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Silver Medals Disappoint 
 

Human nature is full of quirks, including that at the Olympics and Paralympics bronze 
medallists seem happier with their result than silver medallists. In workplaces, it’s best not 
to put good staff in the position of silver medallists.   

 
Olympics bronze medallists seem to be happier with their result than silver medallists. At a rational level 
that doesn’t make sense, given the silver medallist beat the bronze medallist. But emotionally it’s a whole 
different ball game. From a psychological perspective it does make sense.  
 
Humans are more motivated by avoiding loss than the opportunity associated with gain. For silver 
medallists, overwhelmingly their reaction is the anguish of missing out on gold. For bronze medallists 
their joy is gaining a podium finish and on avoiding being the fourth placegetter who must be in the worst 
position of all.  
 
The observation of sliver versus bronze medallists is not just anecdotal. After the 1992 Barcelona 
Olympics a study was undertaken of facial reactions of Olympic silver and bronze medallists just after 
their event. Bronze medallists do indeed appear to be happier than silver medallists.  
 
Agony to Ecstasy 
The researchers recorded all the NBC TV coverage of the games. From this footage two master tapes 
were constructed. The first showed the immediate reactions of the bronze and silver medallists at the 
moment the athletes learned how they finished. The second tape showed the bronze and silver 
medallists on the podium during their award ceremony.  
 
Next, each tape was shown to a separate group of participants who were asked to rate the emotion of 
each athlete. Only people who indicated that they were uninterested in and uniformed about sports 
were recruited to be involved in the study. This ensured that their ratings would not be affected by any 
pre-existing knowledge about the athletes or their performance at the games.  
 
The ratings were on a 10-point “agony to ecstasy” scale. The raters were not aware of the athlete’s order 
of finish. In fine-tuning the study, the authors looked at only events where there is  a simple first, second 
and third result – as against some sports like basketball where there are playoffs and silver medallists 
have just lost the game whereas bronze medallists have just won.  
 
The results based on facial signals are significant. Immediately after the event when the athletes learn the 
result, bronze medallists were rated at a score of 6.7, much happier than silver medallists at 5.0. And 
while the emotion drops a little by the time of the awards ceremony, the bronze medallist (5.6) is still on 
average happier than the silver medallist (4.7).  
 
Athletes’ Expectations 
The authors wondered if the disappointment of silver medallists could be explained by the athletes’ 
expectations of doing better than a second-place finish. They found that this was unlikely to be the 
explanation. To test this, they assessed the athletes’ likely expectations from Sports Illustrated Olympic 
preview. Sports Illustrated predicted the likely gold, silver and bronze medal winners in every event the 
week before the games. Athletes who were likely to win gold, silver and bronze were assigned  
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expectations scores of 1, 2 and 3 respectively.  They then compared this expected result with the actual 
result. 
 
Silver medallists as a whole did better than anticipated (actual = 2.0 and anticipated = 2.8) and therefore 
should have been relatively happy. Bronze medallists on the other hand performed on average exactly as 
expected (actual and anticipated = 3.0). So the disappointment of silver medallists was unlikely to be 
explained by not fulfilling their expectations.  
 
What might have been 
The authors attribute the results to how people compare their current state to “what might have been”. 
The alternative for a silver medallist is winning the gold, whereas the bronze medallist the compelling 
alternative for the bronze medallist is finishing without a medal. So for silver medallists their alternative 
causes them to be less happy with the result than for the bronze medallist.     
 
The authors use the term “counterfactual” in explaining the phenomenon. On the facts we would expect 
the silver medallist who performed better than the bronze medallist to be happier than the person they 
beat into the bronze position. But in reality, the bronze medallist tends to be happier with the outcome – 
this is, counter to the facts.  
 
Silver Medallists in Workplaces 
In workplaces some of our systems produce counterfactual results:  
 

• A person who just misses out on a top bonus payment feels more disappointed than someone 
who receives an average bonus – even though financial they are better off.  

• A person who just misses out on a high performance rating feels worse than the person who 
expected an average rating – even though they are assessed as a better performer. 

• A person who was satisfied with their pay learns that a new hire is paid more than them and they 
are immediately disappointed now they know “what might have been” – even though factually 
they are no worse off.  

• A person is happy with their job grade and title except when someone in their social comparison 
group is accelerated and now the person feels that they are missing out. 

 
This doesn’t necessarily mean we can or should avoid all situations where someone feels let down. But it 
does mean that in our design and implementation of systems we should take care not to create 
unintended consequences that annoy our next most valuable people – our silver medallists. 
 
 
 
(Source: V Medvec et al, “When Less is More: Counterfactual Thinking and Satisfaction Among Olympic 
Medallists” in Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, Vol 69 (4) October 1995, 603-610.) 

 


