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Abstract

Correlational studies have repeatedly shown that justice sensitivity is linked with stronger
emotional and behavioral reactions following an unjust event. The cognitive processes that
transmit these effects are still largely unknown. The present paper investigates whether people
high in justice sensitivity differ from people low in justice sensitivity in how they select
information when required to make a justice judgment. Ninety-six students read one of two
scenarios about an unfair allocation of money. Afterwards they were asked to pick from a list
of questions that were relevant to only one of the scenarios. Participants high in justice
sensitivity picked more relevant questions than people low in justice sensitivity. This effect
does not reflect a motivated bias to detect injustice. Results suggest that a variable that we
have named “selective information search” is part of the cognitive processes that transform

justice sensitivity into behavior.
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Cognitive Processes Involved in Justice Sensitivity:

Selective Information Search

Personality psychology is devoted to the description and prediction of individual differences
in behavior. Moreover, researchers in this area are interested in explaining these differences.
While dispositions as “the basic units” of personality (Mischel, 1973) serve to describe and
predict individual differences, they cannot per se explain these differences (Caprara, Steca,
Cervone, & Artistico, 2003; Cervone, 2004). Social-cognitive approaches are based on the
idea that personality is a complex system of cognitive structures and processes (Cervone &
Shoda, 1999; Cervone, 2004). These structures and processes are assumed to account for
stable behavioral differences between persons as well as for coherent patterns of intra-
individual variability in behavior (Caprara et al., 2003; Cervone & Shoda, 1999; Fleeson,
2001). According to this perspective, directing the focus of personality research onto
cognitive processes will yield a deeper understanding of the psychological mechanisms
underlying consistent and coherent patterns of overt behavior. Research on personality
disorders has strongly profited from this approach (e.g., Beck 1976; Beck, Emery, &
Greenberg, 1985; Blaney, 1986; McNally, 1990; Watkins, Vache, Verney, Muller, &
Mathews, 1996; Williams, Mathews, & MacLeod, 1996).

The utility of cognitive paradigms for understanding individual differences in behavior has
recently also been recognized in social justice research. Hafer (2000, 2002; see also, Hafer &
Begue, 2005) pursued a social-cognitive approach on the effects of threats to the belief in a
just world (Lerner, 1980; Lerner & Miller, 1978). In a series of experiments, Hafer (2000,
2002) showed that threatening the belief in a just world affects people’s attention to justice-
related concepts. In a first experiment, Hafer (2000) confronted participants with a movie
scene displaying an instance of injustice. The victim was either compensated (jus¢ condition)
or not (unjust condition). After the movie, participants’ abilities to disregard the meaning of
words were assessed with a modified Stroop task. In the unjust condition, a higher Stroop
interference was found for justice-related words compared to neutral words. In the just
condition, Stroop interference did not differ between justice-related and neutral words. In a
subsequent study, Hafer (2002) demonstrated that individual differences in the just world
belief (Rubin & Peplau, 1973, 1975) moderated the Stroop effect: Participants with a strong
belief in a just world displayed a higher Stroop interference for justice-related words (but not

for neutral words) than did participants with a weak belief in a just world. However, this
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effect was independent of the experimental manipulation of justice (victim compensated or

not compensated).

Individuals do not only differ in their belief in a just world. They also differ in their justice
sensitivity (JS). Belief in a just world and JS are correlated to a low degree (Schmitt,
Gollwitzer, Maes, & Arbach, 2005). Several studies have shown that individual differences in
JS are generalized across situations and stable across time (Dar & Resh, 2001; Lovas & Wolt,
2002; Schmitt, 1996; van den Bos, Maas, Waldring, & Semin, 2003). JS can be measured
reliably via several indicators: the frequency of perceived injustice, the strength of emotional
reactions to injustice, the intrusiveness of thoughts about injustice, and behavior directed
toward correcting injustice (Schmitt, Neumann, & Montada, 1995). JS is a powerful predictor
of behavior and emotion in a wide range of justice-related situations (Mohiyeddini & Schmitt,
1997; Schmitt & Ddorfel, 1999; Schmitt & Mohiyeddini, 1996; Fetchenhauer & Huang, 2004;
Gollwitzer, Schmitt, Schalke, Maes, & Baer, 2005).

How can the effects of JS on reactions to injustice be explained from a social-cognitive point
of view? Because people high in JS perceive injustice more often and reflect longer and more
deeply about justice issues, they are assumed to have more elaborate cognitive representations
in the domain of justice than less justice sensitive individuals (Schmitt, Eid, & Maes, 2003).
Such cognitive representations include, first, justice standards that serve to determine a
person’s deservingness or entitlement (Lerner, 1977; Montada, 1994) and second, schematic
representations of situations to which these standards apply. For example, the fairness of
resource allocations is judged on the basis of principles of distributive justice such as equality,
achievement, and need. Which of these principles is considered fair and preferred depends on
the prevalent goal in a social context (Deutsch, 1975, 1985; Mikula, 1980; Schmitt &
Montada, 1982). In economic situations where profit maximization is the main goal, it is
generally perceived as just to allocate resources on the basis of individual achievement. In
contexts that are primarily oriented towards the well-being of everyone involved, such as the

family, neediness is the subjectively adequate basis for resource allocations.

We argue that compared to persons low in JS, persons high in JS have more refined cognitive
concepts of justice principles and of contextual characteristics to which these principles apply.
Therefore, justice sensitive individuals should be good at grasping relevant contextual
information for resource allocations and in deciding which justice principle adequately
applies. They will focus their information search on information relevant to this principle and

disregard other information as irrelevant. By contrast, people low in JS do not have such well-
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tuned cognitive guidelines for considering relevant contextual characteristics. Therefore, they
cannot distinguish relevant from irrelevant information in a given allocation context. Thus,

their information search will not be focused as much on context-relevant information.

JS as related to the refinement of cognitive justice concepts can and has to be clearly
distinguished from a motivated injustice bias: We do not expect justice sensitive individuals
to be biased towards perceiving injustice wherever they possibly can. Even though there are
small positive correlations of JS with neuroticism, paranoia, suspiciousness, and jealousy
(Schmitt et al., 2005), our assumptions concerning selective information search of JS are
distinct from the kind of selectivity one would expect of an injustice bias. If JS were a bias
towards perceiving injustice, information that corroborates the occurrence of an unjust event
should be selectively emphasized by people high in JS, whereas information disconfirming an
unjust event should be selectively disregarded. However, this kind of selectivity should be
context-independent, that is, it should manifest itself in a preference for information relevant
to the justice principle that is most probably violated in a given situation, independent of

whether this principle is adequate in the given social context or not.

The main goal of our study was to test the hypothesis that people high in JS have more refined
justice concepts and to rule out the alternative hypothesis that people high in JS are simply

more susceptible to injustice.
Method

Because JS as a personality trait cannot be experimentally manipulated, we took measures to
increase the internal validity of our study. First, the experiment was carried out six months
after the assessment of JS in order to eliminate carry-over effects. Second, we assessed
several other personality variables as covariates in order to disqualify them as potential
alternative explanations for the unique effects of JS. These variables were attitude towards the
need principle (AN), attitude towards the achievement principle (AA), belief in a just world
(BJW), and belief in an unjust world (BUW).

Sample

Undergraduate students were recruited in introductory psychology classes. Personality traits
were assessed during the first few weeks of their first semester. Six months later, students
were approached a second time and asked for participation in an experiment on justice

perceptions. Cases from both occasions of measurement were matched using a personalized



Cognitive processes involved in Justice Sensitivity 6

six-digit code. Ninety-six cases (25% male) could be matched. Ages ranged from 19 to 34

years. Participants received course credit for their participation in both parts of the study.
Procedure and material

Time 1: Justice-related traits. JS (observer sensitivity) was measured with a scale
proposed by Schmitt et al. (2005; a = .88; 10 items). Belief in a just world (BJW) was
measured with a widely used scale by Dalbert, Montada, and Schmitt (1987; o = .73; 6 items).
Belief in an unjust world (BUW) was measured with a scale by Schmitt, Maes, and Schmal
(1997; o = .79; 6 items). All items were answered on six-point rating scales ranging from 0

(totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree).

Time 2: Selective information search. Participants read a scenario describing how
money was distributed among several recipients. One recipient complained about the
distribution by claiming that a justice principle had been violated. Scenarios varied on two
independent variables (between-subjects factors): First, the confext of the distribution was
either profit-oriented (business context) or welfare-oriented (sheltered housing). Second, the
violated justice principle was either the achievement principle or the need principle: The
complainant argued that he deserved more resources either because he had worked more

(achievement principle) or because he had more children to take care of (need principle).

After reading the scenario, participants were asked to evaluate the fairness of the allocation by
gathering more information on the case. Participants were given a list of questions with the
following instruction: "...choose all those questions you find helpful for determining how just
or unjust the distribution was." Participants responded either yes or no to each question
depending on whether they wanted the question to be answered by the experimenter. The list
contained 16 questions related to achievement (e.g. "Did [...] work more hours that his
colleagues?"), and 16 questions related to neediness (e.g. "Does [...] have to pay a lot of
money for medicine for his family?"), presented in a random order. All questions had been
categorized in a pre-study (N = 14) as being exclusively relevant for either the need or the
achievement principle. The dependent variable — selective information search — was
calculated by subtracting the number of selected achievement-related questions from the

number of selected need-related questions.

Attitudes towards distribution principles. Following the selection of questions,
participants' attitudes towards the need principle (AN; o = .76) and towards the achievement

principle (AA; o = .71) were measured with 13 items each. These scales had been used in
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previous research on preference for allocation principles (Schmitt et al., 1997). After that,

participants were fully debriefed and thanked for their participation.
Results

Table 1 provides means, standard deviations, and correlations among the justice traits, the
attitudes towards distribution principles, and Selective Information Search. On the bivariate
level Selective Information Search is substantially related to the attitude towards the
achievement principle. The stronger participants’ preference for the achievement principle
was, the more they focused their information search on this principle regardless of the social
context in which the distribution took place. This finding shows that the attitude towards the
achievement principle is at least partly consistent over different types of social contexts (see

also, Davey, Bobocel, Son Hing, & Zanna, 1999).

1 2 3 4 5 6
1 JS 1.00
2  BIJW .14 1.00
3 BUW 34** - 43%* 1.00
4 AN .03 .13 .03 1.00
5 AA .02 15 -.02 12 1.00
Selective  Information
6 -.15 =12 -.10 -.02 -20%* 1.00
Search
Mean 2.85 1.85 2.87 3.85 3.67 -1.06
(SD) (.79) (.80) (.83) (.60) (.55) (9.43)

Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations among Variables.

Note. JS = Justice Sensitivity (observer perspective); BJW = Belief in a Just World; BUW = Belief in an Unjust
World; AN = attitude towards the need principle; AA = attitude towards the achievement principle
*p <.05; **p <.01

Selective information search (selected need questions minus selected achievement
questions) was regressed on justice-related covariates (BJW, BUW, AN, AA) in a first block,
Context (—1 = profit-oriented/business; +1 = welfare-oriented/sheltered housing) and Violated
Principle (—1 = achievement principle; +1 = need principle) in a second block, JS in a third

block, Violated Principle x JS in a fourth block, and Context x JS in a fifth block. Thus, we
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tested if the Context x JS interaction contributed uniquely to the prediction of selective
information search beyond the variance explained by the covariates. Continuous variables
were standardized before interaction terms were computed (Aiken & West, 1991). The entire

model explained 77% of the variance (adjusted R? =.74; F(9,86) = 31.55; p <.01).

Context had a significant main effect (£ = .80; t = 14.90; p < .01): In the business scenario,
people searched for more achievement-related information, whereas in the sheltered housing
scenario, participants searched for more need-related information. This effect confirms earlier
findings showing that preferences for distribution principles covary with the context of the

distribution (Deutsch, 1975, 1985; Mikula, 1980; Schmitt & Montada, 1982).

Violated Principle had a main effect as well (£ = .14; t = 2.67; p < .01). If the achievement
principle was claimed to be violated, participants preferred achievement-related information
over need-related information; if the need principle was claimed to be violated, participants
preferred need-related information over achievement-related information. Regarding justice-
related traits, the attitude towards the achievement principle remained its significant main

effect (f=—.18; t=-3.42; p <.01).

Most importantly, the Context x JS interaction was significant (= .13; ¢t = 2.25; p <.05) and
explained 1.4% of the variance over and above the variance of all other predictor terms in the
model. Conditional expected mean values confirmed that people high in JS focused more on
information relevant to the context-matching principle than people low in JS (see Figure 1): In
the business scenario, people high in JS picked relatively more achievement-related questions;
in the sheltered housing scenario, people high in JS picked relatively more need-related

questions compared to people low in JS.

So far, results indicate that in a specific instance of ostensible unfairness, justice sensitivity
reflects a more context-congruent information search. In other words: People high in justice
sensitivity appear to have more refined concepts of the precise justice principle that has to be
applied in a specific context for a resource allocation to be fair. In order to test whether justice
sensitivity merely reflects a focus on injustice per se, we inspected the Violated Principle x JS
interaction in our regression model. If JS reflected an "unfairness bias", people high in JS
should focus more on the principle that was claimed to be violated by the protagonist in a
respective scenario, but this kind of selective information search should be independent of the
context. However, the Violated Principle x JS interaction was not significant (f=-.01; ¢ < 1),
although the power of this test was reasonable given a medium effect size (1 — f = .88; cf.

Cohen, 1988).
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Figure 1. Interaction of Context x JS on selective information search (selected need questions minus selected

achievement questions)

Discussion

The goal of the present study was to provide a better understanding of the cognitive processes
involved in justice sensitivity as a disposition and its effect on emotional and behavioral
reactions towards injustice. Results show that, compared to people low in JS, people high in
JS focus their information search on those justice principles that are generally perceived as
appropriate in a specific context (here, achievement in a profit-oriented context and need in a
welfare-oriented context). Our prediction that selective information search will be shaped by
JS is based on the conception that justice sensitivity is related to a higher frequency of
experiencing injustice, or, more specifically, to a higher likelihood that social exchange
situations are interpreted in terms of justice and injustice. In simpler terms, one might say that
people high in JS spend more time thinking about justice issues (Schmitt et al., 2003). This
cognitive engagement should lead to a higher degree of refinement in justice concepts,
specifically regarding context-congruent principles of resource allocations. Consequently,
people high in JS can more easily process contextual information and decide on the
appropriate justice principle. For this reason, they can focus their information search more
pointedly on information relevant to this principle. People low in JS, by contrast, are less able

to focus their information search on context-congruent information.

Apart from this central finding, we found a significant main effect of Violated Principle. This
might reflect a confirmation bias (Nickerson, 1998). People are generally motivated to focus

more on confirming than on disconfirming information (Johnston & Macrae, 1994; Snyder &
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Swann, 1978). In our experiment, participants focused more on information related to the
principle that was claimed to be violated (by the complainant in the scenario) than on
information on an alternative principle. It is important to note, however, that this effect was

not increased by JS. Thus, JS does not merely reflect an injustice bias.

The main effect of the social context on the selection of information corroborates that, in
general, individuals search for information concerning the context-matching principle. In
profit-oriented contexts, they are mainly interested in the achievements of recipients while in
welfare-oriented contexts, they are more strongly interested in the neediness of recipients.
Thus, our study replicates previous findings on the context-specific appropriateness of
distribution principles by employing selective information search as a dependent variable.
Similar approaches have been applied in various research contexts, such as dissonance theory
(Frey & Rosch, 1984) or research on stereotypes (Johnston & Macrae, 1994; Snyder &
Swann, 1978). To the best of our knowledge, this study is the first to use selective information

search as a dependent variable in the justice domain.

Taken together, our aim was to provide insight into the cognitive processes underlying justice
sensitivity and the effect of this disposition. We adopted a social-cognitive approach in order
to leave a purely descriptive level of individual dispositions and set the field for possible
explanations of individual differences in justice-related behavior and emotions. The
investigated selectivity in an information search might account for stronger emotional
reactions toward perceived injustice displayed by people high in JS. Cognitivistic theories of
emotion (e.g., Epstein, 1984; Montada, 1993) assume that strong emotions are characterized
by an exclusive focus on a specific interpretation of the object of the emotion. People
experiencing strong emotions are less likely to contemplate alternative interpretations of a
social situation (Montada, 1993). On the other hand, thinking in alternatives weakens the
emotional reaction (Bernhardt, 2001; Montada & Kals, 2001). Accordingly, strong emotional
reactions to the perception of injustice arise if the perceived injustice is not called into doubt
and if disconfirming information is disregarded. Since people high in JS can focus more
efficiently on relevant information, they are more likely to experience stronger emotions,
accordingly. People low in JS, by contrast, have less refined justice concepts; thus, their
perception of an unjust situation is rather vague. Therefore, they are less likely to experience

strong emotions in response to an ostensibly unjust event.

Another implication of our results is that coherent patterns of (within person) variability

(Cervone & Shoda, 1999; Fleeson, 2001) in justice judgments and reactions across contexts
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are to be expected of individuals depending on their degree of JS: As JS can be clearly
distinguished from an injustice bias, it can be assumed that persons with high JS will only

perceive injustice in cases where the context-adequate justice principle is violated.

The present research should be considered a first step into the investigation of information
processing and cognitive structures underlying justice sensitivity. Our theoretical
considerations need to be affirmed with other paradigms. Furthermore, future research should
focus on the behavioral and emotional consequences of selective information search. It should
be explicitly elucidated that selective information search actually mediates the relation

between JS and its emotional and behavioral consequences.
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