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Abstract 

 
Scales for justice sensitivity from three perspectives (victim, observer, perpetrator) were 

developed. A latent state-trait analysis revealed high reliabilities (≈ .95). Trait consistencies (≈ 

.61) were twice as large as occasion specificities (≈ .33). The correlation between observer 

and perpetrator sensitivity was much higher than the correlation between either two and 

victim sensitivity. Self-related concerns (machiavellianism, paranoia, suspiciousness, 

vengeance, jealousy, interpersonal trust) correlated more highly with victim sensitivity than 

with observer and perpetrator sensitivity. Other-related concerns (role taking, empathy, social 

responsibility) correlated more highly with observer and perpetrator sensitivity than with 

victim sensitivity. Low correlations between justice sensitivity and just world belief system 

were found. Few correlations between justice sensitivity and broad personality traits were 

significant. Victim sensitivity correlates with neuroticism (≈ .30). Perpetrator sensitivity 

correlates with agreeableness (≈ .20). Observer and perpetrator sensitivity reflect high moral 

standards. Victim sensitivity is a mixture of self-protective motives and moral concerns. 

 

Key words: prosocial orientation, self-related concerns, other-related concerns, moral rigor 
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Sensitivity, tolerance and reactivity are central concepts in various psychological 

theories and research fields. Many studies in psychophysics and perception have shown that 

perceptual thresholds differ between individuals (Stevens, 1975). For example, some 

individuals feel pain when they are exposed to mild electric stimuli whereas others feel no 

pain even when exposed to strong electric shock (Rollman & Harris, 1987). Similar individual 

differences in sensitivity have been found in other psychological domains. Research in 

aggression has revealed individual differences in frustration tolerance (Rosenzweig, 1978). 

People also differ in their tolerance of ambiguity (Frenkel-Brunswik, 1949). Gray (1970) has 

proposed a personality theory, which assumes individual differences in sensitivity to reward 

and in sensitivity to punishment. Davis (1983) assumed that people differ in their interpersonal 

reactivity. Finally, the concepts of physiological reactivity (Manuck, Kasprowicz, Monroe, 

Larkin & Kaplan, 1989), emotional reactivity (Strelau, 1996), and affect intensity (Larsen & 

Diener, 1987) have been offered to explain that individuals differ in how easily and how 

strongly they can be affected by a wide range of emotion arousing events. 

During the last two decades, social psychologists have adopted the reactivity concept 

and proposed that individuals may not only differ in their tolerance versus sensitivity to 

physical stimuli, frustration, ambiguity, reward, and punishment, but also in their tolerance of 

moral norm violation and injustice (Dar & Resh, 2001, 2003; Huseman, Hatfield & Miles, 

1985, 1987; Lovas, 1995; Lovas & Pirhacova, 1996; Lovas & Wolt, 2002; Schmitt, 1996; van 

den Bos, Maas, Waldring & Semin, 2003). Based on their research findings, these authors 

have argued that personality differences in justice sensitivity may be no less important than 

are situational (Törnblom, 1992) and societal (Gurr, 1970) factors for understanding why 

individuals feel treated unfairly when they encounter certain procedures and outcomes of 

social interaction. Thorough empirical investigation of this conclusion requires reliable and 

valid instruments for the assessment of justice sensitivity. 
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A systematic approach towards this end was initiated by Schmitt, Neumann and 

Montada (1995). These authors developed a questionnaire, which employs four types of 

justice sensitivity indicators: (1) The first indicator, the frequency of experienced injustice, 

was directly derived from the threshold concept. Having a low threshold for injustice will 

make justice sensitive individuals detect more cases of injustice (higher alarm rates) than 

insensitive individuals. Additionally, sensitive individuals will judge ambiguous situations, in 

which unfavorable outcomes occurred, more often as unjust than will insensitive individuals. 

Consequently, sensitive individuals will remember and report more cases of experienced 

injustice compared to insensitive individuals. (2) The second indicator, the intensity of anger, 

was based on research showing that anger is the most typical emotional reaction to injustice 

(Mikula, Scherer & Athenstaedt, 1998; Törestad, 1990). Assuming that justice sensitive 

individuals react more passionately toward injustice, they will experience more anger than 

insensitive individuals. (3) The third indicator, intrusiveness, was inspired by emotion and 

coping research demonstrating that strong emotions tend to preoccupy the mind and often 

lead to enduring rumination (Rime, Philippot, Boca & Mesquita, 1992). Assuming that 

emotional reactions to unjust events are stronger for sensitive individuals than for insensitive 

individuals, sensitive individuals should experience unjust events as more intrusive and 

ruminate longer about such events than do insensitive individuals. (4) The fourth indicator, 

punitivity, follows from theory and research on interactional justice implying that retribution 

is considered a legitimate reaction of victims if the harm-doer is considered guilty according 

to moral standards (Miller, 2001). Assuming that justice sensitive individuals have more 

rigorous moral standards than insensitive individuals, the former should be more inclined to 

punish the perpetrator than the latter. Schmitt et al. (1995) generated items for their 

questionnaire by combining these four indicators with 18 types of unjust situations such as 

"performing better than others without getting any appreciation or reward." 
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Several studies were conducted to explore the construct validity of the justice sensitivity 

questionnaire. Schmitt et al. (1995) tested the convergent and discriminant validity of the four 

indicators successfully against indicators for theoretically related constructs (frustration 

tolerance, trait anger, anger in, anger out, life satisfaction, centrality of justice, interpersonal 

trust, need for control). Schmitt and Mohiyeddini (1996) found that individuals high in justice 

sensitivity reacted with stronger resentment to a natural deprivation of a desired outcome than 

subjects low in justice sensitivity. Mohiyeddini and Schmitt (1997) replicated this result for 

students who participated in an unfair achievement contest in the laboratory. In both studies, 

reactions of the disadvantaged participants could be better predicted from justice sensitivity 

than from measures for self assertiveness, trait anger, anger in, anger control, and anger out. 

In a field study by Schmitt and Dörfel (1999), justice sensitivity (measured with the 

intrusiveness scale) moderated the effect of procedural unfairness at work on job satisfaction 

and psychosomatic well-being. In line with theoretical expectations and supporting the 

construct validity of the intrusiveness scale, procedural fairness had a higher impact on the 

outcome variables for justice sensitive workers than for justice insensitive workers. 

The current research follows up on these investigations and extends them in several 

regards. More specifically, the studies that will be reported in this paper were aimed at five 

related research goals: 

(1) The questionnaire developed by Schmitt et al. (1995) is rather long and lacks 

efficiency. Therefore, a short scale was designed which contains only 10 items. Item selection 

occurred on the basis of results obtained in the Schmitt et al. (1995) study and the validation 

studies reported earlier. Schmitt et al. (1995) performed a confirmatory factor analysis with 

test halves of the four indicator scales. This analysis revealed that anger and intrusiveness had 

higher loadings on the common justice sensitivity factor than frequency and punitivity. Based 

on this result, items were selected which pertain (a) to the intensity of general and anger 
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specific emotional reaction to unfair events and (b) to the intrusiveness of such events. The 

quality of this short scale will be investigated in Study 1. 

(2) Unfair events often imply the participation of three parties or roles. In cases of 

distributive injustice, for instance, a Person A (victim) usually feels unfairly deprived of a 

desired outcome compared to another person B who either took passive advantage of the 

unfair distribution or actively contributed to it. For reasons of terminological simplicity, we 

will call Person B the perpetrator. This term is meant to include both actively exploiting a 

victim or taking advantage passively of unfair advantages. Research on relative privilege has 

revealed that people tend to feel guilty (and thus consider themselves as victimizers) when 

they are advantaged compared to others and when they cannot justify their privileged 

situation (Harvey & Oswald, 2000; Montada, Schmitt & Dalbert, 1986). Finally, unfair events 

are often perceived by persons who are not directly involved in the interaction but who are 

nevertheless aware of it. We call such a person the observer. Reactions toward injustice from 

an observer's perspective can be as passionate as reactions from the victim's perspective 

(Miller, 2001; Vidmar, 2000). However, research on role and perspective effects in aggression 

(Mummendey, Linneweber & Löschper, 1984) and justice behavior (Mikula, 1994) confirms 

everyday experience that the same unpleasant event will often be judged quite differently 

depending on the perspective from which it is viewed. We propose that this principle can be 

transferred to the justice sensitivity construct. It seems reasonable to assume that individuals 

differ, not only in how sensitively they react as victims to unfair events, but also in how 

sensitive they are when involved in an unjust episode as perpetrators or as observers. In fact, 

studies on existential guilt have shown that some advantaged individuals are more likely to 

react with feelings of guilt to undeserved privilege than are others (Montada et al., 1986; 

Montada & Schneider, 1989; Schmitt, Behner, Montada, Müller & Müller-Fohrbrodt, 2000). 

Similarly, the literature on moral judgment suggests that people differ substantially in their 
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moral rigor and thus in their proneness to condemn unfair acts and to intervene when they 

observe someone being victimized (Hoffman, 2000). In order to explore the suggestion that 

individuals differ not only in their sensitivity to injustice from the perspective of victims but 

also in their sensitivity from the perspective of perpetrators and observers, scales for 

measuring these two types of sensitivity were designed. Items were phrased as closely as 

possible to the items of the victim sensitivity scale to avoid confounding perspective and item 

content. However, anger had to be replaced as an indicator because anger is the typical 

emotion of a victim, whereas perpetrators feel guilty when they admit to having acted unjustly 

or to being better off than others without deserving to. Further, observers have been assumed 

and found to feel moral outrage when they witness someone being exploited (Montada, 1993; 

Solomon, 1976). In addition to exploring the quality of the short victim justice sensitivity 

scale, Study 1 was also devoted to determining the quality of the perpetrator justice sensitivity 

scale and the observer justice sensitivity scale.  

 (3) A third goal of Study 1 was to investigate the extent to which individual differences 

in justice sensitivity are generalized across perspectives. Determining the covariation among 

the three sensitivity perspectives is important from a theoretical point of view, for the efficient 

and precise assessment of justice sensitivity and for obtaining evidence on the construct 

validity of the scales. Research on role and perspective effects on justice behavior (Mikula, 

1994) suggests that sensitivity perspectives will converge to some degree but not entirely. A 

very high correlation among the sensitivity perspectives seems unlikely because the 

psychological consequences of a perceived injustice differ depending on the role a person 

plays in the interaction. However, complete independence of the three sensitivity perspectives 

also seems unlikely because the moral wrongfulness of an unfair event does not depend on the 

role someone plays in it. We assume that moral rigor is a common source of variance of all 

three sensitivity perspectives and makes them converge to some extent. Although the exact 
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amount of convergence cannot be predicted, there is reason to assume a larger convergence 

among the perpetrator and the observer perspectives than among each of these two 

perspectives and the victim perspective. Unlike the victim, both perpetrators and observers do 

not suffer directly from unfairness. Whereas the victim is clearly powerless in the situation, 

this is not necessarily true for the perpetrator and the observer. Perpetrators are powerful 

because their role implies a maximization of their own advantages at the expense of the 

victim. Observers are potentially powerful because their neutrality bestows them with moral 

authority. Therefore, we assume that encountering injustice from a victim's perspective is 

qualitatively different than from an observer's or a perpetrator's perspective. Furthermore, we 

assume for two reasons that the victim's perspective has more in common with the observer's 

than with the perpetrator's perspective: (a) Observers will more likely identify with victims 

than with perpetrators (Miller, 2001; Vidmar, 2000). (b) Having experienced injustice as a 

victim will render people more sensitive to justice as an observer. For both reasons, we expect 

a larger correlation between victim sensitivity and observer sensitivity than between victim 

sensitivity and perpetrator sensitivity. 

(4) A fourth goal of Study 1 was to determine the stability versus occasion-specificity of 

the three types of justice sensitivity. If they are, as we assume, personality traits, they should 

display considerable stability across time. However, previous research has shown that even 

measures for stable personality traits are not perfectly stable. They vary reliably across time 

due to systematic factors that affect indicators of these traits either at the occasion of 

measurement or between occasions of measurement such that a residual impact is still 

observable when the trait measure is taken (Steyer, Schmitt & Eid, 1999). Regarding justice 

sensitivity, the experience of injustice may elevate a person’s sensitivity temporarily, albeit 

not permanently. Similarly, if a person does not encounter any unfairness during a certain 

period of time, his or her justice sensitivity may decrease and be lower at the end of this 
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period than at its beginning. In line with this reasoning, Mohiyeddini (1998) found for his 

justice sensitivity questionnaire (victim perspective) that it measured predominantly stable 

individual differences but also unstable factors. Using a much larger sample than 

Mohiyeddini (1998), Study 1 will perform a simultaneous latent state-trait analysis on all 

three perspectives and explore the size of occasion specific effects and to what extent they 

generalize across perspectives. 

(5) A fifth goal of this research was pursued in Study 2. As part of the construct 

validation of the first justice sensitivity questionnaire, Schmitt et al. (1995) determined 

correlations between the indicator scales and some other personality traits (frustration 

tolerance, trait anger, anger in, anger out, life satisfaction, centrality of justice, interpersonal 

trust, need for control). Lovas and Wolt (2002) extended the Schmitt et al. (1995) study and 

obtained correlations between justice sensitivity and the personality factors measured by the 

“Freiburger Persönlichkeitsinventar” (FPI; Fahrenberg, Hampel and Selg, 1989), a widely 

used German personality inventory. Study 2 goes beyond the Schmitt et al. (1995) and the 

Lovas and Wolt (2002) studies in two important regards: It includes all three sensitivity 

perspectives and a much larger set of referent constructs both on the level of broad personality 

factors and on the level of more specific traits that can be linked theoretically to justice 

sensitivity. Both supplements will allow us, better than it was previously possible, to 

understand the psychology of justice sensitivity, to locate justice sensitivity in the multivariate 

personality space, and to explore in considerable depth the convergent and discriminant 

construct validity of the three justice sensitivity scales. 

 

Study 1 

 
Study 1 aimed to investigate the quality of the short justice sensitivity scales (victim, 

observer, perpetrator), the degree to which the three sensitivity perspectives correlate, the 
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amount of longitudinal stability of individual differences in justice sensitivity, the extent of 

systematic intraindividual change in justice sensitivity and the degree to which intraindividual 

change occurs synchronously across perspectives versus independently for each perspective. 

Data were collected as part of a large longitudinal study on the psychological consequences of 

the German unification (e.g., Schmitt & Maes, 2002). 

 
Method 

Sample 

In order to maximize the demographic heterogeneity and representativeness of the 

sample, participants were recruited on the basis of a geographical division of Germany into 18 

cells (East/West x North/Middle/South x Large cities/Medium sized cities/Small cities). 

Registration offices of two communities in each cell provided random samples from the 

population of all inhabitants between 15 and 75 years of age. Additional respondents were 

drawn randomly from electronic telephone directories. A total of 3170 citizens agreed to 

participate in the study and were sent questionnaires. The present analysis is based on a sub-

sample of participants who provided complete data on all items of the sensitivity scales at two 

occasions of measurement (N = 2384, 1258). At Occasion 1, mean age of this sub-sample was 

M = 47.6 years (SD = 15.8; min = 14; max = 88). The proportion of males was 60 %. The 

sample was representative according to many, but not all demographic variables. Men and 

participants with higher education are over-represented. 

 

Design and Measurement Instruments 

Data were collected in Spring 1996 and Spring 1998. Questionnaires were sent by mail 

and answered anonymously. The main focus of the survey was on life quality in united 

Germany. The justice sensitivity scales were embedded in other sets of items measuring 

variables that are not of interest here. 
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Justice Sensitivity Scales 

The wording of the items of the three justice sensitivity scales appears in Table 1. The 

scales were presented as a unit in the questionnaire booklet. The title was: “How do you react 

in unfair situations?” Perspectives were separated from each other by short instructions. The 

instruction for the victim perspective was: “People react differently to unfair situations. How 

about you? First, we will consider cases where you are disadvantaged.” The instruction for the 

observer scales was: “Now consider situations in which you observe that someone else is 

disadvantaged or being exploited.” The instruction for the perpetrator scale was: “Finally, 

consider situations in which you are advantaged and someone else is disadvantaged.” Items 

had to be answered on six-point rating scales ranging from 0=not at all to 5=exactly. 

 
Results 

 
Descriptive Statistics and Factorial Structure of the Justice Sensitivity Scales 

Using the large sample from Occasion 1, the 30 sensitivity items were submitted to an 

exploratory common factor (principal axes) analysis. Five eigenvalues of the correlation 

matrix were larger than 1 (11.21; 4.02; 1.97; 1.55; 1.19). The scree-test suggested either two 

or three common factors explaining 47 % and 54 % of the item variance, respectively. When 

three factors were extracted and rotated, they reflected roughly the three perspectives. This 

was true for orthogonal (varimax) and oblique solutions (oblimin) alike. However, the simple 

structure of the three factor solution was poor and this was independent of the type of rotation 

used. 

Table 1 gives the factor loadings of the varimax solution. Factor 1 predominantly loads 

observer items. Also, two perpetrator items (7, 8) have higher loadings on this factor than on 

Factor 3. Three additional perpetrator items (6, 9, 10) load almost as highly on Factor 1 as on 

Factor 3. Factor 2 represents the victim perspective. 
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Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics of the Justice Sensitivity Items and Scale 

        rit  

 M SD λ1 λ2 λ3 h2 V O P 

Victim 

1. It bothers me when others receive something that ought to be mine. 3.01 1.41 -.10 .76 .13 .60 .65   

2. It makes me angry when others receive an award which I have earned. 3.19 1.40 -.12 .78 .16 .64 .65   

3. I can’t easily bear when others profit unilaterally from me. 3.00 1.44 .04 .66 .12 .45 .61   

4. I can’t forget for a long time when I have to  others’ carelessness. 2.10 1.44 .22 .51 .01 .31 .52   

5. It me down when I get opportunities than others to develop my skills. 2.92 1.43 .21 .60 .10 .42 .61   

6. It makes me angry when others are undeservingly better off than me. 2.27 1.60 .25 .62 -.04 .45 .64   

7. It worries me when I have to hard for things that come to others. 2.01 1.53 .34 .56 -.13 .45 .60   

8. I ruminate a long time when other people are being treated better than me. 2.31 1.53 .35 .58 .03 .46 .62   

9. It burdens me to be criticized for things that are being overlooked with others.  3.09 1.39 .27 .65 .11 .51 .67   

10. It makes me angry when I am treated worse than others. 3.27 1.36 .19 .69 .11 .52 .68   

Observer 

1. It bothers me when someone gets something they don’t deserve. 3.20 1.27 .49 .27 .40 .47  .70  

2. I am upset when someone does not get a reward he/she has earned. 3.26 1.25 .50 .30 .40 .49  .72  

3. I cannot easily bear it when someone unilaterally profits from others. 3.46 1.30 .43 .32 .32 .39  .62  

4. I can’t forget for a long time when someone else has to  others carelessness. 2.38 1.41 .60 .29 .22 .49  .68  

5. It disturbs me when someone receives opportunities to develop his/her skills than others. 2.81 1.37 .67 .20 .27 .56  .75  

6. I am upset when someone is undeservingly worse off than others. 2.99 1.39 .66 .22 .28 .56  .75  
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Table 1 continued 

 
         

          

7. It worries me when someone has to hard for things that easily come to others. 2.14 1.48 .73 .25 .04 .59  .65  

8. I ponder? a long time when someone is being treated nicer than others for no reason. 2.33 1.45 .69 .31 .15 .59  .69  

9. It me down to see someone criticized for things that are overlooked with others. 2.92 1.38 .67 .27 .25 .58  .74  

10. I am upset when someone is being treated worse than others. 3.33 1.32 .60 .24 .33 .54  .74  

Perpetrator 

1. It disturbs me when I receive what others ought to have. 3.26 1.36 .18 .08 .79 .67   .68 

2. I have a bad conscience when I receive a reward that someone else has earned. 3.74 1.31 .12 .15 .80 .68   .65 

3. I cannot easily bear to unilaterally profit from others. 3.38 1.40 .21 .09 .74 .60   .67 

4. It worries me for a long time when others have to  my carelessness. 3.55 1.38 .24 .14 .65 .50   .63 

5. It makes me sad when I receive more opportunities than others to develop my skills. 2.43 1.52 .47 .01 .57 .54   .73 

6. I feel guilty when I am better off than others for no reason. 2.34 1.53 .51 .00 .52 .53   .73 

7. It bothers me when things come to me that others have to toil for. 1.79 1.51 .59 -.03 .33 .46   .62 

8. I mull? for a long time about being treated nicer than others for no reason.  2.25 1.49 .57 .02 .48 .55   .73 

9. It bothers me when someone tolerates things with me that other people are being criticized for. 2.52 1.46 .54 .01 .58 .63   .78 

10. I feel guilty when I receive better treatment than others. 2.36 1.55 .55 -.02 .56 .61   .78 

Proportion of variance explained by factor after rotation   .21 .17 .16     

Internal consistency Alpha of scale       .89 .92 .92 

Mean correlation among items of scale       .44 .54 .54 
Note. Means (M), standard deviations (SD), factor loadings (λ) and item communalities (h2) of the three factor varimax solution, item-total-correlations of the items (rit), proportions 
of item variance explained by the factors, internal consistencies Alpha of the victim (V), observer (O) and perpetrator (P) scales and mean item correlations within scales (N = 2384, 
list-wise deletion of missing values)
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However, some victim items also have secondary loadings on the first factor (observer). 

Factor 3 loads primarily the ten perpetrator items. However, five perpetrator items also have 

high loadings on the first factor (see above). It can be expected from this pattern that in a two 

factor solution, the first and the third factors will merge. This was indeed the case. For 

theoretical reasons, however, the three factor solution was preferred for the moment. 

Table 1 also contains item means, standard deviations, item-total correlations, internal 

consistencies of the scales and mean inter-item-correlations within scales. The item means 

suggest that no item has to be excluded from a scale because of extreme item difficulty. The 

standard deviations are substantial compared to the six-point range of the response scale and 

imply that individuals differ considerably in their reactions to unfair events. More 

importantly, the standard deviations of the items are rather similar in size. The same is true for 

the item-total correlations: they also vary little across items. Both results suggest that the 

items differ little in how well they discriminate individuals in terms of their justice sensitivity. 

Furthermore, the item-total correlations, the mean inter-item correlations and the internal 

consistency values allow the conclusion that the three scales are homogeneous and reliable. 

Simultaneous Latent State-Trait Analysis of the Justice Sensitivity Scales 

In order to explore in more depth the correlational structure among the three 

perspectives, their temporal stability and their occasion specificity, the longitudinal data set 

was used for a simultaneous latent state-trait analysis according to Steyer, Ferring and Schmitt 

(1992; Steyer et al., 1999). Odd-eventesthalves were used as indicators. Latent state-trait 

theory is a generalization of classical test theory (Lord & Novick, 1968). Like classical test 

theory, it decomposes an observed variable into a true score variable and an error variable. 

However, whereas classical test theory interprets the true score variable as a latent trait, latent 

state-trait theory interprets it as a latent state. Latent states are decomposed into latent traits 

and occasion specific factors. Occasion specific factors reflect systematic effects of the 
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situation of measurement and person x situation  interactions. By definition, occasion specific 

factors are independent (perfectly unstable) across time. Testable models can be derived from 

latentstate state-trait theory. Model tests require at least two occasions of measurement and at 

least two indictors for each construct at each occasion of measurement. Latent state-trait 

research has shown that in many applications, method factors or indicator specific factors 

need to be specified in addition to latent traits and latent occasion specific factors. This is true 

because two indicators of the same construct are almost never fully equivalent. Rather, they 

have unique factors in addition to the common factor they are supposed to measure. 

Four coefficients are defined in latent state-trait theory (when method factors are 

included) and determined from the parameter estimates of the model (variances of the 

manifest variables and the latent variables): Consistency is defined as the proportion of 

variance of a manifest variable that can be accounted for by individual differences in the 

latent trait. Occasion specificity is defined as the proportion of variance of a manifest variable 

that it is due to systematic but unstable individual differences at an occasion of measurement. 

Method specificity is defined as the proportion of variance of a manifest variable that is due to 

the nonequivalence among indicators. Like in classical test theory, reliability is defined as the 

proportion of systematic variance of a manifest variable. It is the sum of consistency, occasion 

specificity, and method specificity. 

Figure 1 displays the latent state-trait model for the present application. Two indicators 

(test-halves) are available for each construct (V = victim sensitivity, O = observer sensitivity, 

P = perpetrator sensitivity) at each occasion of measurement. The first index of the manifest 

variables denotes the test-half, the second index indicates the occasion of measurement. The 

index of the latent state variables denotes the occasion of measurement. Latent traits have no 

index because they are, by definition, stable across time and unspecific regarding their 

indicators. Occasion specific factors are modeled as latent state residuals (LSR).  
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Figure 1 

Latent state-trait model for three justice sensitivity constructs (V = Victim, O = Observer, P = 

Perpetrator) measured with two indicators at two occasions of measurement (LSR = Latent 

state residual, Half 2 = Second test half). 

 
 

Their index denotes the occasion of measurement. The latent factor “Half 2” in Figure 1 

represents a method factor. Because the items of the three scales are parallel in substance and 

similar in wording across perspectives, appear in the same order, and were divided into test-

halves according to the same odd-even rule, one common factor may be sufficient for 

accounting for the lack of perfect equivalence of first and second test halves (cf. Eid, 2000). 
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Given the small number of indicators and occasions, the model in Figure 1 can be 

identified only when restrictions are imposed on parameters. All factor loadings were set equal to 

1. Furthermore, the variances of the two latent state residuals of the same construct were 

constrained to be equal [e.g., Var(LSR V1) = Var(LSR V2)]. Given unit loadings of the traits, this 

restriction implies equal variances of the latent states of a construct [e.g., Var(State V1) = 

Var(State V2)]. Further, the covariances among the latent state residuals of the same construct 

were constrained to be identical across time [e.g., Cov(LSR V1 and LSR O1) = Cov(LSR V2 and 

LSR O2)]. Given these restrictions, 25 parameters were left to be estimated: three trait variances, 

three covariances among the traits, three variances of the latent state residuals, three covariances 

among the latent state residuals, one variance of the method factor and 12 measurement error 

variances. 

Using the covariance matrix of the twelve indicator variables, an acceptable fit was 

obtained for the model (χ2
53= 176.45; p < .01; RMSEA = .047; CFI = .99). 

 

Table 2 

Correlations among the Justice Sensitivity Traits and the Latent State Residuals as Estimated 

According to the Latent State-Trait Model According to Figure 1 (V = Victim, O = Observer, P 

= Perpetrator) 

 Trait V Trait O LSR V1 LSR V2 LSR O1 LSR O2 

Trait O .45      

Trait P .28 .79     

LSR O1   .59    

LSR O2    .59   

LSR P1   .39  .62  

LSR P2    .39  .62 
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Table 2 contains the correlations among the three latent sensitivity traits and the three 

sensitivity latent state residuals. The pattern of these correlations is consistent with the results 

that were obtained from the exploratory factor analysis of the items. The highest correlation, 

both for traits and occasion specific factors, was obtained between the observer and the 

perpetrator perspective. The lowest correlation was obtained between victim sensitivity and 

perpetrator sensitivity. 

Table 3 displays the average coefficients for the three perspective scales. Coefficients differed 

slightly across test halves and occasions because the measurement error variances differed 

slightly and so did, as a consequence, the estimated variances of the manifest variables. Because 

these differences were trivial, they are not reported in Table 3. Method specificity accounts for 

only a small percentage of individual differences in the manifest variables. Test halves measure 

predominantly the same common factor and come close to the ideal of perfectly congeneric tests. 

Trait consistency is similarly high for all three perspective scales. This means that the scales 

measure predominantly justice sensitivity differences between individuals that were stable across 

the two-year time span considered in our design. Occasion specific effects account for about half 

as much manifest variable variance as traits do. 

 
 
 
Table 3 

Coefficients of the Sensitivity Scales as Determined from the Parameter Estimates of the Latent-

State Trait Model 

 Victim Obsever Perpetrator 

Trait Consistency .60 .60 .63 

Occasion Specificity .33 .36 .32 

Method Specificity .02 .01 .01 

Reliability .95 .97 .96 
 



Justice Sensitivity 
 

19

This is large (or quite substantial) compared to other personality domains (cf. Deinzer et al., 

1995; Steyer et al, 1999). Finally, the estimated reliability of the scales is very high: At least 95 

% of the manifest variable variance is due to systematic sources of variance and only at most 5 

% of the variance of the scales cannot be explained by the latent variables of our longitudinal 

measurement model. 

 
Discussion 

 
Our first research goal was successfully accomplished: The short scale for measuring 

justice sensitivity from the victim perspective is both efficient and reliable. Results regarding our 

second research goal are more complex. Whereas we succeeded in designing reliable scales for 

observer sensitivity and perpetrator sensitivity, these scales lack discriminant validity. Items for 

measuring observer sensitivity and perpetrator sensitivity did not load consistently on separate 

factors. Instead, some perpetrator items tended to have high secondary loadings or even primary 

loadings on the observer factor. A closer look at the loading matrix (Table 1) reveals that 

perpetrator items with high loadings on the observer factor did not state a direct link between 

own advantages and disadvantages of other people (items 5 through 10). By contrast, perpetrator 

items with high loadings on the perpetrator factor and lower loadings on the observer factor 

described a situation where the target person’s advantage was linked directly to the disadvantage 

of another person (items 1 through 4). This loading pattern suggests that being sensitive to 

disadvantages of others is largely independent from whether these disadvantages appear in 

contrast to one’s own advantages (perpetrator items) or in contrast to advantages of third persons 

(observer items). Without a direct link between one’s own advantages and others’ disadvantages, 

the advantaged person does not bear a personal responsibility for the unfair situation. Not being 

confronted with a direct link between one’s own advantages and disadvantages of others 

resembles the situation of an observer. By contrast, observer and perpetrator roles are more 

distinct in cases where advantages of the target person are directly linked to disadvantages of 
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victims. In such a situation of negative interdependence (perpetrator items 1 through 4), the 

advantages of the target person appear as causes for the disadvantages of others. Consequently, 

the target will feel some personal responsibility for the situation of the victim (Shaver, 1985). 

Consistent with this reasoning, research on the existential guilt reaction has found that privileged 

people’s sense of moral responsibility depends on whether or not they perceive a causal 

interdependence between their living conditions and those of disadvantaged groups (Schmitt et 

al., 1989). Our interpretation implies that the first four items of the perpetrator scale tend to be 

somewhat more valid indicators of the perpetrator sensitivity construct than the items 5 through 

10. 

Despite this divergence between the first four and the last six perpetrator items, the 

perpetrator scale is no less internally consistent than the remaining two scales. All perpetrator 

items converge substantially and have similar item-total correlations. Furthermore, even though 

the loadings of the perpetrator items 1 through 4 on the observer factor are lower than the 

loadings of items 5 through 10, they still load substantially on this factor. 

Consistent with this pattern, a high correlation between the two perspectives was found at 

the level of traits. This correlation speaks to our third research goal and suggests that observer 

and perpetrator sensitivity have much in common. We had anticipated this communality based 

on the notion that the experience of injustice from a victim's perspective is qualitatively different 

than it is from a perpetrator's or an observer's perspective. One might argue that this difference 

was simply due to the fact that victims are more emotionally involved in the aversive aspects of 

injustice than observers and perpetrators. However, this interpretation would be based on the 

questionable assumption that justice sensitivity is more validly tapped by the victim scale than 

by the observer and the perpetrator scales. Contrary to this interpretation, we submit another 

possibility that will be tested in Study 2. We propose that justice sensitivity from a victim's 

perspective is not only an indicator of truly moral concerns but also an indicator of deprivation 
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fear. Findings from evolutionary psychology suggest that humans have evolved sensitive 

perceptual tools for detecting loss and disadvantage (Cosmides & Tooby, 1992). Also, some 

studies have found that even a single instance of betrayal can alter a person's preferred strategy 

in social interaction: The probability of trustworthy, altruistic and fair behavior decreases, 

whereas self-protective and egoistic strategies become dominant (Axelrod, 1984). Given that 

individuals differ in how often they experience loss, disadvantage and betrayal, victim sensitivity 

might not only originate from genuine moral concerns but in addition reflect people’s alertness 

to deprivation and their willingness to employ self-protective and egoistic interpersonal 

strategies to prevent disadvantage. This conjecture implies that observer and perpetrator 

sensitivity reflect genuine moral concerns more purely than victim sensitivity does. Study 2 will 

test this interpretation. 

The results of the latent state-trait analysis are also consistent with our assumption that 

victim sensitivity is more closely related to observer sensitivity than to perpetrator sensitivity. 

Taken together, the predicted order of correlations among the sensitivity perspectives was 

confirmed both on the level of latent traits as well as on the level of latent state residuals. 

It was our fourth research goal to explore whether and how much occasion specific effects 

generalize across the three sensitivity perspectives. The latent state-trait analysis of our 

longitudinal data revealed that the degree of generalization is indeed substantial. The density and 

severity of unjust episodes a person encounters in any of the three possible roles seem to affect 

not only the person’s role congruent justice sensitivity but also his or her justice sensitivity from 

the remaining two perspectives. Consistent with the correlations among the sensitivity traits, the 

correlation of the latent stateresiduals was higher between the observer and perpetrator 

perspectives than between the victim and perpetrator perspectives. This pattern suggests, for 

example, that unjust events encountered in the observer role augment the person’s observer 

sensitivity and also his or her perpetrator sensitivity, but to a lesser extent than that person’s 
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victim sensitivity. However, victim sensitivity does not seem to remain unaffected if the person 

has encountered justice-related events either as an observer or as a perpetrator. This pattern is 

consistent with the correlations among the traits and again suggests that all three perspectives 

reflect moral rigor, albeit to different degrees. Whereas observer and perpetrator sensitivity seem 

to reflect primarily moral consciousness, victim sensitivity seems to reflect both moral values 

and self-protective or perhaps even selfish concerns. 

 
Study 2 

 
Study 2 was aimed at testing this interpretation by correlating the three justice sensitivity 

scales with personality traits that reflect self-related concerns (machiavellianism, paranoia, 

suspiciousness, vengeance, jealousy, interpersonal trust) versus other-related and prosocial 

concerns (role taking, empathy, social responsibility). If our “fear of betrayal” interpretation is 

correct, victim sensitivity should correlate positively with self-related concerns but not with 

prosocial concerns, whereas observer and perpetrator sensitivity should correlate positively with 

prosocial concerns but not with self-related concerns. 

In addition to testing these hypotheses, Study 2 also served to explore the discriminant 

validity of the three justice sensitivity scales vis à vis measures for other justice-related 

constructs. This seems important for the sake of scientific parsimony and for avoiding an 

inflation of scales that have only little discriminant (or incremental) validity. 

Finally, Study 2 was conducted to explore where the three justice sensitivity dispositions 

are located in the multivariate personality space. 

 
Method 

Samples 

The assessment of reference constructs occurred in three samples. Some constructs were 

measured in one sample only, others were assessed in two samples thus providing evidence on 
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the replicability of correlations. Furthermore, some constructs were measured with different 

instruments in different samples thus providing evidence for the stability of correlations across 

samples and instruments. 

Sample 1. The first sample is identical with the sample used in Study 1. Data from the first 

occasion of measurement were taken because the sample was larger at Occasion 1 than at 

Occasion 2. 

Sample 2. A demographically heterogeneous sample of 295 participants was recruited by 

using a snowball strategy. Of the 295 participants, 150 were university students of various 

majors (no advanced psychology students), 2 were high-school students, 124 were adult citizens 

from various professions and 19 participants did not indicate their professional status. Of all 

participants, 103 were male and 190 female. Two participants did not indicate their gender. Ages 

ranged from 14 to 67 (M = 28.13, SD = 9.75). 

Sample 3. A third group of participants consisted of first-year psychology students from 

the University of Trier. Questionnaires were administered in introductory lectures within the first 

four weeks of the students' first university term. This was done three years in a row (2000, 2001, 

2002). By accumulating questionnaires over these three years, a total of 669 cases are available 

for data analyses. A personal code was used to ensure that questionnaires were not answered 

twice by the same person. Of the 669 cases, 151 were male and 518 were female. Four-hundred 

seventy-two reported that psychology was their main subject. Ages ranged from 18 to 48 years 

(M = 22.02; SD = 3.48).  

Procedure 

The two measurement occasions of Study 1 were themselves short-term panels. The 

number of constructs included in the research project was so large that questionnaires had to be 

spread across time. As a consequence, some reference constructs that are of interest in the 

present context were measured at a later time than justice sensitivity. More specifically, role 
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taking and empathy were measured one month later, machiavellianism two months later and 

social desirability four months later. Due to this procedure and different amounts of missing 

data, sample size varies across the correlations in Table 4. 

Cross-sectional designs were employed for the assessment of constructs in the second and 

third sample (all constructs were measured at the same time). As in Study 1, data collection was 

entirely anonymous in the second and third samples. In the first and third samples, the scales 

were presented in a fixed order. In the second sample, the order of scales varied randomly across 

individuals. Due to an omission error in the randomized composition of scales, the scale for one 

reference construct was answered by only 105 instead of 295 participants (Sense of Injustice; 

Trier Integrated Personality Inventory; Becker, 2003). In Sample 3 (student sample), some scales 

were not administered in all three years. For example, empathy was only included in the 2001 

survey, whereas just world scales were always included. For this reason, sample size varies 

across constructs (Table 4). 

 

Assessment of Justice Sensitivity 

Justice sensitivity was measured in the second and third samples with the same scales that 

had been used in Study 1. 

 

Assessment of Self-Centered Concerns 

Machiavellianism. Machiavellianism was measured with a short scale of seven items that 

were adopted from two German Machiavellianism scales (Cloetta, 1983; Henning & Six, 1977). 

Items were selected and modified according to face validity criteria (Example: “If it helps in 

attaining a goal, one should not reveal one’s true motives.”). 

Paranoia. Paranoia was measured with a German translation of the Fenigstein and Vanable 

(1992) questionnaire. The scale contains 20 items (Example: “I believe that I have often been 

punished without cause.”). 
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Vengeance. Vengeance was measured with a German translation of the Stuckless and 

Goranson (1992) questionnaire. The scale contains 20 items (Example: “Revenge is sweet.”). 

Jealousy. Jealousy was measured with a German translation of the Bringle, Roach, Andier 

and Evenbeck (1979) Self-report Jealousy Scale and a jealousy scale which had been developed 

by B. Bauer in collaboration with our research group (Schmitt, Falkenau and Montada, 1995). 

This Bringle et al. scale consists of four subscales pertaining to romantic or sexual jealousy 

(partner having an affair), envious jealousy (good friend being successful), justice related 

jealousy (someone getting something target deserves) and jealousy among siblings (sibling gets 

more parental attention). The Bauer scale was used because one of its subscales (jealousy 

towards family members of partner and jealousy towards good friends of partner) was found to 

have a higher construct validity as a measure of the generalized jealousy disposition than had the 

romantic/sexual jealousy subscale. 

Suspiciousness. This construct was measured with a German translation of the Browne and 

Howarth (1977) scale. It contains five items (Example: “I often wonder what hidden reason 

another person may have for doing something nice for me.”). 

Interpersonal Trust. A German adaptation (Krampen, Viebig & Walter, 1982) of Rotter’s 

(1967) Interpersonal Trust Scale was used. The German version contains 15 Items (Example: 

“Most salesmen are honest when they describe products.”). 
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Assessment of Other-Centered Concerns 

Role Taking. Role Taking was measured with a German subscale of Davis’ (1983) 

Interpersonal Reactivity Index. The scale contains nine items (Example: “I sometimes find it 

difficult to see things from the ’other guy’s‘ point of view ”[R].). 

Empathy. Empathy was also measured with a German subscale of the Davis (1983) 

inventory. The scale contains nine items (Example: “Other people’s misfortunes do not usually 

disturb me a great deal ”[R].). 

Social Responsibility. This construct was assessed with a German translation of Berkowitz 

and Daniels' (1964) Social Responsibility Scale developed by Bierhoff (2000). Although a short 

scale is also available, the entire 22-item scale was used here (Examples: “It is always important 

to finish anything that you have started.” “I would never let a friend down when he expects 

something of me.”). 

 

Assessment of Other Justice Constructs 

Belief in a Just World. Belief in a just world was measured with the Dalbert, Montada and 

Schmitt (1987) scale. The scale contains six items (Example: “Basically the world is a just 

place.”). 

Belief in Immanent Justice. Belief in immanent justice is a specific facet of believing in 

justice (Maes, 1998). Immanent justice means that good deeds are rewarded and bad deeds 

punished rather immediately by powerful others or by fate. The scale contains six items 

(Example: “Good character is rewarded by good fortune.”). 

Belief in Ultimate Justice (Victims Compensated and Perpetrators Punished). Belief in 

ultimate justice is another specific facet of believing in justice (Maes, 1998). Ultimate justice 

means that victims will not be compensated immediately for an injustice they suffer but will 

eventually be compensated. Two sub-facets have been identified in previous research, belief that 

victims will eventually be compensated and belief that perpetrators will eventually be punished. 
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Each scale contains six items (Examples: “The day will come where all victims will be 

compensated.” “Every crime will eventually be punished.”). 

Belief in an Unjust World. Belief in an Unjust World was identified in previous research as 

a dimension which is independent from the belief in a just world (Dalbert, Lipkus, Sallay & 

Goch, 2001). Our scale contains six items (Example: “Many people suffer a bad fate they have 

not deserved.”). 

Sense of Injustice. Sense of Injustice is a first order factor in Becker’s (2003) theory of 

personality and a facet of neuroticism. Sense of Injustice was measured with Becker’s scale 

which contains six items (Example: “If things go wrong I feel that everybody is against me.”). 

 

Assessment of Personality Factors 

Big Five Personality Factors. The constructs of the Five Factor Model of Personality were 

measured with two inventories, the German NEO-FFI (Borkenau & Ostendorf, 1993) and the 

German BFI (Lang, Lüdtke & Asendorpf, 2001). In addition, modesty and trust as two facets of 

the agreeableness factor were measured with the German NEO-PI-R (Ostendorf & Angleitner, in 

press). 

Eysenck Personality Factors. The three factors of the Eysenck personality model were 

measured with the German version of the EPQ-R (Ruch, in press). 

 

Assessment of Social Desirability 

Social desirability was measured with a German version of the Crowne and Marlowe 

Social Desirability Scale (Lück & Timaeus, 1969) and the Lie Scale of the EPQ-R (Ruch, in 

press). 
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Results 

 
Table 4 contains the correlations among the three justice sensitivity scales and the scales 

for measuring the reference constructs. Table 4 also contains the internal consistency coefficients 

Alpha of the reference scales. Results will be discussed in the order in which the reference 

constructs were introduced and appear in Table 4 (top down). 

 

Table 4 

Correlations between the Justice Sensitivity Constructs and Reference Constructs (Significant 

correlations (p < .05) in bold letters. Critical values differ due to differences in sample size among the 

three samples) 

   Justice Sensitivity 

Sample (N) Validation Construct Alpha Victim Observer Perpetrator 

Self-Related Concerns 

1 (1862) Machiavellianism .81 .25 .00 -.10 

3 (204) Machiavellianism .73 .20 -.09 -.15 

2 (295) Paranoia .89 .32 .17 .02 

2 (295) Vengeance .90 .29 .06 -.12 

2 (295) Jealousy (Bringle, Total Score) .92 .58 .19 .11 

2 (295) Jealousy (Bringle, Romantic Jealousy) .77 .30 .08 .13 

2 (295) Jealousy (Bringle, Envious Jealousy) .86 .50 .14 .04 

2 (295) Jealousy (Bringle, Justice Related Jealousy) .81 .56 .23 .10 

2 (295) Jealousy (Bringle, Jealousy Towards Sibling) .87 .46 .19 .06 

2 (295) Jealousy (Bauer) .86 .35 .10 .11 

2 (295) Suspiciousness .45 .13 .06 .05 

2 (295) Interpersonal Trust .76 -.20 -.10 -.06 

Other-Related Concerns 

1 (2110) Role Taking .90 .03 .29 .33 

3 (204) Role Taking .81 -.12 .20 .20 

1 (2110) Empathy .88 .06 .45 .45 

3 (204) Empathy .84 .05 .55 .38 

3 (668) Social Responsibility .71 .06 .27 .22 
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Other Justice Constructs 

1 (2484) Belief in a Just World .72 .06 .13 .11 

3 (668) Belief in a Just World .70 -.04 -.04 -.02 

1 (2484) Belief in Immanent Justice .56 .19 .13 .08 

3 (668) Belief in Immanent Justice .50 .12 .06 .04 

1 (2484) Belief in Ultimate Justice (Victims Compensated) .81 .15 .18 .13 

3 (668) Belief in Ultimate Justice (Victims Compensated) .86 -.03 .11 .12 

1 (2484) Belief in Ultimate Justice (Perpetrators Punished) .83 .12 .18 .16 

3 (668) Belief in Ultimate Justice (Perpetrators Punished) .86 .05 .11 .17 

1 (2484) Belief in an Unjust World .75 .37 .31 .23 

3 (668) Belief in an Unjust World .72 .35 .22 .14 

2 (105) Sense of Injustice .87 .50 .30 .02 

Five Personality Factors (BFI) 

2 (295) Extraversion .88  -.09 .12 .03 

2 (295) Neuroticism .86 .24 .06 .08 

2 (295) Conscientiousness .86 .00 .03 .07 

2 (295) Agreeableness .71 -.09 .07 .18 

2 (295) Openness .89 -.03 .09 .03 

Five Personality Factors (NEO-FFI) 

3 (128) Extraversion .81 -.15 .07 .02 

3 (128) Neuroticism .84 .36 .20 .16 

3 (128) Conscientiousness .83 -.11 -.11 -.03 

3 (128) Agreeableness .72 -.19 .16 .19 

3 (128) Openness .65 .02 .28 .04 

Facets of the Five Personality Factors (NEO-PI-R) 

2 (295) Modesty .72 -.13 .10 .33 

2 (295) Trust .82 -.11 .02 .08 

Eysenck Personality Factors (EPQ-R) 

3 (129) Extraversion .85 -.15 .06 -.06 

3 (129) Neuroticism .82 .30 .19 .04 

3 (129) Psychoticism .74 -.02 -.10 -.15 

Social Desirability 

1 (1661) Social Desirability .78 -.25 .04 .12 

3 (129) Lie Scale (EPQ-R) .76 .04 .07 .15 
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Discussion 

 
Self-Related Concerns. In line with our prediction, victim sensitivity correlates 

significantly with all self-concern constructs in the predicted direction. Correlations of these 

constructs with observer and perpetrator sensitivity are lower, or even negative, and mostly 

nonsignificant. Vengeance and machiavellianism have significant correlations with perpetrator 

sensitivity indicating that perpetrator sensitive individuals tend to not take revenge when they 

were attacked or harmed by someone else. They also tend not to manipulate others when such a 

manipulation would help in reaching their own goals. The high correlation between victim 

sensitivity and the Bringle et al. jealousy inventory raises concerns about the discriminant 

validity of the victim sensitivity scale. A closer look at the correlations between the jealousy 

subscales and justice sensitivity reveals a meaningful profile, however. High correlations were 

obtained for envious jealousy, justice related jealousy and jealousy toward siblings. Romantic 

jealousy and the Bauer scale correlate considerably lower with victim sensitivity. This pattern 

means that the overlap between jealousy and victim sensitivity is due to jealousy proneness in 

social comparison situations that give rise to justice considerations either indirectly (envy, 

siblings) or directly (justice related jealousy). If this interpretation of the correlation pattern is 

correct, doubts about the discriminant construct validity of the victim sensitivity scale do not 

seem justified. 

Other-Related Concerns. Again, consistent with our expectations, all prosocial orientations 

we included as validation constructs in Study 2 correlate in the predicted direction with observer 

and perpetrator sensitivity and higher than with victim sensitivity. The high correlations that 

were obtained for empathy are due to overlap in item content. Three of the empathy items 

describe reactions that are equivalent to those that we expect for justice sensitive individuals (“I 

often have tender, concerned feelings for people less fortunate than me.” “When I see someone 

being taken advantage of, I feel kind of protective towards them.” “When I see someone being 
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treated unfairly, I sometimes don’t feel very much pity from them.” [R]). Consequently, the high 

correlations between empathy and justice sensitivity (observer, perpetrator) raise less doubt 

about the discriminant validity of the justice sensitivity scales than about the discriminant 

construct validity of the empathy measure. 

Other Justice Constructs. The correlations between the justice sensitivity scales and the 

belief in a just world measures are mostly low with the notable exception of belief in an unjust 

world. This component of the just world belief system correlates substantially with justice 

sensitivity and especially so with victim sensitivity. The pattern makes sense because individuals 

who are justice sensitive perceive more incidents of injustice and should therefore have a more 

pronounced belief in an unjust world than justice insensitive individuals. Nevertheless, even the 

correlations between justice sensitivity and belief in an unjust world are not high enough to 

suggest that justice sensitivity and belief in an unjust world are identical or very similar 

psychological phenomena. Most importantly, belief in a just world as a motivated perception 

(Lerner, 1980) overlaps only trivially with how strictly a person tends to be when judging the 

justice of events. 

The sense of injustice construct from Becker’s (2003) personality theory has a high 

correlation with victim sensitivity and a substantial correlation with observer sensitivity. These 

correlations speak to the convergent validity of the victim scale and to the differential validity of 

the three sensitivity scales in comparison to each other. Becker’s (2003) construct is most similar 

theoretically to our victim sensitivity construct. However, unlike our victim sensitivity construct, 

Becker’s sense of injustice construct does not contain the notion of moral rigor. Rather, it is 

focused both theoretically and in the way it is measured on the threatening and harmful 

implications of injustice and the person’s fear of these implications. The fact that the Becker 

scale correlates more highly with victim sensitivity than with observer sensitivity is consistent 

with our assumption that only victim sensitivity contains a self-defensive component whereas 
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observer sensitivity does not. 

Broad Personality Factors. The interpretations we have offered so far are supported by the 

pattern of correlations between justice sensitivity and broad personality factors. Table 4 shows 

that only one correlation among the three justice sensitivity perspectives and scales for broad 

personality factors is consistent across all samples and instruments: the correlation between 

victim sensitivity and neuroticism. Victim sensitive individuals are emotionally vulnerable and 

this vulnerability makes them monitor their environment carefully for threats to their emotional 

integrity. Unfair treatment is such a threat. However, the correlation between neuroticism and 

victim sensitivity is not large enough to imply that both dispositions are psychologically identical 

or highly similar. Rather, the size of the correlation suggests in combination with the correlation 

of victim sensitivity with observer and perpetrator sensitivity that victim sensitivity has two 

components, a self-defensive component and a genuine moral component. 

A second correlation between justice sensitivity and the big five personality factors 

deserves attention: the correlation between perpetrator sensitivity and agreeableness. This 

correlation is positive and means that perpetrator sensitive individuals are considerate in social 

interaction and less unlikely to provoke conflicts than perpetrator insensitive individuals. On the 

contrary, the negative correlation between agreeableness and victim sensitivity found in Sample 

3 suggests that those who feel exploited easily tend to complain and thereby strain the quality of 

social relations. 

Altogether, the correlations between justice sensitivity and the broad personality factors 

that we measured are small and raise no concerns whatsoever about the discriminant validity of 

our justice sensitivity scales. This finding is not surprising, however, because victim, observer 

and perpetrator sensitivity are small traits. It might be, therefore, that they are more closely 

associated with some lower order factors of the big five system. 

Big Five Facets. This possibility was explored by including modesty and trust as those two 
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facets of the big five personality model that we consider theoretically most similar to observer 

and perpetrator sensitivity. Table 4 confirms this assumption for modesty but not for trust. 

Although the pattern of correlations that was obtained for trust is descriptively meaningful, none 

of the correlations differed significantly from zero. By contrast, significant correlations were 

obtained for modesty. The negative correlation with victim sensitivity points to the self-interest 

component of this type of sensitivity. The positive correlation between modesty and perpetrator 

sensitivity may mean that perpetrator sensitive individuals have a low self-interest orientation in 

comparison to their high prosocial orientation. 

 Social desirability. Table 4 reveals two significant correlations between social desirability 

and self-reported justice sensitivity. Consistent with the social undesirability of complaining, a 

negative correlation between victim sensitivity and social desirability was obtained. This 

correlation may mean that victim sensitive individuals put more weight on avoiding unfair 

disadvantage than on being socially approved. The contrary seems to be the case for perpetrator 

sensitive individuals. A small part of their motivation to stay away from exploiting others is their 

desire for social approval. However, both correlations are not large enough to raise concerns 

about the construct validity of our justice sensitivity scales. 

 

General Discussion 

 
Short scales for the assessment of justice sensitivity from three perspectives were 

developed. High reliabilities, substantial trait consistencies, considerable occasion specificities 

and very low method specificities were found for all three scales by means of a latent state-trait 

analysis in Study 1. Despite the high convergence among the items within each scale, observer 

items and perpetrator items could not be discriminated well in an exploratory factor analysis. 

Consistent with this result, observer and perpetrator traits were highly correlated and the same 

was true for their latent state residuals. The large overlap among observer sensitivity and 
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perpetrator sensitivity can be interpreted as evidence that moral concerns and moral rigor are the 

common factor of both sensitivities. This interpretation received support from the pattern of 

correlations that were obtained in Study 2 between the justice sensitivity scales and the scales for 

the reference constructs. Whereas observer and perpetrator sensitivity were highly correlated 

with other-related concerns, victim sensitivity was more closely associated with self-related 

concerns. Furthermore, only victim sensitivity correlated with neuroticism. The entire 

correlational pattern suggests that observer and perpetrator sensitivity reflect justice concerns 

more purely than does victim sensitivity. Victim sensitivity seems to be a mixture of moral 

concerns and self-protective or even egoistic motivation. 

This conclusion is not only consistent with the results of the present research, it also 

supports the results of a study conducted by Fetchenhauer and Huang (in press). These authors 

measured their participants’ justice sensitivity with our scales and later involved them in an 

ultimatum game, a dictator game, and a mixture of both games (Güth, Schmittberger & 

Schwarze, 1982). In line with the correlational pattern of our research, Fetchenhauer and Huang 

(in press) found that fair behavior correlated positively with observer and perpetrator sensitivity. 

By contrast, victim sensitive individuals tended to make unequal offers in the role of A and were 

more inclined to opportunistic behavior (e.g., offering less to B in the dictator than in the 

ultimatum game) than were victim insensitive participants. 

Given the substantial correlational overlap between observer sensitivity and perpetrator 

sensitivity and the very similar pattern of their correlations with reference constructs, the 

question arises as to whether both types of sensitivity are distinct at all. From a pragmatic point 

of view, it is certainly justified to merge both constructs on a higher level of abstractness and 

merge the scales as well. Nevertheless, the results from the present research and from the 

Fetchenhauer and Huang (in press) research provide considerable evidence that both traits are 

not identical and their scales not interchangeable. This conclusion is based on several 
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observations. First, the correlation among the observer and perpetrator sensitivity traits and their 

latent state residuals correlated highly but not perfectly in the latent state-trait analysis of Study 

1. Constraining either of these two correlations to 1 decreases model fit significantly. Second, the 

correlations of the two sensitivity scales differ significantly regarding modesty, vengeance and 

sense of injustice. Third, although observer and perpetrator sensitivity had similar correlations 

with participants’ behavior in ultimatum and dictator games, some correlations differed 

significantly, and these differences were meaningful (Fetchenhauer and Huang, in press). 

 Taken together, considerable evidence on the construct validity of our justice sensitivity 

scales has been obtained in previous research and the present studies. It seems justified to use the 

scales in future research. Several research projects have been initiated. 

First, we are interested in understanding the mediating cognitive processes that connect 

justice sensitivity with behavior. One study will look at personality congruent attention as a 

mediator. We assume that unjust events have, like all negative events, attention grabbing power 

and that justice sensitive individuals will be attracted more easily by justice related information 

due to the chronic activation of the justice concept. A second study will explore a personality 

congruent information search. We assume that injustice is the default hypothesis of justice 

sensitive individuals when they encounter situations that are ambiguous with regard to justice. 

Due to the general confirmation bias (Nickerson, 1998), justice sensitive individuals will 

therefore actively collect more information that confirms their hypothesis than information that 

would disprove it. 

Second, we want to provide more evidence that justice sensitivity predicts behavior. So far, 

this evidence has been provided almost exclusively for the victim perspective (Schmitt, 1996). 

Only scattered evidence is available regarding effects of observer and perpetrator sensitivity on 

behavior (Fetchenhauer & Huang, in press; Montada et al., 1986; Montada & Schneider, 1989). 

In one study, we will measure support for refugees as a criterion behavior. We assume that this 
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type of prosocial action can be predicted better from observer and perpetrator sensitivity than 

from victim sensitivity. In a second study, we want to explore links between justice sensitivity 

and retaliation. Because victim sensitivity correlates with vengeance it would be interesting to 

explore whether victim-sensitive individuals engage more easily in vengeful actions than 

insensitive individuals. This question will be addressed in a standardized game paradigm. A third 

study will test whether justice sensitivity predicts resistance to temptation. This study will be a 

vignette study aimed at scrutinizing the difference in predictive validity between the observer 

and the perpetrator scale: We assume that the perpetrator score of justice sensitivity can actually 

predict refraining from an enticing, but unlawful action better than does the observer score, and 

that this behavior can be traced back to moral concerns about the rightfulness of the action. 

Third, we want to explore in more depth how the three sensitivity traits correlate with 

emotional reactions to unjust events. Using films as stimuli, we want to find out whether anger, 

moral outrage and guilt as perspective congruent emotions can indeed be predicted best by the 

corresponding type of sensitivity. Films will differ in the role the core protagonist – with whom 

many perceivers tend to identify – plays in a justice episode. More specifically, we will present 

films in which protagonists are portrayed as victims, as observers or as perpetrators. We expect 

that observing the films will activate the role congruent sense of injustice and that this activation 

will covary more with the corresponding justice sensitivity than with the remaining two 

sensitivities. 

Finally, we would like to invite international readers to translate our scales into their native 

languages and cooperate with us in cross-cultural research. At this point, we do not have specific 

hypotheses on cultural differences, but some readers might. Testing these hypotheses might shed 

light on the origins of individual differences in justice sensitivity.  
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