, p<0.001) and malicious envy 
(β=0.212, p<0.001), supporting H1a and H1b.

The mediating effect was analyzed with 95% Monte Carlo confidence intervals (CIs) of 5000 repeated samples. As 
shown in Figure 1, The indirect effect of upward social comparison on informal workplace learning via benign envy was 
0.058 (p<0.001, 95% CI=[0.041, 0.076]). The indirect effect of upward social comparison on social undermining via 
malicious envy was 0.075 (p<0.001, 95% CI=[0.050, 0.108]). The confidence interval of the above results did not contain 
0, H2a and H2b were supported.

Table 2 Means, Standard Deviations and Correlations

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1.Gender –

2.Age 0.246*** –

3.Edu −0.262** −0.447*** –

4.Salary −0.146*** 0.067* 0.049 –

5.Years −0.049 0.143*** −0.088** 0.299*** –

6.USC −0.137*** −0.017 0.084* 0.105** 0.077* (0.894)

7.BE −0.023 0.176*** −0.100** −0.081* 0.049 0.221*** (0.887)

8.ME −0.177*** −0.170*** 0.183*** 0.044 0.015 0.332*** −0.210*** (0.919)

9.IWL 0.008 0.160*** −0.110** −0.007 0.111** 0.101** 0.360*** 0.006 (0.870)

10.SU −0.124*** −0.153*** 0.186*** 0.042 −0.043 0.360*** 0.018 0.282*** −0.183*** (0.960)

11.PA 0.000 0.132*** −0.034 0.050 0.085* −0.145*** 0.394*** −0.550*** 0.093** 0.074* (0.963)

M 1.482 27.533 2.582 3.341 1.441 2.897 3.485 1.678 4.341 1.688 4.261

SD 0.5 8.288 0.764 1.181 0.628 1.228 1.196 1.026 0.694 1.009 1.056

Notes: N = 882. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. 
Abbreviations: Edu, education; USC, upward social comparison; BE, benign envy; ME, malicious envy; IWL, informal workplace learning; SU, social undermining; PA, 
psychological availability.

Figure 1 The path analysis results of model. 
Notes: The path coefficients in the figure are non-standardized coefficients. This model includes control variables (omitted). ***p<0.001, **p<0.01.

https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S425946                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

DovePress                                                                                                                         

Psychology Research and Behavior Management 2023:16 4258

Li and Wang                                                                                                                                                          Dovepress

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

https://www.dovepress.com
https://www.dovepress.com


H3 predicted that psychological availability would moderate the relationship between upward social comparison and 
envy. As shown in Figure 1, Psychological availability significantly moderated the relationship between upward social 
comparison and benign envy (β=0.105, p<0.01), and the relationship between upward social comparison and malicious 
envy (β=−0.115, p<0.01). Thus, H3a and H3b were supported. To further examine the nature of this interaction, we 
plotted simple slope tests (±1 SD of psychological availability).56 As shown in Figure 2, the positive relationship 
between upward social comparison and benign envy was significantly stronger when psychological availability was 
higher (+1 SD; β=0.360, p<0.001) than when psychological availability was lower (−1SD; β=0.138, p<0.01; diff=0.221, 
95% CI=[0.063, 0.394]). Thus, H3a received additional support. Similarly, as shown in Figure 3, the positive relationship 
between upward social comparison and malicious envy was significantly weaker when psychological availability was 
higher (+1 SD; β=0.090, p<0.01) than when psychological availability was lower (−1SD; β=0.333, p<0.001; diff=−0.242, 
95% CI=[−0.387, −0.089]). Thus, H3b received additional support.

Figure 2 The interaction between upward social comparison and psychological availability on benign envy.

Figure 3 The interaction between upward social comparison and psychological availability on malicious envy.
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To test moderated mediation effect, we constructed confidence intervals by bootstrapping the conditional indirect 
effect 5000 times to test H4. As shown in Table 3, the indirect effect of upward social comparison on informal workplace 
learning via benign envy was significantly stronger when psychological availability was higher (β=0.089, 95% CI= 
[0.062, 0.121]) than when psychological availability was lower (β=0.034, 95% CI=[0.007, 0.062]), and the difference 
between these indirect effects was also significant (β=0.055, 95% CI=[0.015, 0.102]). Thus, Hypothesis 4a was 
supported. Correspondingly, the indirect effect of upward social comparison on social undermining via malicious envy 
was significantly weaker when psychological availability was higher (β=0.031, 95% CI=[0.008, 0.057]) than when 
psychological availability was lower (β=0.114, 95% CI=[[0.067, 0.175]), and the difference between these indirect 
effects was also significant (β=−0.083, 95% CI=[−0.151, −0.029]). Thus, Hypothesis 4b was supported.

Discussion
The development of the sharing economy and the arrival of the VUCA era indicate that flexible employment will be the 
development direction of the future workforce. The flexible employment group of temporary agency workers has become 
an essential force in promoting economic development. With the change in employment forms, there are more and more 
cases of temporary agency workers working with permanent employees, which makes the employee attitude and 
behavior mechanism more complicated in the context of diverse employment identities. Organizations pay attention to 
the impact of temporary agency workers on permanent employees, such as making permanent employees feel threatened, 
reducing their loyalty to the organization, worsening peer relationships, and increasing turnover behaviors.57,58 Since 
temporary agency workers often perform temporary, auxiliary, or alternative work, their importance to the organization 
may be overlooked. However, as a particular, increasingly essential, and less developed human resource, temporary 
agency workers can improve the organization’s cost-effectiveness and competitive advantage if fully utilized. Given this, 
it is urgent to help organizations understand the attitude and behavior patterns of temporary agency workers to make 
good use of this essential human resource.

Existing studies on temporary agency workers pay more attention to the impact of unfair treatment on their 
psychology, such as job satisfaction, job security, and work autonomy, but ignore the effect on their behavior. 
Temporary agency workers usually work alongside permanent employees, so they will inevitably make upward 
comparisons of their abilities, income, living conditions, etc., according to the standards of permanent employees.25 

However, to date, only few studies have examined social comparison phenomena in workplaces: Greenberg et al 
theoretically analyzed the role of social comparison processes in organizational justice, performance appraisal, virtual 
work environments, affective behavior in the workplace, stress, and leadership;11 Brown et al empirically tested the 
negative impact of upward social comparisons on job satisfaction and emotional commitment.10 Khan and Noor tested 
the positive impact of upward social comparison on employees’ work performance.59 All in all, we still know very little 

Table 3 Results of Moderated Mediation Effect

Path Moderator (Psychological 
Availability)

Indirect Effect SE 95% CI

USC→BE→IWL Higher (+1SD) 0.089 0.015 [0.062, 0.121]

Lower (−1SD) 0.034 0.014 [0.007, 0.062]

DIFF 0.055 0.022 [0.015, 0.102]

USC→ME→SU Higher (+1SD) 0.031 0.012 [0.008, 0.057]

Lower (−1SD) 0.114 0.027 [0.067, 0.175]

DIFF −0.083 0.031 [−0.151, −0.029]

Notes: N = 882. 
Abbreviations: USC, upward social comparison; BE, benign envy; ME, malicious envy; IWL, informal workplace learning; SU, social 
undermining.
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about social comparison in the workplace, let alone the influence mechanism of upward social comparison on temporary 
agency workers.

Given the tendency of temporary agency workers for upward social comparison and the lack of research on upward 
social comparison in the workplace, our study constructs and empirically tests the mechanism of the influence of upward 
social comparison on the behavioral choices of temporary agency workers. The analysis underlines a dual effect of 
upward social comparison on their behavior: it can inspire informal workplace learning via benign envy, while also 
instigating social undermining via malicious envy. Furthermore, the relationships between upward social comparison and 
benign envy, and malicious envy are moderated by psychological availability. This is manifested as psychological 
availability strengthening the positive relationship between upward social comparison and benign envy while weakening 
the positive relationship between upward social comparison and malicious envy. Finally, psychological availability also 
moderates the mediating roles of benign envy and malicious envy, specifically, the higher the psychological availability, 
the stronger the indirect relationship between upward social comparison and informal workplace learning through benign 
envy, and conversely, the weaker the indirect relationship between upward social comparison and social undermining 
through malicious envy.

Theoretical Implications
First, our study pays attention to the upward social comparison inclination among temporary agency workers and the lack 
of research on the impact of upward social comparison on employee behavior in the workplace. Due to their unique 
employment status, temporary agency workers usually perceive the differential treatment of employing organizations 
compared to permanent employees.1 As the diversity of employment status in the same department or team increases, 
temporary agency workers are likely to compare themselves with permanent employees who may be in more favorable 
conditions. However, existing research overlooks the potential psychological and behavioral implications of such upward 
social comparison for these workers. Therefore, our study expands the research on the attitudes and behaviors of 
temporary agency workers, providing more references for organizations to effectively manage this increasingly important 
flexible workforce. In addition, current studies on upward social comparison mostly concentrate on social media, they 
seldom consider its impact within one of the most prevalent human behavior environments - The workplace. By studying 
the behavior choices of temporary agency workers post upward social comparison in the workplace, our study responds 
to the call of Greenberg et al to focus on the social comparison process in organizations.11

Second, our study provides a new theoretical perspective for explaining the mechanism of the influence of upward 
social comparison on the behavior choices of temporary agency workers. Previous studies have often used assimilation 
effects and contrast effects from social comparison theory to explain the opposite emotions and behaviors induced by 
upward social comparison. The assimilation effect refers to the focus on the similarity of the relationship with the 
comparison object, which makes the individual enhance their self-evaluation level, leading to positive emotions and 
behaviors; the contrast effect refers to the focus on the difference with the comparison object, which makes the individual 
lower their self-evaluation level, leading to negative emotions and behaviors.60 For example, Park et al revealed that 
upward social comparison on social media provoked upward contrastive emotions, which, in return, induced discontinu-
ance and the posting of malicious comments, while upward assimilative emotions triggered the posting of favorable 
comments.61 Given that social comparison in the workplace is more likely to evoke contrast rather than assimilation 
effects,10,14 it is more likely to incite negative emotions and behaviors, and thus contrast effects have difficulty explaining 
the two opposite behavior choices of temporary agency workers after upward social comparison. Based on the cognitive 
appraisal theory of emotion, our study revisits the relationship between upward social comparison and behavior choices, 
finding that upward social comparison can indirectly affect informal workplace learning and social undermining through 
benign envy and malicious envy, thus enriching the theoretical research in this field.

Third, our study proposes and tests the boundary conditions for the effects of upward social comparison on benign 
envy, malicious envy, and behavioral choices. Previous studies have suggested deservingness and control potential as key 
factors prompting two different types of envy.62,63 Deservingness is an individual’s judgment of the outcome others 
achieve,64 while control potential refers to the perceived ability to control or do something about the comparison event.36 

Benign envy was experienced when the situation was appraised as both deserved and controllable. Based on the cognitive 
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appraisal theory of emotion, our study contends that psychological availability can affect the appraisal of coping potential 
and future expectations, such that individuals with high psychological availability are more likely to experience benign 
envy, while those with low psychological availability are more likely to generate malicious envy. This expands the 
research on the moderating variables in the relationship between upward social comparison and envy. In addition, by 
identifying the moderating role of psychological availability, our study further explains the impact of upward social 
comparison on employee behavior choices from the perspective of emotion.

Practical Implications
First, in an environment where upward social comparison is prevalent, improving the psychological availability of temporary 
agency workers is an effective way to promote benign envy and reduce malicious envy. Previous research suggests that when 
individuals perceive a low level of uncertainty, their psychological availability increases.46 Hence, managers should clarify the 
goals and work processes for these employees and provide them with more work resources to decrease the perception of 
uncertainty. Managers should also establish comprehensive corporate training systems to improve their skills and work 
capabilities, fulfilling ongoing work demands. Furthermore, managers should attend to these employees’ physical health and 
emotional needs, provide regular medical examinations, strengthen communication with them, pay attention to their psycholo-
gical dynamics, provide psychological guidance, etc., to enhance temporary agency workers’ perceptions of their available 
resources.

Second, upward social comparison can prompt temporary agency workers to engage in informal workplace learning through 
benign envy, or it may provoke social undermining through malicious envy. Therefore, on the one hand, managers can encourage 
temporary agency workers to compare themselves with excellent employees to promote self-improvement. On the other hand, 
managers should also be aware of the harm of malicious envy and take measures to prevent it. Managers can group employees 
based on job characteristics or skill level and set up excellent employees in each group to avoid excessive difficulty in employee 
advancement. Additionally, managers should ensure fairness in the system and transparency of information, including the criteria 
for excellent employees, and the resources and support that leaders can provide, to make it clear how employees can improve. 
Furthermore, managers can establish system red lines, raise the cost of social undermining to reduce such behavior and foster 
a harmonious and helpful team atmosphere, hold experience-sharing sessions for excellent employees, etc., to reduce the 
occurrence of malicious envy and undermining behavior.

Third, research by Dickerson et al demonstrated that positive emotional training can successfully reduce aggressive 
behavior.65 To reduce the painful experience of envy and undermining behavior,37 managers can provide emotion 
management training to improve employees’ emotional management capabilities. This will help employees learn to 
detect, understand and express emotions, release psychological pressure and negative emotions in an appropriate way, 
master positive emotional management and adaptation strategies, maintain a positive and optimistic mentality, and 
respond positively to upward social comparison.

Limitations and Future Research Directions
First, although this study collected a large sample size of 882, all data came from self-reports, potentially leading to 
social desirability bias, such as employees possibly reporting lower scores on social undermining than their true feelings. 
Future research could improve information technology and database construction in temporary staffing firms to support 
multi-source data collection methods. Also, questionnaire survey also has limitations in verifying the causal relationship 
between variables. Future research can be further improved by designing experiments.

Second, this study examined the mediating roles of benign and malicious envy in the relationship between upward social 
comparison and behavior choices. Although benign envy can induce informal workplace learning, envy is fundamentally a painful 
emotional experience, and benign envy and malicious envy both contain feelings of inferiority and frustration.63 Therefore, it is 
worth exploring whether upward social comparison can influence behavior through positive emotions such as admiration and 
which theories can be used to explain this. Future research could expand the mediating variables in the influence of upward social 
comparison on employee behavior choices to further enrich the field.

Third, this study posits that psychological availability is a boundary condition in the relationship between 
upward social comparison and envy. Future studies could further test other potential moderating factors. The 
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cognitive appraisal theory of emotion suggests that individuals with different personal characteristics have 
different cognitive appraisals of environmental events. Hence, future studies could examine the moderating effects 
of variables such as achievement goal orientation, learning goal orientation, and openness to experience. In 
addition, this study was limited to the individual level. Future studies could incorporate organizational-level 
variables such as leadership style, and team atmosphere, for example, exploring the effects of differential leader-
ship, differentiated empowering leadership, power distance, relational energy with colleagues or leaders, and so 
on. This would further expand the boundary mechanisms of the impact of upward social comparison on employee 
behavior.

Conclusion
The results show that the upward social comparison of temporary agency workers will produce both benign and 
malicious envy, which will lead to informal workplace learning and social undermining. Psychological availability can 
enhance benign envy and weaken malicious envy, and thus affect coping behavior. Enterprises should pay more attention 
to temporary agency workers and take effective measures to improve their psychological availability, so as to make full 
use of human capital and achieve win-win situation between the organization and temporary agency workers.
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