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Whose income do you compare yours to?

— a questionnaire investigation of real reference groups —

Yoshio IIDA

Abstract

A large number of empirical and experimental studies have shown that relative income influences
people’s subjective welfare: individuals gain higher utility by obtaining a higher income than other indi-
viduals. However, there are virtually no studies which investigate who individuals regard as the bench-
mark for comparison. For this research, I carried out a questionnaire survey in order to answer this
question. The results of the survey of 604 men and women in employment, indicated that (1) People
with the same occupation and/or of the same age as a respondent tended to be chosen as the bench-
mark for comparison; and (2) Statistical values, such as average income, tended to be chosen as the
benchmark for comparison to a similar extent as (1). Moreover, the survey results showed that many
respondents do not accurately know the income levels of others or the statistical values, even though
they evaluate their income against these, and that individuals tend to think that the income levels of the

others are higher than their own.

Keywords : questionnaire survey, relative income, income differential, reference group, subjective

well-being





