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Abstract 

The present paper is based on the question if the presence vs. absence of certain verbal components 

in apologies and accounts has any effect on victims' perceptions of the situation and on the harm-

doer's character. Subjects were given a brief scenario in which the careless behavior of a friend led to 

harm. Subjects were asked to place themselves in the role of the victim. In the harm-doer's verbal 

account for having behaved carelessly, five account components (Admitting Fault, Admitting Damage, 

Expressing Remorse, Asking for Pardon, Offering Compensation) and all their possible combinations 

were independently manipulated in order to explore their additive and joint effects on victims' emo-

tional and judgmental reactions. First, the relationship between the subjective perception of the ac-

count components and their objective presence was explored. Second, direct and indirect effects of 

objectively manipulated components on victims' reactions were tested. Third, the moderating role of 

related personality traits (Irreconcilability, Trait-Anger, Interpersonal Trust) was explored. Results in-

dicated that (a) on the subjective level, components imply each other, making it difficult to manipulate 

them independently from each other, (b) subjective perceptions had stronger effects on victims' reac-

tions than objective factors, (c) personality factors had main, but no interactional effects. Further-

more, higher-order interactions between account components were found that are discussed in 

greater detail. 

 

 

Zusammenfassung 

Die vorliegende Arbeit will untersuchen, welche Komponenten (oder Kombinationen von Komponen-

ten) einer verbalen Entschuldigung bzw. Rechtfertigung Einflüsse auf die Reaktionen des Opfers ha-

ben. In einer experimentellen Vignettenstudie wird den Versuchspersonen ein Szenario geschildert, in 

welchem eine Freundin durch unachtsames Verhalten einen materiellen Schaden herbeigeführt hat. 

Bei der anschließend wörtlich wiedergegebenen verbalen Entschuldigung der Freundin werden fünf 

Entschuldigungskomponenten (Schadensbenennung, Schuldanerkennung, Ausdruck von Bedauern, 

Bitte um Verzeihung, Wiedergutmachungsangebot) sowie ihre möglichen Kombinationen unabhängig 

voneinander variiert. Erstens soll geprüft werden, inwiefern Opfer überhaupt wahrnehmen können, ob 

eine der Komponenten objektiv vorhanden war oder nicht. Zweitens werden direkte und indirekte Ef-

fekte der objektiv manipulierten Komponentenkombinationen auf kognitive und emotionale Reaktio-

nen des Opfers getestet. Drittens wird exploriert, ob relevante Persönlichkeitseigenschaften (Ärgerni-

veau, Vertrauen in die Zuverlässigkeit anderer, Unversöhnlichkeit) direkte oder moderierende Effekte 

auf die Opferreaktionen haben. Die Ergebnisse zeigen, (a) dass sich die Entschuldigungskomponenten 

auf der subjektiven Ebene teilweise gegenseitig implizieren, (b) dass subjektive Wahrnehmungen der 

Komponenten stärkere Effekte auf die Opferreaktionen haben als objektive, und (c) dass die erhobe-

nen Persönlichkeitseigenschaften zwar direkte, aber keine moderierenden Effekte haben. Darüber hin-

aus werden einige Interaktionen höherer Ordnung zwischen den Entschuldigungskomponenten aus-

führlich diskutiert. 
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1. Theoretical Background 

Justice research has repeatedly revealed that interactional justice plays a major role in everyday life 

and can be discriminated reliably from other types of justice such as distributive, procedural, and re-

tributive justice (Bies & Moag, 1986). Examples for interactional injustice include lack of loyalty, dis-

honesty, egoism, and aggression (Mikula, 1993; Mikula, Petri & Tanzer, 1990). Some research has 

found that conflicts arise from interactional injustice more often than from distributive injustice (Mes-

sick, Bloom, Boldizar & Samuelson, 1985). 

Interactional injustice commonly manifests itself as an improper reaction of the harm-doer to his or 

her harmful act and the consequences thereof (Miller, 2001). Consider person A, who has caused 

harm to person B by unintentionally bumping into him on a street. B, attributing responsibility to A for 

this act, feels entitled to hear an excuse, a justification or an apology from A. If A fails to give this sort 

of verbal account to B, the latter is probably prone to judge the situation as unjust and to react ag-

gressively. Schönbach (1980) has described these escalation cycles in his theory of account episodes. 

Though it is important to note, it will not be discussed here in greater detail that the expectation of 

causal accounts for a harmful act depends heavily on the victim's attributions of causality, responsibil-

ity, and blame to the harm-doer (see e.g. Montada, 1989a, 1993; Shaver, 1985; Schmitt, Hoser & 

Schwenkmezger, 1991; Schmitt & Janetzko, 1993). 

Accounts, justifications and apologies have, under certain conditions, been proved to reduce the vic-

tim's anger about the harm-doer and the harmful event (Folger & Martin, 1986; Sitkin & Bies, 1993; 

Bobocel & Farrell, 1996). This effect has been explained by the implicit communication of respect, re-

morse and care for the victim (Tedeschi & Nesler, 1993). Yet, the healing effects of verbal accounts 

seem to depend on certain qualitative features of it in a given conflict situation (Bies & Shapiro, 

1987). In a field study, Bies, Shapiro, and Cummings (1988) investigated conflicts between bosses 

and subordinates in workplace situations and demonstrated that the perceived adequacy of the causal 

account is much more important than the binary variable of giving or not giving an account at all. Vic-

tims sometimes analyze an account intuitively as to its sincerity and adequacy (Bies, 1987). This leads 

to the question how justifications and apologies have to be constructed in order to be perceived as 

sincere and adequate by the victim. 

One of the most thorough analyses of apologies and their social effects was published by sociologist 

Erving Goffman (1974, 1991). Goffman considered the act of asking for forgiveness "…a gesture 

through which an individual separates itself in two parts: one that is guilty of a misdeed, and another 

that dissociates itself from the misdeed and acknowledges the rules being violated." (Goffman, 1974; 

p. 162). According to Goffman (1974), an appropriate apology consists of seven elements: (1) The 

expression of concern for the victim's suffering, (2) The acknowledgment of the rule being violated, 

(3) The approval of sanctions, (4) The non-approval of one's own behavior, (5) The dissociation from 

the misdeed, (6) The affirmation of keeping the rule in the future, (7) The offer of a compensation for 

the deed. Psychological theories (like the Impression Management theory) have similarly tried to iden-

tify the important aspects of an apology, either based on theoretical considerations (Schlenker, 1980; 
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Tedeschi & Riess, 1981; Tedeschi & Nesler, 1993) or on empirical data (Schönbach, 1990). In general, 

four components of an apology are seen as crucial: (1) the acknowledgment of guilt, (2) the expres-

sion of remorse, (3) the affirmation of the violated rule, and (4) the offer of a compensation. 

Despite the large amount of research on the relationship between attributions of responsibility, blame, 

the need for punishment, and retribution, only a few studies have been explicitly focused on deter-

mining which elements of an apology are crucial for reducing blame, guilt, retribution, and punish-

ment. Darby and Schlenker (1982) conducted a study in which they asked 110 children to rate how 

severely another child should be punished for having caused harm by behaving inattentively. The au-

thors manipulated the target's responsibility for the harm (low, high), the severity of consequences 

(low, high), and the target's behavior subsequent to the incident. In the first condition he disappeared 

without saying anything, in the second condition he apologized, in the third condition he apologized 

extensively, and in the fourth condition he additionally offered his help. These conditions were de-

signed to manipulate the elaboration of the target's apology. Results indicated an interaction between 

the target's responsibility and level of elaboration: When responsibility was high, more elaborate 

apologies reduced the amount of punishment that participants thought the harm-doer should receive. 

When the target's responsibility was low, on the other hand, suggested punishment levels were also 

low and did not differ between the four apology elaboration conditions (Darby & Schlenker, 1982). In 

a second experiment, Darby and Schlenker (1982) manipulated the target's intention (purposeful vs. 

negligent) for the harmful action. A significant interaction between intention and elaboration of the 

target's apology revealed that when the behavior was accidental, more elaborate apologies reduced 

the amount of punishment that participants thought the harm-doer should receive. In contrast, when 

the harm-doer's action was purposeful, no such effect of elaboration was found: The amount of pun-

ishment was moderate and did not differ between the four apology conditions (Darby & Schlenker, 

1982). 

In another study by Schlenker and Darby (1981), harmful incidents were described to 120 partici-

pants. Responsibility of the harm-doer (high vs. low) and severity of consequences (high, medium, 

low) were manipulated experimentally. Participants were asked to imagine what they would do if they 

were the harm-doer. The appropriateness of ten different ways to apologize were rated. Results 

showed a main effect of severity, that is, the appropriateness of saying "I'm sorry", expressing re-

morse, offering help, and asking to forgive increased with the consequences severity. Furthermore, 

two significant interaction effects were found. The interaction between consequence severity and re-

sponsibility had an effect on self-chastisement ("I'm sorry, I feel foolish") and on asking the victim to 

forgive. This pattern indicates that the consequence severity only had an effect under the high re-

sponsibility condition. Nonapologetic reactions (such as walking away without saying anything, merely 

saying "Pardon me", or giving a brief nonverbal reaction) were found to be appropriate only when 

consequence severity was low (Schlenker & Darby, 1981). 

The effectiveness of the different facets of an apology in restoring interactional justice was also ex-

plored in a study conducted by Ohbuchi, Kameda, and Agarie (1989) with Japanese participants. 80 

male undergraduate students were asked to read a brief scenario in which two young men ran and 
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bumped into another man who was walking on a street. The authors manipulated the severity of con-

sequences (high, low) and the two harm-doers' reactions subsequent to the incident (apology given 

vs. not given). The victim's emotional reaction, his impressions of the harm-doers, and his desire for 

an apology were measured as dependent variables. A significant main effect of apology was found for 

all dependent variables. Furthermore, severity and apology had an interaction effect on the victim's 

emotional reaction. Specifically, emotional reactions were most unpleasant when harm was severe 

and the harm-doers did not apologize. Regarding the victim's desire for an apology, participants were 

asked to indicate how strong they thought the victim's desire was to hear (a) an "excuse me", (b) a 

detailed explanation, (c) an admission of responsibility, (d) a sign of consideration, (e) an expression 

of remorse, (f) a beg to be forgiven, or (g) a promise that the harm-doer will behave properly in the 

future. Harm severity had a main effect on all seven desires. Severity had the strongest impact on the 

desire to hear "excuse me", admitting responsibility, and showing consideration. Similar main effects 

were obtained for apology: Participants believed that the victim's desire for hearing an "excuse me", 

for admitting responsibility, and for showing consideration was higher if the harm-doer did not apolo-

gize than when he did apologize. Finally, some remarkable interactions were found between apology 

and severity. For example, when an apology was provided, the desire to hear an "excuse me" was 

much lower in the mild harm condition than in the severe harm condition; when an apology was not 

provided, the desire to hear "excuse me" was much higher than when an apology was provided, and 

furthermore, it was equally high in both the severe harm and the mild harm conditions (Ohbuchi et 

al., 1989). Interpreting this finding, one can conclude that "excuse me" is a necessary reaction subse-

quent to a harmful act, regardless of how severe this harm was. For accepting responsibility and for 

showing consideration, the effects were considerably weaker than for hearing "excuse me", and no 

interactions at all were found for expressing remorse, begging for forgiveness, and promising future 

good deeds (Ohbuchi et al., 1989). 

What can be learned from the reviewed studies? It can be generally concluded that the appropriate-

ness of an account and its effectiveness for restoring interactional justice is a function of both the 

harm-doer's behavior subsequent to his/her action and the severity of damage the harm-doer caused. 

More specifically, the appropriateness of an account depends on the severity of the harm and the 

harm-doer's responsibility. Both results are consistent with literature on the attribution of blame (e.g., 

Schmitt & Janetzko, 1994). Furthermore, the studies provide information on the impact of specific ac-

count components on forgiving. For instance, in the Ohbuchi et al. (1989) study, participants who 

were instructed to place themselves in the role of the victim strongly demanded that harm-doers pro-

vide them with "excuse me", that they admit their responsibility, and that they show consideration. 

The desire for detailed explanations and a promise of future norm compliance was much weaker. In 

the Schlenker and Darby (1981) study, the highest appropriateness ratings were obtained for saying 

"I'm sorry" and for offering help, while self-chastisement and perfunctory apologies were considered 

least appropriate. Although these results provide valuable insight into the psychology of account epi-

sodes, the data is yet too fragile to warrant stable generalizations across the many facets of interac-

tional unfairness. Nevertheless, the studies converge in two interesting regards: First, the verbal ex-
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pression of being sorry seems to be a crucial element of an apology, and second, asking the victim to 

forgive does not seem to be necessary. 

This present study was aimed at revealing the single and joint effects of specific account components 

on the victim's responses to the harmful act and the harm-doer in more detail. Schlenker and Darby 

(1981) and Ohbuchi et al. (1989) had pursued a similar research goal. However, the appropriateness 

of apology components was measured as a dependent variable in these studies. This experimental 

procedure is unable to test the impact of account components on victims' reactions. Furthermore, it is 

not possible to find out whether some combinations of account components are more acceptable than 

others. In order to overcome these deficits, account components were used as independent variables 

in our present study. This enabled us to determine the impact of each account component on victims' 

reactions towards the account. In addition, this design is suitable to explore whether certain combina-

tions (interactions) of account components increase the probability to be forgiven by the victim over 

and above the sum of the single (main) effects. 

Yet, treating the presence vs. the absence of an account component as independent variables might 

lead to a severe problem. Accounts are cognitive scripts (Schönbach, 1980; Schank & Abelson, 1977), 

and the subjective perception of the meaning of an account might therefore not necessarily always 

match the account's contents. That means, if the harm-doer were to say "I will offer you compensa-

tion for the harm you suffered", this statement might be understood by the victim as already implying 

an expression of remorse or an apology, though these facets were not explicitly verbalized by the of-

fender. 

For this reason, we distinguish between objective and subjective account components in the present 

study. Objective account components were varied experimentally. Subjective account components 

were measured via self-report questionnaires, i.e. we asked subjects explicitly which account compo-

nents were contained in the offender's account and how pronounced these accounts were. Both ob-

jective and subjective variables served as predictors for subjects' reactions toward the harm-doer and 

the harmful act. We hypothesize that the effects of the objective components would be mediated by 

subjective perceptions. Accordingly, we predict direct that subjective account components will directly 

affect victims' reactions and objective account components affect them indirectly. Given that objective 

components may have effects on victims without their conscious awareness, direct effects of objective 

account components are considered possible and therefore tested. 

No predictions can be made regarding the exact pattern of effects. We are not aware of a psychologi-

cal theory from which an exact pattern of effects could be derived. This is true both for the effects of 

objective components on subjective components as well as for the effects of subjective components 

on victims' reactions. Therefore, it is a first exploratory goal of the present study to determine this 

pattern empirically. 

Despite the lack of specific predictions, it might be useful to consider alternative effect patterns as 

guides to path analyses. A first and rather simple hypothetical pattern of effects corresponds to the 

additive model. In this case, account components have main effects, i.e., they influence the victim's 
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reactions independently from each other. If this model were true, forgiving would be a function of the 

number and extent of the account components included in the apology. 

A second hypothetical pattern corresponds to the general interaction model. This model is more com-

plex because the effect of one account component depends on whether or not another element is also 

included in the account or how pronounced this other element is. Several conceptual subtypes of the 

general interaction model can be distinguished, most importantly the "necessary condition model" and 

the "synergistic model". Regarding the first subtype, "asking for pardon" could be considered a neces-

sary element of an apology. If subjects feel that this element is missing, they will not forgive the 

harm-doer, even if they perceive other elements to be present in his account. Regarding the second 

subtype of the interaction model, two components would both have a main effect on forgiveness, but 

given together, they would lead to a joint effect on forgiveness, which exceeds the sum of both main 

effects. Both subtypes can be extended easily to higher order interactions, which will be tested. 

The victims' reactions are certainly not only a function of how excuses and apologies are phrased. 

Certainly, reactions of victims to an interactional injustice and to the subsequent behavior of the 

harm-doer also depend on the victim's personality. Furthermore, the victims' personality may also in-

fluence how they perceive and interpret the harm-doer's behavior after the incidence, i.e. his or her 

excuses, apologies, or justifications. Accordingly, personality factors may affect victims' reactions di-

rectly and indirectly via subjective account components. A second exploratory goal of our research 

was to determine how three personality factors, which are theoretically relevant in this context, affect 

victims' reactions to an interactional injustice and a consecutive apology of the harm-doer. The per-

sonality factors chosen here were Trait-Anger, Irreconcilability, and Interpersonal Trust. 

Taken together, our study includes four groups of variables. (1) The victim's reaction to the perpetra-

tor's account is the final criterion. (2) The subjective representations of account components are con-

ceptualized as organismic factors and direct predictors of the final criterion. (3) Objective account 

components are varied experimentally. They are causally preordered to subjective account compo-

nents and assumed to affect the final criterion via these subjective components. (4) Personality vari-

ables are considered perceptual and evaluative filters which affect the subjective representation of 

account components and reactions of the victim to the harm-doer's behavior. These assumptions can 

be translated into the conceptual path model depicted in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1: Conceptual path model 
 

In contrast to previous studies, the harm-doer's responsibility and outcome severity were not varied in 

our study. We chose not to for two reasons. First, the studies that were reviewed earlier (Schlenker & 

Darby, 1981; Ohbuchi et al., 1989; Darby & Schlenker, 1982) consistently demonstrated the important 

role of these two variables in account episodes. Second, studies on the impact of responsibility and 

severity of damage on blame have sufficiently provided consistent evidence that blame depends on 

these two factors. It seemed acceptable therefore, to keep responsibility and severity of damage con-

stant in order to save resources for the variation of those factors of the account process that have not 

yet been investigated in sufficient detail, that is, the single, additive, and joint effect of account com-

ponents on emotional reactions of victims after being harmed and their evaluation of the harm-doer. 

 

2. Method 

2.1. Sample and data collection 

Data were collected from N = 480 participants (263 females and 217 males). The sample consisted of 

psychology students who were enrolled in introductory courses and a demographically heterogeneous 

group of non-students. Both groups were approximately equal in size. The questionnaire was distrib-

uted to students in class and to the remaining participants via mail. Data collection was fully anony-

mous. The mean age of all participants was 29 years with a range from 15 to 74 and a standard de-

viation of 11.05. 

2.2. Questionnaire 
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The questionnaire consisted of four parts. 

2.2.1. Personality scales 

The first part contained scales to measure the three personality constructs that were assumed to be 

psychologically linked with victims' reactions towards interactional injustice and harm-doers' behavior: 

(1) Irreconcilability1 was measured with a scale developed by Maes (1994; Maes, Schmitt, & Schmal, 

1995). This scale contains items like "Being too forgiving is a sign of weakness." (2) Trait-Anger was 

measured with the German Version of the STAXI (Schwenkmezger, Hodapp, & Spielberger, 1992). (3) 

Interpersonal Trust was measured with a scale developed by Krampen, Viebig, and Walter (1982), 

which is mainly a German adaptation of the Interpersonal Trust Scale (ITS) developed by Rotter 

(1980). 

2.2.2. Scenario 

The second part of the questionnaire consisted of a scenario in which the following incident was de-

scribed (slightly shorted, for details see Förster, 1997): 

"A friend has asked you if she could borrow your bicycle for a day-trip. You agree but 

urge her to be careful with the bicycle. Although your bicycle is already old, you are 

emotionally attached to it. Many memories are connected with it. Unexpectedly, your 

friend does not show up in the evening. You are worried and call her several times. 

Eventually, she answers the phone and tells you the following story: […]". 

The remainder of the scenario served to manipulate the objective account components (see Experi-

mental Design section below). 

2.2.3. Subjective account components 

The third part of the questionnaire included twelve items to measure the subjective representation of 

the account components. Three items were constructed for Admitting Fault and Admitting Damage, 

for the other three components (Expressing Remorse, Asking for Pardon, Offering Compensation) two 

items were constructed, respectively. Item examples are "My friend admits being responsible for the 

loss of my bicycle" (Admitting Fault) and "My friend is sorry for the incident" (Expressing Remorse). 

Items had to be answered on six-point rating scales ranging from 1/do not agree at all to 6/ totally 

agree. 

                                                
1 Maes (1994) defines Irreconcilability as a feature of Draconity, which means a favorable attitude to-
wards harsh punishment for transgressions. It is conceived as a bipolar dimension with the poles ir-
reconcilable versus mild / prone to forgive. 
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2.2.4. Dependent variables 

The dependent variables, i.e., the reactions of the victim to the incidence and the harm-doer's subse-

quent behavior, were measured in the fourth part of the questionnaire. Five constructs were meas-

ured: 

Positive Mood and Inner Harmony. The scales for measuring these two indicators of forgiving and re-

conciliation were constructed specifically for this study. They included five adjective items each for 

measuring the emotional state of participants right after having read the scenario. Adjectives of the 

positive mood scale measured mood states like conciliatory, benevolent, and well-disposed. Adjectives 

of the inner harmony scale measured mood states like calm, unconcerned, and satisfied. Items were 

combined with four-point rating scales ranging from 1/not at all to 4/very much. 

State-Anger. Anger is considered a negative indicator of reconciliation and forgiving. The German ver-

sion of the ten-item scale taken from the STAXI was used to assess anger and negative arousal as 

affective states (Schwenkmezger et al., 1992). 

Moral outrage. Like anger, moral outrage was considered a negative affective indicator of forgiving 

and reconciliation. The scale was constructed for the purpose of this study and consists of 16 items. 

The items state a desire to express moral outrage overtly or indirectly toward the friend after she has 

finished her statement. For example, the following items: "One way or the other, I would let my friend 

feel that I am frustrated" and "I would reduce contact with her for a while". Again, items had to be 

answered on six-point rating scales ranging from 1/on no account to 6/certainly. 

Harm-doer's character. Judgments regarding the harm-doer's character were considered cognitive 

indicators of reconciliation. The scale was constructed for the present study. Subjects were asked to 

rate their friend's character using ten positive and ten negative adjectives. Positive adjectives were 

nice, loyal, mature, pleasant, decent, friendly, attentive, kind, fair, and enthusiastic. Negative adjec-

tives were disrespectful, egocentric, uninterested, superficial, unscrupulous, clumsy, without charac-

ter, selfish, unconcerned, and mean. Items had to be answered on six-point rating scales ranging 

from 1/do not agree at all to 6/ totally agree. 

Appropriateness of the harm-doer's behavior. Again, judgments of the appropriateness of the harm-

doer's behavior may serve as additional cognitive indicators of the victim's willingness to forgive the 

harm-doer. The scale was also designed specifically for this study. The purpose was to measure the 

degree to which participants considered the harm-doer's behavior subsequent to the incident as ap-

propriate and honest. Item examples are "In my opinion, my friend has apologized correctly" and "In 

my opinion, my friend tried to talk herself out of being responsible for the situation". Items had to be 

answered on six-point rating scales ranging from 1/do not agree at all to 6/totally agree. 
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2.3. Experimental design (objective account components)  

The story continued with the friend's report on what had happened. In all conditions, the friend ad-

mits that the bicycle was stolen while she left it unattended for a while. After this confession, the 

friend continues with an account. Her entire statement was presented in direct speech. 

An account contained up to five components. Each component was treated as a between-subjects 

factor with two levels (component included vs. not included). All five factors were fully crossed. Ac-

cordingly, a total of 32 experimental conditions were developed, that is, 32 scenarios with different 

accounts were constructed. 

Factor 1: Admitting fault (AFo). Participants in the fault condition read the following sentence: "This 

was clearly my mistake − I ought to have paid more careful attention to your bicycle!" This sentence 

did not appear in the no fault condition. 

Factor 2: Admitting damage (ADo). Participants in the damage condition were presented with the fol-

lowing statement: "I know this bicycle meant a lot to you; you told me how much you loved it". This 

statement did not appear in the no damage condition. 

Factor 3: Expressing remorse (ERo). Harm-doers in the remorse condition said: "I feel really sorry for 

what you are feeling now". No remorse was expressed in the second condition of this factor. 

Factor 4: Apologizing and asking for pardon (APo). In one condition, participants read: "I wish you 

could forgive me − I really apologize for what I have done". In the second condition of the factor, this 

was not said by the harm-doer. 

Factor 5: Offering compensation (OCo). In the compensation condition of this factor, the harm-doer 

offered that she "…could go and see if I can get you another bicycle if you want me to". No such offer 

was made in the other condition of this factor. 

As a consequence of fully crossing these five factors, 1 scenario contained no account element, 5 sce-

narios contained one account element, 10 scenarios contained two account elements, 10 scenarios 

contained three elements, 5 scenarios contained four elements, and 1 scenario contained all five ele-

ments. Elements always appeared in the order of the factors and were connected verbally in a way 

that simulated natural speech as closely as possible. 

Fifteen participants were assigned randomly to each of the 32 experimental conditions, that is, each 

participant read only one scenario. A between-subjects design was employed to minimize demand 

characteristics. If several scenarios had been presented to the participants, they would most likely 

have been attracted to differences between them. As a likely consequence, they would have noticed 

that scenarios differ in the number and combination of account components and this would possibly 

have increased the risk of artificial contrasts between the episodes. 
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3. Results 

3.1. Factor and reliability analyses 

3.1.1. Personality scales 

On each of the three personality scales (Irreconcilability, Interpersonal Trust, and Trait-Anger), items 

loaded on a single common factor, respectively. Irreconcilability had an internal consistency of Alpha 

= .66 with corrected item-total correlations ranging from .32 to 48. For Interpersonal Trust, internal 

consistency amounted to Alpha = .72 with corrected item-total correlations ranging from .36 to .55. 

An internal consistency of Alpha = .77 was obtained for Trait-Anger with corrected item-total correla-

tions ranging from .36 and .52.  

3.1.2. Subjective account components 

Correlations of the subjective perception items were determined for each of the five account compo-

nents. For Admitting Fault and Admitting Damage, a principal axis factor analysis was conducted. In 

both cases, a single factor was extracted that accounted for 59.0% (Fault) and 49.4% (Damage) of 

the item variance. Subjects' perception of the presence of remorse, apology, and compensation were 

measured by two items each. These two items correlated .71 (Expressing Remorse), and .83 (Offering 

Compensation). However, the two items measuring Asking for Pardon did not correlate (r = .005). 

This was due to different item formulations ("I consider my friend's account a sincere apology" − item 

7; "My friend would like to be forgiven" − item 9). Since item 9 shared much less variance with items 

of the other components, it was selected as a single measure for the subjective "Asking for Pardon" 

component. Item 7 was no longer considered. Items belonging to the same component were aggre-

gated to increase reliability. 

3.1.3. Dependent variables 

All items for measuring the dependent variables (State-Anger, positive mood, inner harmony, moral 

outrage, evaluation of the harm-doer's character and appropriateness of the harm-doer's behavior) 

were included in a simultaneous principal axis analysis. According to the scree slope, two factors were 

extracted that accounted for 41% of the variance of all 64 items. Factor 1 had an eigenvalue of 20.31 

and accounted for 31.7% of the item variance, Factor 2 had an eigenvalue of 5.98 and accounted for 

additional 9.3% of the item variance. The two-factor solution was Varimax-rotated and yielded a very 

good simple structure: Factor 1 consisted of items from the character evaluation scale and the appro-

priateness scale, Factor 2 consisted of items from the positive mood scale, the inner harmony scale, 

the moral outrage scale and the State-Anger scale. It seems reasonable to understand the first factor 

as a cognitive judgment factor including subjects' reasoning about the act and the harm-doer's behav-

ior, whereas the second factor consists of items indicating subjects' emotional response and affective 

state in the situation. 

Items with factor loadings below .40 were excluded. According to this criterion, four items had to be 

deleted from the cognitive judgments factor, and six items had to be deleted from the emotional re-

sponses factor. The remaining 26 cognitive judgment items and 28 emotional response items were 
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aggregated in order to obtain reliable scales. Positive emotion items were recoded so that the emotion 

scale reflects negative emotional reactions. Negative judgment items (like negative impressions of the 

harm-doer's character) were reversed so that the judgment scale measures a positive evaluation of 

the harm-doer and her behavior subsequent to the incidence. The judgment scale had an internal 

consistency of Alpha = .96 with item-total correlations ranging from .52 to .77, and the emotion scale 

had an internal consistency of Alpha = .95 with item-total correlations ranging from .42 to .75. The 

means, standard deviations and correlations of all measures are provided in Table 1. 

Table 1: Means (M), Standard Deviations (SD) and Correlations among the measured 
variables 

Correlations 
 M SD 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) 

Personality Factors            

Irreconcilability 3.50 0.91          

Interpersonal Trust 2.27 0.60 -.18**         

Trait-Anger 2.10 0.46 .20** -.16**        

Subjective Account 
Components 

           

Admitting Fault 4.30 1.10 -.02 .11* -.15**       

Admitting Damage 3.65 1.01 -.04 .14** -.11* .70**      

Expressing Remorse 4.02 1.10 -.03 .15** -.09* .71** .70**     

Asking for Pardon (Apology) 4.09 1.17 -.05 .07 .02 .46** .47** .53**    

Offering Compensation 3.78 1.36 -.01 .08 -.15** .54** .46** .47** .34**   

Dependent Variables            

Emotional reactions 4.05 0.94 .31** -.17** .39** -.31** -.33** -.26** -.15** -.31**  

Cognitive reactions 3.70 0.90 -.15** .17** -.20** .70** .69** .69** .41** .50** -.53** 

Notes: Response scales ranging from 1 to 6; N = 480; * p < .05; ** p < .01 (two-tailed) 

 

3.2. Path Analyses 

3.2.1. Effects of objective account components on subjective account components 

In the first series of analyses, each subjective account component was regressed on all objective ac-

count components (experimental factors). Experimental factors were contrast-coded such that a value 

of −1 reflected the absence of a specific component in an account while a value of +1 reflected its 

presence. For experimental conditions in which more than one account component were objectively 

present, interaction terms were calculated by multiplying the contrasts. Positive beta weights for these 

products mean that the combination of the two components has a stronger effect on the dependent 

variable than the sum of the single (main) effects of the components involved. In other words, the 

presence of one component amplifies the effect of the other. Accordingly, a negative interaction beta 

means that the presence of one component diminishes the effect of the other component. 
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Table 2: Regression effects (beta weights) of objective account components on subjec-
tive account components 

Dependent variable Independent variable beta t 

Admitting Fault (AFo) .31 7.41 

Asking for Pardon (APo) .15 3.57 

Offering Compensation (OCo) .24 5.80 

Admitting Fault (AFs) 
(R² = .19) 

Interaction AFo x OCo -.14 -3.27 

Admitting Fault (AFo) .17 4.04 

Admitting Damage (ADo) .20 4.78 

Expressing Remorse (ERo) .13 2.97 

Asking for Pardon (APo) .09 2.13 

Offering Compensation (OCo) .19 4.38 

Admitting Damage (ADs) 
(R² = .14) 

Interaction AFo x ADo x APo -.10 -2.24 

Admitting Fault (AFo) .16 3.68 

Admitting Damage (ADo) .11 2.39 

Asking for Pardon (APo) .11 2.48 

Offering Compensation (OCo) .12 2.74 

Expressing Remorse (ERs) 
(R² = .08) 

Interaction AFo x ADo x APo -.11 -2.48 

Admitting Fault (AFo) .12 2.68 

Asking for Pardon (APo) .16 3.56 

Asking for Pardon (APs) 
(R² = .06) 

Offering Compensation (OCo) .13 2.84 

Admitting Fault (AFo) .13 3.84 

Offering Compensation (OCo) .66 19.50 

Offering Compensation (OCs) 
(R² = .46) 

Interaction AFo x OCo -.08 -2.37 

 

Table 2 contains all significant (α < .05) regression effects of the experimental factors (objective 

components) on each of the five subjective components. The same information is provided graphically 

in Figure 2. The strongest effects are indicated by bold arrows. 

 

Damage 

Remorse 

Apology 

Compen-
sation 

Fault 

Objectively manipulated 
account components 

Subjectively perceived 
account components 

Damage 

Remorse 

Apology 

Compen-
sation 

Fault 

 

Figure 2: Effects of objective account components on subjective account components 
(bold arrows indicate the highest beta weights for each criterion variable; bold 
points indicate interaction effects) 
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Except for the subjective perception of "Expressing Remorse" (ERs), the strongest regression links 

were always obtained for corresponding objective components. Nevertheless, the correspondence be-

tween objectively manipulated and subjectively perceived account components was not as high and 

clear as one might have expected. The subjective perception that the harm-doer had admitted her 

fault (AFs), for example, was highest in the "Admitting Fault only" condition, but it was also higher in 

the "Offering Compensation only", the "Asking for Pardon only", and the "Admitting Fault and Offering 

Compensation" conditions than in the control condition. 

The clearest correspondence between an objectively provided account component and its subjective 

perception was obtained for "Offering Compensation": The perception that the subject had offered 

compensation to the victim (OCs) was most strongly increased in the "Offering Compensation only" 

condition (OCo). It only slightly increased under the "Admitting Fault only" condition and the "Admit-

ting Fault and Offering Compensation" condition. 

The lowest correspondence between objective presence and subjective perception was obtained for 

"Expressing Remorse". The main effect of ERo did not significantly alternate subjects' perception of 

the harm-doer's intent to express his remorse (ERs). As a matter of fact, this perception was much 

more influenced by the other four objective components. 

Viewing our results from the perspective of the objective components, "Admitting Fault" and "Offering 

Compensation " seem to imply all other components even if these were not explicitly contained in the 

apology. The lowest impact of any objective account component was obtained for "Expressing Re-

morse": ERo had no significant effect on its subjective counterpart (ERs), yet slightly triggered the 

perception that the harm-doer admitted the damage. 

3.2.2. Effects of objective and subjective account components on victims' reactions 

It was assumed that subjective account components have direct effects on dependent variables 

whereas objective components affect them indirectly. In order to test this assumption, several multi-

ple regression analyses were conducted. Since a large number of main and interaction effects were 

tested, the probability to obtain spurious effects was high. Therefore, a conservative strategy for iden-

tifying significant effects was employed. We will briefly describe this strategy before we present our 

findings. 

As a general rule, we used a sequential procedure: In the first analysis, all independent variables were 

entered simultaneously. In the second analysis, independent variables were included stepwise in the 

order of their unique effect size. The third analysis was performed in a hierarchically stepwise manner. 

All main effects were entered stepwise first, all two-way interactions were entered stepwise second, 

all three-way interactions were entered stepwise third, and so forth, up to the highest-order interac-

tion. Only the effects which survived all three regression procedures were accepted as sufficiently ro-

bust. Occasional suppressor effects that could not be replicated using another regression procedure 

were ignored. A fourth and final analysis was conducted whenever robust higher-order interactions 

were detected during the first three procedures. In these cases, all lower-order (main and interaction) 
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effects among the variables included in the higher order interaction were additionally included in the 

model. This is necessary to obtain unique interaction effects (Cohen, 1978).  

We applied this strategy to three groups of independent variables and for each of the two criteria (e-

motion scale and judgment scale). The first group of predictors included only the objective account 

components (Analysis 1). The second group of predictors contained only the subjective account com-

ponents (Analysis 2). Finally, we included all independent variables except the personality traits, i.e. 

the main effects and interactions among the objective account components as well as the main effects 

and interactions among the subjective account components (Analysis 3). For reasons of efficient pa-

rameter estimation and easy parameter interpretation, objective accounts were contrast-coded (+1/-

1) and continuous variables (subjective account components and the two dependent variables) were 

z-transformed. Table 3 and 4 contain all significant betas separately for each group of independent 

variables considered. 

Table 3: Regression effects (beta weights) of objective account components on cogni-
tive and emotional reactions (Analysis 1) and of subjective account compo-
nents on cognitive and emotional reactions (Analysis 2) 

Analysis Dependent variable Independent variable beta t 

AFo .14 3.16 

APo .13 2.87 

(1a) Cognitive reactions 

 (R² = .08) 

OCo .20 4.57 

OCo -.15 -3.33 

(1) only objective 

(1b) Emotional reactions 

 (R² = .05) ADo x ERo x APo x OCo .10 2.12 

AFs .30 6.16 

ADs .27 5.96 

ERs .26 5.85 

OCs .09 2.57 

(2a) Cognitive reactions 

 (R² = .61) 

AFs x OCs .06 2.36 

ADs -.24 -4.65 

OCs -.17 -3.29 

(2) only subjective 

(2b) Emotional reactions 

 (R² = .17) 

ADs x APs x OCs -.09 -2.87 

 

3.2.2.1. Cognitive reactions (Judgment Scale) 

Three objective account components had significant main effects on the Judgment Scale (Analysis 1a 

in Table 3): Admitting Fault, Asking for Pardon and Offering Compensation. However, these main ef-

fects disappeared when all independent variables were entered (Analysis 3a in Table 4). Therefore, 

they were treated as spurious effects and will not be discussed any further. Three interaction effects 

among objective accounts were found to be significant when all independent variables were included 

in the model (Analysis 3a in Table 4), but since (a) these interactions were not significant when objec-

tive variables were entered alone, (b) betas are rather small, and (c) the interactions could not be 

meaningfully interpreted, they will be ignored as unreliable suppressor effects. 
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Subjective accounts that were significant when entered alone (Analysis 2a in Table 3) remained sig-

nificant when entered together with objective accounts. More specifically, the victim's cognitive reac-

tion depended on having perceived the harm-doer admitting her fault, admitting the damage, ex-

pressing remorse, offering compensation, and the interaction of Admitting Fault x Offering Compensa-

tion. All effects have a positive beta weight, i.e. the more the participants perceived the apology com-

ponent to be contained in the account, the more favorable they rated the harm-doer and the more 

appropriate they considered the account given by her. The significant product term (AFs x OCs) re-

flects a synergistic interaction of Admitting Fault and Offering Compensation: The more one of these 

two components is recognized as part of the apology, the stronger the other component affects the 

victim's judgment of the harm-doer in a positive direction. 

Asking for Pardon had no effect on the dependent variable as a subjective account component. We 

will turn to this finding later in our discussion section. 

Table 4: Regression effects (beta weights) of objective account components and sub-
jective account components on cognitive and emotional reactions (Analysis 3) 

Dependent variable Independent variable beta t 

 Kind of variable Term   

objective AFo x ERo x OCo -.06 -2.19 

 AFo x ERo x APo .06 2.10 

 AFo x APo x OCo -.06 -2.08 

subjective AFs .30 6.03 

 ADs .27 5.81 

 ERs .25 5.54 

 OCs .11 2.35 

(3a) Cognitive reactions 

 (R² = .62) 

 AFs x OCs .06 2.21 

objective ADo x ERo x APo x OCo .08 1.93 

subjective ADs -.25 -4.54 

 OCs -.20 -2.97 

(3b) Emotional reactions 

 (R² = .19) 

 ADs x APs x OCs -.08 -2.57 

 

3.2.2.2. Emotional reactions 

The only objectively manipulated factor that affected subjects' emotional reaction towards the harm 

was if she offered a compensation for the stolen bicycle or not (Analysis 1b in Table 3). Since this be-

ta weight has a negative sign, anger, moral outrage, hostility, and negative mood are lower when 

compensation was objectively offered than when compensation was not offered. However, this main 

effect disappeared when objective and subjective factors were entered into the regression model si-

multaneously (Analysis 3b, Table 4). 

In addition to the main effect of OCo, a four-way interaction between the objective present or absent 

components Admitting Damage, Expressing Remorse, Asking for Pardon, and Offering Compensation 

was significant (Analysis 1b, Table 3). This term remained significant even when subjective factors 
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were added (Analysis 3b, Table 4). The expected means of the 16 experimental conditions of this in-

teraction effect are depicted in Figure 3. A closer investigation of these means suggests that the inter-

action is due to the two conditional main effects marked in Figure 3 as (a) and (b). The conditional 

main effects of Asking for Pardon in the experimental conditions of "Compensation not offered" (four 

black lines in Figure 3) should be considered. In three of four conditions, negative emotions are more 

pronounced if an apology is given than if an apology is not given. This paradoxical effect is reversed in 

only one condition (marked (b) in Figure 3): If Admitting Damage and Expressing Remorse are given 

(while Offering Compensation is not given), an explicit apology leads to a decrease in negative affect, 

according to theory. However, if Admitting Damage or Expressing Remorse is not given, an apology 

without a compensation offer leads to an increase in negative affect. Hence, we can conclude that 

asking the victim for pardon is considered impertinent if it does not go along with an expression of 

remorse, acknowledgment of the damage, and explicit offer to compensate the victim for the damage. 
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Figure 3: Four-way interaction of the objective account components Admitting Damage, 
Asking for Pardon, Expressing Remorse, and Offering Compensation on emo-
tional reactions 

 

While the interpretation of effect (b) appears quite plausible, effect (a) cannot be interpreted mean-

ingfully. This conditional effect of Apology means that if Admitting Damage is given, Offering Compen-

sation is given, and Expressing Remorse is not given, asking the victim for pardon leads to the most 

intense decrease in negative affect, while not asking the victim for pardon leads to an increase. At this 

point, we cannot offer a conclusive interpretation for this pattern. 

When considering only subjective account components as predictors, two main effects (ADs and OCs) 

and one third-order interaction (ADs x APs x OCs) were found to be significant (Analysis 2b, Table 3). 

These effects remained stable even when objective account components were added (Analysis 3b, 

Table 4). When subjects felt that the harm-doer admitted her fault, their level of negative affect de-
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creased. The same was true if they recognized that the harm-doer had offered them compensation for 

the lost bicycle. 
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Figure 4. Three-way interaction of the subjective account components Admitting Dam-
age, Asking for Pardon and Offering Compensation on emotional reactions (all 
variables z-transformed; expected means of the dependent variable for z-
values of –1 and +1 on the independent variables) 

 

The third-order interaction between Admitting Damage, Asking for Pardon and Offering Compensation 

is displayed in Figure 4. This figure contains conditional means of the dependent variable given z-

values of –1 and +1 of the independent variables. The pattern of conditional means suggests that 

when subjects feel that the harm-doer does not admit her fault explicitly (left side of Figure 4), there 

are two clear simple main effects: The more subjects perceive that no compensation was offered, the 

higher their negative affect is. Likewise, the more subjects perceive that the harm-doer explicitly apo-

logizes, the higher their negative affect is. Though this last pattern seems to be paradoxical at first, it 

may be understood as a way of attributing bad intentions to the harm-doer: Asking for pardon without 

naming the damage and, more importantly, without offering compensation, is probably perceived as 

an attempt to gain pardon without doing anything for it. Yet, this reasoning does not sufficiently 

explain why anger is even higher when an apology and a compensation offer are recognized (0.10) 

than when no apology is recognized but only a compensation offer (−0.24). The right part of Figure 4 

applies to victims who perceived the harm-doer admitting the damage: As a general difference, 

negative affect is less intense under this condition (main effect of ADs). Negative affect is lowest 

when neither an apology nor a compensation offer is perceived (−0.42), followed by the condition 

under which compensation, but no apology is perceived (−0.33). Negative affect is near the mean of 

zero when an apology, but no compensation offer is perceived (−0.03). Again, it seems paradox that 

asking for pardon leads to an increase in negative affect. This conditional effect is only reversed if 

subjects feel that the harm-doer, in addition to her apology, acknowledges the damage she caused 

and offers compensation for it. This finding again corroborates our suggestion that asking for pardon 
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might be interpreted as dishonest if it is not accompanied and underpinned by an acknowledgment of 

the damage and a compensation offer. 

3.2.3. Effects of personality traits 

In the final step, we tested the effects of the personality traits according to the conceptual path model 

provided in Figure 1. This was done by entering the personality measures as additional predictors into 

the regression models we have presented so far. A first and important result of these analyses was 

that the regression effects of the objective and subjective account components were not altered, i.e. 

personality variables did not considerably change the beta weights of significant main and interaction 

effects when entered as additional predictors in all our equations. However, Trait-Anger and Irreconci-

lability yielded some additive effects on both cognitive and emotional reactions. Particularly, Trait-

Anger diminished positive judgments concerning the harm-doer's character (beta = −.07 when ente-

red in equation 3a), but strongly increased subjects' negative emotional reactions (beta = .28 when 

entered in equation 3b). Likewise, Irreconcilability diminished the judgmental (beta = −.13 when 

entered in equation 3a) and increased the emotional variable (beta = .24 when entered in equation 

3b). Interpersonal Trust had no effect on any dependent variable. 

Additionally, Trait-Anger and Interpersonal Trust had direct effects on subjectively perceived account 

components. Trait-Anger diminished subjects' perception that the harm-doer admitted her fault (beta 

= −.14), and that she sincerely offered compensation for the damage (beta = −.13). Interpersonal 

Trust increased subjects' perception that the harm-doer admitted the damage (beta = .11), expressed 

remorse (beta = .11), and sincerely offered compensation (beta = .07). No other effects were signifi-

cant; Irreconcilability had no effect on any of the subjective mediator variables. Furthermore, as abo-

ve, entering the three personality traits as additional predictors did not considerably alter any of the 

beta coefficients displayed in Table 2. 

 

4. Discussion 

The main goal of the present study was to reveal the effects of a harm-doer's verbal account on vic-

tims' reactions subsequent to the harmful event. We independently manipulated five verbal account 

components and measured subjects' reactions on several emotional and judgmental variables. Since 

we could not build explicit hypotheses on a given established theoretical ground, we suggested a path 

model that consisted of several direct and indirect effects. We attempted to discriminate between the 

objective presence and the subjective perception of account components. Generally, subjective per-

ceptions should be triggered by their objective presence. Yet, since accounts are cognitive scripts, 

some components might imply others even if they are not actually present. Therefore, our first goal 

was to explore whether people are capable of distinguishing different account components at all and 

what kind of relationship exists between objectively manipulated and subjectively perceived account 

components was. 
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Second, we stated that the effects of objective factors are mediated by subjective perceptions: We 

predicted these indirect effects to be much stronger than direct effects. In fact, we were doubtful 

whether objective factors have any direct effects on the victim's emotional and judgmental reactions 

at all. Therefore, this direct link is marked with a question mark in our heuristic model depicted in Fig-

ure 1. 

Our third goal was to explore whether personality variables are linked to subjective reactions brought 

about by interactional injustice. More specifically, it was explored whether Trait-Anger, Irreconcilabil-

ity, and Interpersonal Trust have direct effects on cognitive and emotional reactions toward injustice 

or whether effects of these personality traits are mediated by the subjectively perceived presence of 

one of the five account components under investigation in this study. 

Concerning our first research goal, i.e. the relation between objective and subjective account compo-

nents, we obtained a rather complex pattern of results. First of all, only "Offering Compensation" 

(OCs) could be sufficiently predicted by the respective objective factor. At the same time, an objec-

tively given compensation had an effect on the subjective perception of all other account components: 

A compensation offer seems to imply (conceptually or psychologically) that the offender also admits 

his/her fault, damage, expresses remorse and asks for pardon even if that was objectively not the 

case. If this interpretation is correct it seems to be easier to discriminate whether or not compensa-

tion was offered than to detect the remaining account components. Possibly, this is due to the fact 

that compensation is concrete and can be conveyed more explicitly than other, more symbolic and 

implicit components. 

A similar pattern was found for "Admitting Fault" which seems to imply (conceptually or psychologi-

cally) an admission of damage and an expression of remorse. Even "Asking for Pardon" and "Offering 

Compensation" appear to be implied by the "Admitting Fault" statement, but to a smaller extent. 

The lowest coherence between objective and subjective variables was found for "Expressing Re-

morse": Obviously, a verbal statement of remorse is not entirely necessary in order to make the victim 

feel that the harm-doer is remorseful. This might be due to our cognitive schemes of apologies: Re-

morse appears to be an implication of other verbal accounts. Therefore, one has to be cautious when 

investigating the effects of verbal statements of remorse through experimental manipulation. 

Concerning our second research goal, some interesting additive and joint effects were found. In gen-

eral, the results confirmed our suggestion that effects of objectively manipulated account components 

− if obtained at all − were much weaker than effects of subjective perceptions. Interestingly, cognitive 

reactions (i.e. subjective appropriateness of the account, evaluation of the harm-doer's character etc.) 

could be predicted much better by our independent variables than emotional reactions: Squared mul-

tiple correlations were three times higher for the cognitive variable than for the emotional variable. 

This finding is consistent with other empirical research leading to the conclusion that cognitive vari-

ables can be much better predicted by experimental manipulations than emotional variables if as-

sessed via questionnaires and semantic scales (cf. Gollwitzer, 2001). 
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Comparing the relative size of beta weights, three of the five subjective perceptions were equally ap-

propriate in predicting cognitive reactions: "Admitting Fault" (AFs), "Admitting Damage" (ADs), and 

"Expressing Remorse" (ERs). It appears noteworthy that "Expressing Remorse", of all factors, was 

nearly not related to its respective objective factor at all. Nevertheless, its unique contribution to the 

victim's judgmental reactions is considerably high. 

The subjective perception of "Asking for Pardon" (APs) had no main effect on cognitive or emotional 

variables. This is remarkable since it can be thought of as the only explicit statement in which the 

harm-doer asks to be forgiven. Yet, APs was involved in an interesting interaction (APs x ADs x OCs) 

that has partly been interpreted in the previous section. According to this interaction, negative emo-

tional reactions are most likely to emerge when the victim feels that a harm-doer wants to be forgiven 

without naming the damage he/she caused or offering compensation for it. This combination is inter-

preted by the victim as pure dishonesty: Presumably, the victim feels that the harm-doer just wants to 

get off easy with a simple apology. This can explain why anger and outrage are increased when APs is 

high if ADs is low. To put it the other way round: honest apologies need to be accompanied by an 

admission of damage and an offer to compensate for it. Given these two elements, it does not seem 

necessary to ask for pardon explicitly anymore. 

Another complex interaction appears to be closely related to the finding just described. It is the four-

way interaction between the objective factors "Admitting Damage", "Expressing Remorse", "Asking for 

Pardon", and "Offering Compensation" (see Figure 3). The interaction replicates the finding that "Ask-

ing for Pardon" exhibits a counterproductive effect if it is not underpinned by an admission of damage 

and a compensation offer. This effect remains if "Admitting Damage" is given, but "Expressing Re-

morse" and "Offering Compensation" are not given. On the other hand, if compensation is offered, 

this paradoxical effect vanishes. Here, again, asking to be forgiven without proving it to be an upright 

wish makes the victim feel even more betrayed. 

As for our third goal, i.e. possible effects of Trait-Anger, Irreconcilability, and Interpersonal Trust on 

reactions to interactional injustice, some direct effects were found on subjective perceptions of ac-

count components and on emotional and cognitive reactions. More specifically, Trait-Anger and 

Irreconcilability strongly influenced emotional reactions to the damage. Yet, adding these traits to the 

equations did not alter any of the other beta weights. More interestingly, Trait-Anger and Interper-

sonal Trust independently affected the subjects' perceptions of account components. For example, 

Trust enhanced subjects' perception that the harm-doer admitted the damage, even if this was objec-

tively not the case. The same was true for "Expressing Remorse" and "Offering Compensation". This 

finding illustrates the fact that victims' perceptions of harm-doers' accounts and apologies are subjec-

tive constructions that are much more influenced by interpretations and perception styles than by 

what the harm-doer actually said or did. 

Taken together, our results contribute to research concerning accounts, apologies and reactions to-

ward injustice in a variety of ways. First, we could show that in this field of research one has to be 

cautious about taking the effectiveness of experimental manipulation of account components for 
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granted. These components partly affect and imply each other, making it impossible to vary them in-

dependently from another. Second, subjective perceptions of account components are much better 

predictors for both emotional and cognitive reactions than objective manipulations. Third, there are 

additive and joint effects of account components (or at least, their subjective perceptions), including 

complex interactions with partly paradox patterns at first sight. But what do they tell us? What we 

wanted to know was whether account components compensate each other (additive effects), whether 

one account component amplifies the affect of another component, or whether one account compo-

nent has an effect only if another account component is given (joint effects). Yet, the results of our 

study do not provide a final answer to this question for two reasons. First, since it seems impossible to 

vary account components independently from each other, a strict empirical test of additive against 

interactive effects is difficult to conduct. Second, the interaction effects that we found were only par-

tially plausible. Therefore, our data do not suggest an unambiguous decision about whether an addi-

tive or an interactive model seems adequate. As is often the case, additional research is needed. Most 

importantly, future research should concentrate on investigating account components and the links 

between them in terms of semantic meaning and lay theories regarding their use in everyday encoun-

ters. Hopefully, our findings will encourage researchers in this field to work out a theoretical frame-

work with which empirical hypotheses can be constructed more easily than it is presently the case. 
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