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Abstract: Envy is a common and complex emotion and a concept with religious specificity; however, investigating envy 

and its real-life outcomes is limited in Egypt. To this end, the current study examined the relationship between patterns of 

envy (benign and malicious) and achievement motivation. Moreover, the study examined the moderating effect of self-

esteem in that relationship. A convenience sample of 248 Egyptian participants (45 men and 203 women), Mean participant 

age was 32.15 years (standard deviation = 9.75), with an age range of 15–70 years. Participants responded to three 

questionnaires assessing the Benign and Malicious Envy Scale (BeMaS), The Achievement Motivation Measure (AMM) 

and the Rosenberg's scale for self-esteem. Results indicated that a significant positive relationship exists between benign 

envy and achievement motivation and with its components (Achievement thoughts and behaviors). However, no significant 

relationship was observed between malicious envy and achievement motivation. A significant interaction effect was 

observed between malicious envy and self-esteem on achievement motivation. The findings of this study will contribute to 

distinguishing between two patterns of envy and their outcomes through assistance in real life by improvement one's 

personal beliefs to reduce the negative feelings result of envy. These findings were discussed in the light of the extant 

theoretical and empirical literature. Furthermore, limitation and conclusion are also stated. 
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1. Introduction 

Envy is a type of negative interpersonal relation [9] 

associated with hostility toward others [29]. Furthermore, it 

can be a predictor of mental health concerns, such as stress 

and anxiety [10]. Envy is a complex emotion which is often 

related to low self-esteem and feelings of inferiority [13, 26]. 

According to Webster’s Online Dictionary, “envy” is derived 

from the Latin term invidere, which means to “look at 

another with malice.” From this standpoint, envy can lead to 

negative attitudes and behaviors toward those who “cause” 

one to feel envy [27, 29]. Envy has mostly described as 

motivation hostile actions toward the others; such as harming 

the envied [6]. Smith and Kim defined envy as “an 

unpleasant and often painful blend of feelings characterized 

by inferiority, hostility, and resentment caused by comparison 

with a person or group of persons who possess something we 

desire.” [27: p 49]. Envy can also be defined as undesirable 

feeling, arising from the process of comparing oneself to 

someone who has advantages and power, thus leading to the 

desire to have as much or more than what is possessed by the 

target of one’s envy [16, 26]. 

Envy can be considered to be a result of a social 

comparison between the envier and the target of envy [15]. 

This social comparison occurs when Individual A (envier) 

perceive himself or herself to be less than Individual B 
(target of envy) [8, 35]. According to Parrot and Smith, envy 

happens when an individual lacks or desires the qualities and 

achievements of others [9, 21, 25, 29]. This pattern of envy is 

known as malicious envy, and is associated with negative and 

undesirable consequences [10, 29, 31, 32]. Furthermore, 

malicious envy can trigger actions that diminish the qualities 

of others or hurt or by tearing down those who are envied [6, 
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19, 30, 32, 34], or resentful emotions [19]. 

In contrast to the dominant approach in the study of envy, 

some researchers have posited there are more positive forms 

of envy. They emphasize that envy may motivate people to 

excel, consequently reducing the differences between them 

and the targets of their envy by enhancing themselves rather 

than by bringing others down. This is known as “benign 

envy,” and has been shown to be associated with positive 

outcomes toward a talent person [10, 19, 29, 31, 32, 34]. 

Moreover, Gershman distinguishes between two results of 

envy: destructive and constructive. Malicious envy can lead 

to destructive results, such as frustration and anxiety, while 

benign envy can lead to constructive results, such as 

improved motivation and performance [11]. Accordingly, 

people with benign envy look for ways to enhance their own 

performance and achievements in ways that are similar to the 

targets of their envy, while people with malicious envy want 

to decrease or eliminate others’ achievements [16, 26]. The 

difference between consequences of benign and malicious 

envy reflects in the ways they motivate individuals to 

behave; benign envy leads to achieve the desired status and 

self-improvement whereas malicious envy leads to harm and 

take away the object of envy [19]. 

Although most empirical evidence relates envy with 

negative consequences, recent research has indicated that 

envy may also lead to positive outcomes such as non-hostile 

actions and increasing effort to self-improve [6]. Envy has 

been found to predict increased willingness to learn from 

those who one envies [29], as well as enhance motivation [5]. 

Additionally, envy is considered a concept with culture and 

religious specificity, especially in societies with an Islamic 

orientation, such as Egypt. Most Egyptians are convinced of 

the existence of envy because it is mentioned in the Holy 

Quran. Accordingly, religious people attribute real-life 

situations to envy; thus, they tend to protect themselves from 

envy by keeping their positive qualities hidden from others. 

Accordingly, the present study focused on patterns of envy 

(e.g., malicious and benign) and related consequences. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. Patterns of Envy and Achievement Motivation 

Achievement motivation (AM) can be defined as an 

individual’s increasing effort in all actions and keeping this 

effort as high as possible, thus reflecting standards of 

superiority, competition, and excellence [28]. Atkinson and 

McClelland hypothesized that high achievers think, feel, and 

act to accomplish their goals and hope for success. Moreover, 

they consider what resources can help them and what 

obstacles might hinder their success and achievement of 

goals. High achievers also practice a certain set of behaviors 

when working toward achieving a goal, such as expecting 

feedback, taking moderate risks, and exploring their 

environment [3, 19, 28]. Moreover, one’s motivation drives 

one’s behavior [28]. 

As noted above, envy includes two patterns: benign envy, 

which can encourage individuals to improve themselves, and 

malicious envy, in which individuals desire to see the target 

of their envy fail [31]. Accordingly, achievement motivation 

is considered one of the constructive ways of dealing with 

envy. The rationale for this is that when high achievers 

perceive the success of others, they might feel envy. 

However, they then tend to excel, improve themselves, and 

increase competitive feelings to reduce envy [7]. Moreover, 

envy can lead to positive outcomes, such as motivating 

individuals to increase their performance or driving self-

improvement [13, 24, 25]. However, envy can lead to 

negative outcomes, such as a desire to hurt the target of one’s 

envy [5, 23, 34]. Van de Ven, Zeelenberg, and Pieters showed 

that feeling benign envy can motivate individuals to enhance 

their performance and their desire to self-growth and thereby 

one’s position [31]. 
Lee and Duffy reported that people who feel benign envy 

tend to learn from the targets of their envy by seeking advice 

or noticing their behaviors to achieve a level of performance 

similar to theirs [18]. Furthermore, Le hypothesized that 

benign and malicious envy involve the same process, but 

have different functions. Hence, Benign envy may increase 

motivation to be better than the target of one’s envy, whereas 

malicious envy may decrease that motivation [17]. 

Accordingly, the following two hypotheses were formulated: 

H1: There is positive relationship between benign envy 

and achievement motivation. 

H2: There is negative relationship between malicious envy 

and achievement motivation. 

2.2. Self-esteem as a Moderating Variable of the 

Relationship Between Patterns of Envy and 

Achievement Motivation 

Rosenberg defined self-esteem (SE) as an individual’s overall 

positive appraisal to the self. Moreover, people with high self-

esteem perceive themselves as worthy, effective, and deserving 

of respect [22]. Additionally, self-esteem is associated with 

personal beliefs regarding abilities, skills, personality traits, and 

social relationships [1]. People who have a high degree of self-

esteem and positive self-evaluation are less likely to feel 

negative emotions such as envy, and are instead more likely to 

feel positive emotions [25, 29]. Previous studies have indicated 

that individuals with low levels of self-esteem are more likely to 

make upward social comparisons than individuals with high 

levels of self-esteem [e.g., 4, 25]. Accordingly, although 

individuals may respond to envy in a negative way by hurting 

the envied targets, they may also respond in a positive way by 

learning from the envied targets [29]. 

Kernis distinguished between two forms of self-esteem: 

secure and fragile. Secure self-esteem means having positive 

feelings toward oneself and it is stable over time. Conversely, 

individuals with fragile self-esteem are preoccupied with 

their successes and make undesirable social comparisons 

[14]. Accordingly, compared to people with secure self-

esteem, people with fragile self-esteem are more prone to 

malicious envy, characterized by feelings of inferiority and 

hostility toward the targets of their envy. Moreover, if those 
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with secure self-esteem do experience envy, they might also 

feel a sense of control; thus, they tend to experience benign 

envy [8]. We proposed that one’s degree of self-esteem will 

influence individual tendencies toward envy, as well as 

patterns of envy and related consequences. Thus, a third 

hypothesis was formulated, as follows: 

H3: Self-esteem moderates the relationship between 

patterns of envy and achievement motivation. 

3. Methodology 

3.1. Sample and Data Collection 

The study used a non-probability convenience sample of 

248 Egyptian participants (45 men and 203 women). Mean 

participant age was 32.15 years (standard deviation = 9.75), 

with an age range of 15–70 years. Regarding education 

level, the majority of sample had graduated college (49.2%), 

followed by postgraduate work (46.8%), and graduating 

from high school (0.4%). Participation was voluntary, and 

the participants were informed that their responses would 

be used only for scientific purposes and would remain 

anonymous. Thus, participants were not required to include 

their names on the questionnaires. The questionnaires were 

administered in group and single sessions in September 

2020. 

3.2. Measures 

Three questionnaires were used to measure the study 

variables. Lange and Crusius developed the Benign and 

Malicious Envy Scale (BeMaS), which comprises 10 items 

measuring both patterns of envy. Benign and malicious envy 

are assessed with five items each, such as “When I envy 

others, I focus on how I can become equally successful in the 

future,” and “I feel ill will toward people I envy,” respectively 

[16]. Responses are rated on a five-point Likert scale ranging 

from 1 (completely accept) to 5 (completely reject). 

The Achievement Motivation Measure (AMM) is based on 

Atkinson and McClelland’s (1957) theoretical framework on 

achievement thoughts and behaviors. It contains of two 

subscales: 9 item on achievement thoughts, such as “I feel 

that my present work is meaningful,” and 4 items on 

achievement behaviors, such as “I try and follow the rule of 

business before pleasure.” [28]. Participants responded using 

a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (completely accept) 

to 5 (completely reject). 

Self-esteem was measured using the Arabic scale [2] based 

on the original version of the self-esteem scale developed by 

Rosenberg [22]. It includes 10 items and rated on a five-point 

Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 

agree). 

The questionnaires were translated from English to Arabic 

by two bilingual individuals using the back-translation 

procedure. Then, a professional translator assessed the 

similarity between the English and Arabic forms of the 

questionnaire. 

Furthermore, demographic variables, such as gender, age, 

and education level, were considered. Table 1 shows 

descriptive statistics and Cronbach’s alpha coefficients 

calculated to test the reliability of the abovementioned 

measures. 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of the 

variables. 

Variable Mean SD 
Cronbach’s 

alpha 

Benign and Malicious Envy Scale 24.01 5.34 0.81 

Benign Envy 15.98 3.94 0.79 
Malicious Envy 8.02 2.80 0.93 

The Achievement Motivation Measure 52.28 7.19 0.86 

Achievement Thoughts 37.62 5.21 0.84 

Achievement Behaviors 14.66 2.75 0.63 

Self-esteem 36.80 5.85 0.82 

As seen in Table 1, most of the Cronbach’s alpha 

coefficients were rationally high, above the recommended 

level of 0.70 as an indicator for high internal consistency (11). 

4. Results 

To test the first two hypotheses assuming a positive 

relationship between benign envy and achievement 

motivation and a negative relationship between malicious 

envy and achievement motivation, Pearson’s correlation 

coefficients were calculated, as shown in Table 2. 

Table 2. Pearson’s correlation coefficients between the BeMaS and AMM. 

 Envy Benign envy Malicious envy 

Achievement Motivation 0.253** .326** .023 

Achievement Thoughts 0.206** .290** −.016 

Achievement Behaviors 0.270** .303** .089 

**Correlation coefficient is significant at the 0.01 level. 

The results showed a significant positive relationship 

between benign envy and achievement motivation overall 

and with its components, with a 99% confidence interval. 

Furthermore, no significant relationship was observed 

between malicious envy and achievement motivation, either 

overall or with its components. Accordingly, the study’s 

findings supported the first two hypotheses. 

To test the third hypothesis that self-esteem moderates the 

relationship between patterns of envy and achievement 

motivation, multiple regression analysis was conducted using 

the standardized total scores of for patterns of envy, self-

esteem, and the interaction between them as independent 

variables (Tables 3 and 4). 

Table 3. Multiple regression analysis of the moderating effect of SE in the 

relationship between BE and AM. 

Independent 

variables 

Regression 

coefficient 
t-value 

R-

squared 
F 

Z-BE 2.344 5.797** 

0.229 24.21** Z-SE 2.502 6.187** 
Interaction −0.411 −0.955 

**Correlation coefficient is significant at the 0.01 level. 

Note: Dependent variable = AM. 
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Table 4. Multiple regression analysis of the moderating effect of SE in the 

relationship between MA and AM. 

Independent 

variables 

Regression 

coefficient 
t-value R-squared F 

Z-MA 0.886 2.001* 

0.143 13.594** Z-SE 2.742 6.240** 
Interaction 0.817 1.939* 

**Correlation coefficient is significant at the 0.01 level. 
*Correlation coefficient is significant at the 0.05 level. 

Note: Dependent variable = AM. 

Multiple regression analysis indicated that a slight degree 

of significance of interaction was observed only between 

malicious envy and self-esteem on achievement motivation, 

with a 0.05 confidence level. Thus, the third hypothesis was 

partially supported. 

5. Discussion 

Although the importance of envy has been indicated, 

Arabian psychological literature has not yet focused on this 

phenomenon. Therefore, the current research had two purposes: 

[1] to investigate the relationship between patterns of envy 

(benign and malicious) and achievement motivation, and [2] 

examine the moderating role of self-esteem in that relationship. 

With respect to the first purpose, the results showed that 

benign envy was positively associated with achievement 

motivation. Additionally, no significant relationship was 

found between malicious envy and achievement motivation. 

These results were consistent with previous studies, which 

found that benign envy leads to improvements in 

performance. In addition, benign envy leads to positive 

consequences, such as increasing achievement motivation 

and the desire to improve oneself [13, 24, 25, 31, 33]. De 

Vries posited that when high achievers can feel envy toward 

others who are more successful than them, they use those 

feelings of envy as motivation to improve themselves, thus 

increasing competitive feelings and decrease envious feelings. 

Therefore, achievement motivation is considered to be a 

constructive way to decline feelings of envy [7]. Conversely, 

studies have found that malicious envy will decrease 

motivation, because when individuals feel a negative emotion 

such as malicious envy, they tend to hurt others, decreasing 

the qualities of their envied targets and pulling them down 

rather than focus on improve themselves [10, 29, 31, 32]. 

Regarding the second purpose, the current study found that 

the moderating effect of self-esteem was observed only for 

malicious envy, not for benign envy. The study anticipated 

that individuals with high self-esteem who feel malicious 

envy toward others would tend to be highly motivated toward 

achievement. This result can be explained as self-esteem is 

linked to positive beliefs about oneself regarding factors such 

as one’s skills, abilities, and personality traits [1]. 

Additionally, previous studies have reported that people with 

low levels of self-esteem are more likely to make upward 

social comparisons than people with high levels of self-

esteem [e.g., 4, 25]. Accordingly, people with low levels of 

self-esteem and malicious envy tend to spend much time and 

effort trying to tear down the targets of their envy, rather than 

being motivated to improve themselves. Conversely, people 

with high self-esteem who feel malicious feelings tend to 

develop positive beliefs about themselves to reduce their 

malicious feelings through achieving more accomplishments. 

6. Limitations and Future Research 

Although the current study contributes to the existing 

literature on envy, it has five limitations. First, the use of a 

convenience sample limits the generalization of results. 

Additionally, sample size is a concern in many studies, and 

different results could be obtained from a more diverse or 

larger sample. Second, the current study did not take into 

account the diversity in the sample (e.g., gender, age, and 

education level), which may have influenced the results. 

Third, the current study focused on the envy from the 

psychological aspect and did not take into consideration the 

religious aspect of envy especially in the Islamic religion. 

Fourth, although envy is widespread emotion and felt by 

most people, people may feel an embracement to admit their 

feelings of envy, so it is important to assess feelings of envy 

in another way except for self-report scales. Fifth, the Benign 

and Malicious Envy Scale (BeMaS) may not reflect the 

actual feelings of envy because it is loaded with social 

desirability, so we would suggest to observe and assess envy 

in a real-life situations. 

7. Conclusion 

Envy is a concept with religious specificity, and Egypt is a 

society with a religious orientation. The current study 

addressed the relationship between patterns of envy (benign 

and malicious) and achievement motivation, because envy—

especially malicious envy—can have undesirable real-world 

outcomes. Moreover, in this line with the religious 

background of Egypt, as it is mentioned in the Holy Quran 

that benign envy is religiously acceptable, because the 

enviers do not desire to hurt others. This is in contrast to 

malicious envy, which is not acceptable in the Holy Quran. 

Furthermore, our findings revealed that benign envy is 

positively linked with achievement motivation, whereas 

malicious envy is negatively related with achievement 

motivation. The study also found that self-esteem moderated 

the relationship between malicious envy and achievement 

motivation that may help in real life through enhancement 

one's personal beliefs to reduce the negative feelings result of 

malicious envy. These results have important implications for 

differentiating between two patterns of envy by 

demonstrating that not all patterns of envy are negative or 

undesirable, for either the envier or the envied. 
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