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Do friends bound each other’s self-enhancement tendencies? Do friends display the
self-serving bias (SSB; i.e. taking individual credit for success but blaming a partner
for failure)? Dyads consisting of either friends or strangers engaged in an
interdependent-outcomes creativity test, received bogus success or failure feed-
back at the dyadic level, and made responsibility attributions for the joint test
performance. Strangers displayed the SSB. Friends, in contrast, refrained from the
SSB: they shared responsibility for both successful and unsuccessful test outcomes.
Friendship does place boundaries on self-enhancement.

Friendship improves happiness and abates misery, by the doubling of our joy and the dividing
of our grief.

Cicero (106±43 BC)
Few men have the strength to honour a friend’s success.

Aeschylus (525±456 BC)

Individuals manifest pervasive and persistent motivational strivings for self-
enhancement (i.e. engagement in thinking or behaving that is likely to put the self
under favourable light) or self-protection (i.e. avoidance of thinking or behaving that
is likely to place the self under unfavourable light). " Such strivings have been well
documented (Brown & Dutton, 1995 ; Sedikides, 1993 ; Sedikides & Strube, 1997).

* Requests for reprints should be addressed to Dr W. Keith Campbell, Department of Psychology, Case Western
Reserve University, 11220 Bell¯ower Road, Cleveland, OH 44106, USA (e-mail : wkc! po.cwru.edu).
" Although the authors acknowledge the distinct motivational origins of self-enhancement vs. self-protection (e.g.
Rhodewalt, Morf, Hazlett, & Fairchild, 1991; Tice, 1991), the term `self-enhancement ’ is used to mean both
enhancement and protection.
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More often than not, self-enhancement strivings have been examined in isolation.
Much of past research has tested whether individuals self-enhance either in the
absolute (i.e. `Am I good?’) or comparatively to hypothetical others (i.e. `Am I
better than the average person?’). On many occasions, however, individuals gauge
their perceived merit relative to the perceived merit of concrete others. Do
individuals self-enhance in a social and, more speci®cally, relational context ? What
is, if any, the moderating in¯uence of relational context on self-enhancement? These
are the general issues with which the present research is concerned.

Relational context is de®ned here in terms of persons with whom the individual
has a close relationship (i.e. friendship). Will individuals self-enhance or will they
refrain from self-enhancement when in a friendship relationship? As the quote from
Cicero implies, friendship will nurture self-enhancement. However, as Aeschylus
suggests, friendship will inhibit self-enhancement. These contrasting views are tested
in this research.

Does friendship augment or curtail individual self-enhancement ?

Two theoretical hypotheses were developed to account for the in¯uence of friendship
on individual self-enhancement : the relationship-as-enabler hypothesis and the
relationship-as-bound hypothesis (Sedikides, Campbell, Reeder, & Elliot, 1998).
The former speaks to the facilitative in¯uence of friendship, whereas the latter
addresses the inhibiting in¯uence of friendship on self-enhancement.

The relationship-as-enabler hypothesis is supported by several lines of inquiry.
Friends provide feedback that is decisively self-enhancing. Friends do not disclose
their true opinion of each other (Felson, 1993), avoid judging each other (Goå man,
1959), discuss each other’s positive rather than negative traits (Blumberg, 1972),
distort the communicative message to make it more consistent with each other’s
positive self-concept (Manis, Cornell, & Moore, 1974), and are eager to report good
but not bad news (Tesser & Rosen, 1975). Even when undesirable events do occur,
friends provide each other with social support, which decreases negative aå ect
(Cohen & Wills, 1985), enhances well-being (Cohen & Hoberman, 1983), and
maintains self-esteem (Major, Testa, & Bylsma, 1991). Friendships can lead to self-
enhancement via additional mechanisms. Individuals will feel more positively about
the self when they receive glowing feedback from friends (Jones, 1973) or when they
identify with a friend’s success in a non-self-relevant domain (Tesser, 1988). The self
may also be enhanced when a friend is outperformed in a self-relevant domain.
Indeed, the eå ect on self-esteem may be greater if one outperforms a friend than if
one outperforms a stranger (Tesser, 1988). Clearly, individuals can use friendship as
a springboard for own self-enhancement.

Friendships, however, may not always be congenial contexts for the enhancement
of the self. Evidence for the relationship-as-bound hypothesis can be gleaned from
several sources. In line with balance theory (Heider, 1958), attitudes about the self
are likely to extend to friends. In fact, friends are likely to be included in an
individual’s self-concept (Smith & Henry, 1996), as self-expansion theory (Aron &
Aron, 1997) has proposed. Indeed, James (1890) suggested that related others are a
part of the social self, and the actions of these others are thus re¯ected on the self.



Friendship and the self-serving bias 231

Another in¯uential theory, self-categorization theory (Turner, Oakes, Haslam, &
McGarty, 1994), postulates that the self and a friend (i.e. a member of the in-group)
will be perceived as a single cognitive category. Similarly, positive views of the self
often extend to include positive judgments of friends and close others (Brown,
1986; Taylor & Koivumaki, 1976). As stated by interdependence theory and
the communal-exchange relationships literature, the goal in friendships is to
maximize outcomes for both persons involved (Rusbult & Arriaga, 1997), with an
accompanying genuine concern for the welfare of the friend (Clark, 1984). Likewise,
in line with the extended self-evaluation maintenance model (Beach & Tesser, 1995),
friends are motivated to protect both their own and each other’s self-concept. Finally,
as proposedby Sedikides and Strube’s (1997) self-concept enhancing tactician model,
an important function of friendships is to control and attenuate the individual’s self-
enhancing tendencies. In summary, individuals may be as motivated to enhance their
own self as their friend’s self. Friendship can be a context in which one’s self-
enhancement strivings are curtailed.

Comparative testing : The self-serving bias

The authors in this study engage in comparative testing of the two perspectives. A
useful experimental paradigm for comparative testing is one commonly used to
demonstrate the self-serving bias (SSB). The SSB refers to individuals’ predilection
to make internal attributions following successful outcomes but to make external
attributions following unsuccessful outcomes (for reviews of the SSB, see Campbell
& Sedikides, 1999; Weary-Bradley, 1978 ; Zuckerman, 1979). In a dyadic context,
the SSB takes the form of making an internal responsibility attribution for success
but blaming the other dyad member for failure. For example, a participant will take
individual credit for a successful project but blame his or her partner for an
unsuccessful project.

In the typical SSB experiment, two persons engage in an interdependent-outcomes
task, such as a bogus test of intelligence or creativity. The dyad members work
together toward a joint outcome and then receive randomly determined success or
failure feedback. Feedback is at the dyadic level, as it re¯ects the combined
contribution of the dyad members. Finally, each member allocates privately
responsibility for the task outcome to the self or the partner. Importantly, the two
theoretical hypotheses make con¯icting predictions regarding the allocation of
responsibility. The relationship-as-enabler hypothesis predicts that friendship will
augment self-enhancement: that is, dyad members will display the SSB. In contrast,
the relationship-as-bound hypothesis predicts that friendship will suppress self-
enhancement : that is, dyad members will not display the SSB.

A review of the literature

The authors located ®ve experiments that have examined the SSB in dyads consisting
of strangers (Johnston, 1967 ; Sedikides et al., 1998 (two experiments); Wolosin,
Sherman, & Till, 1973 (two experiments)). Participants in each of these experiments
were separated physically from their partner, but worked interdependently with the
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partner on an achievement task, i.e. a novel `tracking task’ (Johnston, 1967); a joint
response-matching task (Wolosin et al., 1973); and a creativity test (Sedikides et al.,
1998). Dyad members in these studies displayed the SSB: they took credit from their
partners for success but blamed their partners for failure.

Only two experiments known to the present authors examined dyads consisting of
close participants. Sedikides et al. (1998 ; Expts 1 and 2) used a version of the SSB
paradigm that tested dyads in laboratory-induced (rather than naturally occurring)
close relationships. In both experiments, dyad members engaged in an inter-
dependent-outcomes creativity task. After receiving success or failure feedback,
participants attributed the dyad’s outcome to either the self or the partner. Dyad
members refrained from manifesting the SSB. Induced closeness acted as a boundary
for self-enhancement.

Induced closeness vs. friendship

No related research thus far has examined naturally occurring friendships. Will
friends display the same gracious attribution style as participants in induced close
relationships? That is, will friendship enable or limit self-enhancement? This
question is ®rst addressed by discussing the similarities and diå erences between
induced close relationships and friendships.

Sedikides et al. (1998) induced relationship closeness through a structured self-
disclosure task, the Relationship Closeness Induction Task (RCIT; Sedikides,
Campbell, Reeder, & Elliot, 1999a). Strangers took turns self-disclosing for 9 min
on a variety of progressively more personal topics.

The RCIT simulates, in part, naturally occurring friendships: following the
closeness induction procedure, participants report being closer to, more similar to,
and having a higher level of liking for their partners. At the same time, naturally
occurring friendships diå er in important ways from induced closeness. Most notably,
friendships extend across time and setting, whereas induced closeness exists only in
the short duration of the RCIT (i.e. 9 min) and in the laboratory. Friendships contain
a past and a future; experimentally induced relationships do not. The notable
durability and stability of friendships might actually facilitate the expression of the
SSB. Perhaps friendship allows and enables both persons to be self-enhancing
without fear of negative consequences for an already secure relationship. Friends may
tolerate, even promote, each other’s self-enhancement strivings with a resulting
mutually bene®cial psychological outcome (e.g. increased individual self-esteem). If
so, the results of the present experiment will contradict those of Sedikides et al.
(1998). On the other hand, friendships, like induced close relationships, may serve as
a bound for self-enhancement, thus replicating Sedikides et al. (1998). Individuals,
after all, have more positive views of friends than of strangers (Brown, 1986), and
this may make individuals more likely to report favourable attributions for a friend’s
performance relative to own performance. Additionally, individuals may refrain
from expressing self-enhancement strivings that re¯ect negatively on the friend,
because they include the friend in their self-concept.
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Overview

Participants in this experiment were either same-sex friends or strangers. A modi®ed
version of Sedikides et al.’s (1998) methodology was used. Friends or strangers
reported to the laboratory in pairs, completed a creativity test in adjoining rooms,
were given randomly determined success or failure feedback, and attributed the test
outcome to the self or the partner.

The SSB paradigm allowed the authors to pit the relationship-as-enabler and the
relationship-as-bound hypotheses against each other. It was predicted that,
consistent with past research, strangers will display the SSB. In the case of
friendship, however, the authors engaged in conditional rather than straightforward
predictions. If naturally occurring friendship initiates psychological processes similar
to those of an arti®cially induced relationship, then dyad members should inhibit the
SSB, thus replicating Sedikides et al. (1998) and lending support to the relationship-
as-bound hypothesis. More speci®cally, the authors would observe an interaction
involving relationship type and feedback type. On the other hand, if naturally
occurring friendship activates psychological processes that are fundamentally
diå erent from those activated by laboratory-induced relationships, then dyad
members should manifest the SSB, thus contradicting the Sedikides et al. (1998)
®ndings and lending support to the relationship-as-enabler hypothesis. More
speci®cally, the authors would observe only a main eå ect of feedback type.

Method

Design

A 2 (relationship type: friends, strangers) 3 2 (feedback type: success, failure) 3 2 (participant gender:
female, male) balanced, between-participants design was used. The primary dependent variable was
attribution of responsibility for the task outcome.

Participants

Participants were 128 students at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, USA. (Six additional
dyads were excluded, because at least one dyad member guessed correctly the fabricated nature of the
feedback.) Participation in the experiment served as partial ful®lment of a course option in Introductory
Psychology. One half of the participants responded to posted announcements that invited them to sign
up for the experiment and report to the laboratory with a same-sex friend (friend condition); the other
half responded to posted announcements that asked them to sign up on a list with other same-sex
individuals, but not a friend (stranger condition). Relationship type was veri®ed by the experimenter
before the commencement of the experiment.

Procedure and materials

Upon arrival at the laboratory, an experimenter paired each participant with either their friend or a
stranger. Immediately afterwards, the experimenter placed the participants alone in separate rooms
where they remained for the rest of the experiment.

Relationship closeness manipulation check. The authors wanted to ascertain that the participants who
reported with friends were relationally closer to each other than the participants who reported with
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strangers. They therefore asked participants to complete four single-item 9-point scales that measured
participants’ degree of (a) closeness, (b) similarity, (c) liking, and (d) likelihood of future friendship with
the partner.

Interdependent-outcomes task. The participants were presented with what was purported to be a test of
brainstorming in dyads, the `Lange-Elliot Creativity Test ’. Instructions to each participant included the
following. First, each dyad member was asked to generate as many uses for speci®ed objects as possible
within a given time period. Secondly, the total number of unique uses generated by the dyad would be
summed to create a combined score for the dyad. Thirdly, this combined score would be compared to
scores obtained by a large normative sample.

Before beginning the test, participants reported the degree to which creativity was important to them
on a 10-point scale with endpoints at (1) not at all important and (10) very important. Next, participants
began the test by listing as many uses for a brick as possible. After 5 min, the experimenter entered each
room carrying a box, emptied each participant’s responses into this same box, and asked participants
to repeat the procedure by generating uses for a candle.

Following task completion, each participant received performance feedback. The type of feedback
(i.e. success or failure) was determined randomly and re¯ected the dyad’s combined performance.
Participants were shown a feedback page. On the top of the page was a bell-shaped histogram. Each
participant in the success feedback condition was shown a mark at the 93rd percentile ; each participant
in the failure feedback condition was shown a mark at the 31st percentile. This written feedback was
also accompanied by a verbal statement that the dyad did `well ’ or `poorly’.

Dependent measures. Participants received the dependent measures in the form of a booklet with one
question per page. The rationale presented for the questions was that the combined scores used in the
creativity test made it impossible for the experimenter to determine individual-level contributions.
Participants were also assured of the con®dentiality of their responses. That is, participants were told
that their partner would be unaware of their responses in the booklet.

The SSB was measured with the following two questions: `Who was most responsible for the
outcome of this test? ’ and `Who made the greatest POSITIVE contribution to this test ? ’ Participants
responded to both questions on scales with endpoints at (1) the other participant and (10) myself.

Subsequently the strength of feedback type manipulation was examined with the question: `How well
do you think that both you and the other participant did on this test ? ’ Participants responded to both
questions on a scale with endpoints at (1) not at all well and (10) very well. Finally, participants were
debriefed carefully, thanked for their participation, and excused.

Results

Manipulation checks

Relationship closeness. The authors wanted to know whether friends and strangers
diå ered in their reported level of closeness. First, a composite index was formed by
averaging the four relationship closeness scales (i.e. closeness, similarity, liking, and
future friendship; Cronbach’s alpha 5 .92). Next, this composite index was entered
into a single-factor Analysis of Variance (ANOVA). As expected, friends (M 5 7.24)
reported greater overall closeness to their partners than did strangers (M 5 3.35;
F(1,126) 5 343, p ! .0001).

Creativity importance. Participants considered creativity to be important, as a t test
comparing the overall mean (M 5 8.00) against the scale midpoint (5.50) indicated
(t(127) 5 12.64, p ! .0001). Furthermore, friends (M 5 7.95) and strangers (M 5
8.05) did not diå er in the importance they assigned to creativity (F(1,126) 5 0.10,
p ! .75).
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Table 1. Attributions made by friends and strangers following success and failure
feedback

Feedback type

Relationship type Success Failure

Friends
M 5.77 5.61
SD 1.32 1.20

Strangers
M 6.25 4.99
SD 1.59 1.44

Note. High scores re¯ect greater attributed responsibility to the self.

Success and failure feedback. Participants in the success feedback condition (M 5 8.48),
relative to participants in the failure condition (M 5 4.08), indicated that their dyads
performed better on the creativity test (F(1,120) 5 211, p ! .0001). This ®nding
con®rms the eå ectiveness of the feedback type manipulation.

Responsibility attributions

The SSB measure consisted of two conceptually identical items : a responsibility item
and a positive contribution item. In order to combine the two attribution items, ®rst
the positive contribution score reported by participants in the failure condition was
reversed.# This transformed positive outcome item and the responsibility item (as
expected, the two items correlated signi®cantly (r(126) 5 .46, p ! .0005)) were then
averaged to form a combined measure of outcome responsibility. On this measure,
a signi®cant Relationship Type 3 Feedback Type interaction indicates an in¯uence of
relationship type on the SSB.

Indeed, this interaction was signi®cant (F(1,120) 5 4.79, p ! .03Ðsee Table 1). $

The authors proceeded with the relevant planned contrasts. Their predictions

# An explanation is needed for why the positive contribution scores were reversed. The responsibility and positive
contribution items could not simply be averaged into one attribution measure because of each item’s distinct
phrasing (see Method section). This is most clearly communicated by outlining predictions for each item. If,
consistent with the relationship-as-bound hypothesis, friendship bounds the SSB, an interaction between relationship
type and feedback type on the responsibility item should be observed. In the stranger condition, individuals will take
responsibility for success and deny responsibility for failure. In the friend condition, individuals will share
responsibility for both successes and failures. On the positive contribution item, however, a main eåect of
relationship type should, simply, be observed. Strangers should report making a greater positive contribution to the
task outcome than friends across levels of feedback type. Put another way, the non-reversed positive contribution
item is limited in that it allows examination of the relative diåerence in the SSB between friends and strangers, but
not the absolute degree of the SSB displayed by either friends or strangers. Reversing the item corrects for this
limitation.
$ There is a possibility that, because the analysis includes dyads, there is a problem of non-independence (Myers,
DiCeceo, & Lorch, 1981). That is, the responsibility scores of the members of each dyad may not be independent.
In order to remove concerns about non-independence, the data were re-analysed using the average responsibility
scores for each dyad as the dependent variable. The crucial Relationship Type 3 Feedback Type interaction remained
signi®cant (F(1,56) 5 5.58, p ! .022).
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pertaining to strangers were con®rmed: strangers assumed greater personal
responsibility for the success of the dyad than its failure (t(62) 5 3.32, p ! .002), thus
exhibiting the SSB. Friends, however, did not assume diå erent levels of personal
responsibility for the dyad’s success and failure (t(62) 5 .52, p ! .60). Consistently
with the relationship-as-bound hypothesis, friends refrained from the SSB.

A feedback type main eå ect was also obtained (F(1,120) 5 8.10, p ! .0005).
Overall, participants manifested the SSB: participants whose dyad succeeded (M 5
6.01) assumed greater personal responsibility for the test outcome than participants
whose dyad failed (M 5 5.30). The Feedback Type 3 Participant Gender interaction
was not signi®cant (F(1,120) 5 0.05, p ! .83). There was no diå erence between
women and men in the degree to which they displayed the SSB. The Feedback
Type 3 Relationship Type 3 Participant Gender interaction was not signi®cant either
(F(1,120) 5 0.14, p ! .71). Relationship type did not aå ect the manifestation of the
SSB diå erentially in women and men.

Discussion

Summary of ®ndings

Will friendship facilitate self-enhancement (relationship-as-enabler hypothesis), or
will it inhibit self-enhancement (relationship-as-bound hypothesis)? This investi-
gation examined the SSB in dyads who completed an interdependent-outcomes
task. The ®ndings were consistent with the relationship-as-bound hypothesis: friends
(in contrast to strangers) refrained from the SSB.

The ®nding that strangers in interdependent-outcomes tasks manifest the SSB is
in line with past research (Johnston, 1967; Sedikides et al., 1998; Wolosin et al.,
1973). Additionally, the ®nding that friends refrain from the SSB is in line with the
®ndings of Sedikides et al. (1998). Sedikides and colleagues, however, relied on
induced close relationships, whereas the present research uses actual friendships.

One caveat is important to address at this time. Participants in the present study
signed up either with a friend (friend condition) or without a friend (stranger
condition). This may have in¯uenced the results because individuals who signed up
with a friend may have been more gregarious and perhaps less self-serving. Three
additional factors, however, would argue against this hypothesis. First, the sign-up
sheets were posted on a board with at least 40 (and up to 100) other sign-up sheets :
Participants were not forced to choose between the two conditions used in the study.
Secondly, participants in the stranger condition were simply asked to be sure not to
sign up at the same time slot as a friend. This is not di¬ cult at UNC because of the
large (500 1 ) size of the participant pool. Finally, as noted in the preceding
paragraph, the ®ndings parallel nicely with those obtained by Sedikides et al. (1998)
using induced close relationships.

Implications

The present ®ndings carry several implications. The primary implication is the
demonstration that relational context, speci®cally friendship, plays a critical part in
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suppressing self-enhancement. Why do friends refrain from the SSB in inter-
dependent-outcomes tasks? This question is not addressed empirically in the present
research, but several possible answers are oå ered and evaluated.

First, the nature of the social situation examined (i.e. a cooperative task) may have
played a key role in reducing friends’ self-enhancement strivings. Perhaps the self-
serving attributions exhibited by friends would have been equal to or greater than
those manifested by strangers if the context was competitive. % This issue deserves
future research attention.

Secondly, friends are concerned with maintaining their relational bond. Thus,
friends may refrain from the SSB because they perceive it as a slight directed to the
partner that may damage the relationship. The results of the present experiment,
however, argue against such an interpretation because the responsibility attributions
were made under private and con®dential circumstances. Nevertheless, it is possible
that participants would be concerned about the attributions being revealed in
discussions with the friend subsequent to the experimental task.

Also, friends may refrain from the SSB because, contrary to strangers, they expect
that their partner will refrain from the SSB. Such expectancies, which re¯ect
underlying friendship norms (Argyle & Henderson, 1984), have indeed been found
to be present in close dyads (when closeness was induced experimentally) preparing
to engage in interdependent-outcomes tasks (Sedikides, Campbell, Reeder, & Elliot,
1999b).

Additionally, friends may experience a unique connection with each other. This
connection may include incorporation processes proposed by self-expansion theory
(Aron & Aron, 1997), identi®cation processes proposed by the self-evaluation
maintenance model (Tesser, 1988), or categorization processes proposed by self-
categorization theory (Turner et al., 1994). Indeed, friends, in contrast to strangers,
may experience a degree of overlap in their self-concepts such that they consider the
success of the other dyad member as an own success. This would make giving credit
to the partner as enhancing as giving credit to the self.

Finally, individuals may have more positive impressions of a dyad partner who is
a friend than a dyad partner who is a stranger. Arguably, a more positive impression
of the partner, particularly in the domain of creativity, will decrease self-serving
responsibility attributions. For example, if Jeå collaborates on a successful project
with a partner whom he considers creative, Jeå will be less likely to make self-serving
attributions than if he considers the collaborator uncreative. This positive impression
explanation has received empirical support with arti®cially induced relational
closeness : Sedikides et al. (1998) found that the display of the SSB was mediated by
partner impressions.

Concluding remarks

In conclusion, this research indicates that friendship places boundaries on individual
self-enhancement. This phenomenon is most likely the result of normsor expectancies
associated with friendship, inclusion of close others in the self-concept, or the

% The authors thank a reviewer for this suggestion.
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positive regard in which friends are held. It is hoped that the results of the present
study propel future research on how friendship (and close relationships, more
generally) in¯uence an individual’s self-enhancement strivings.
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