SSOAR

Open Access Repository

Not fair for me! The influence of personal relevance
on social justice inferences

Ham, Jaap; Bos, Kees van den

Postprint / Postprint
Zeitschriftenartikel / journal article

Zur Verfiigung gestellt in Kooperation mit / provided in cooperation with:

www.peerproject.eu

Empfohlene Zitierung / Suggested Citation:

Ham, J., & Bos, K. v. d. (2008). Not fair for me! The influence of personal relevance on social justice inferences.
Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 44(3), 699-705. https://doi.org/10.1016/].jesp.2007.04.009

Nutzungsbedingungen:

Dieser Text wird unter dem "PEER Licence Agreement zur
Verfligung" gestellt. N&here Auskinfte zum PEER-Projekt finden
Sie hier: http://www.peerproject.eu Gewéhrt wird ein nicht
exklusives, nicht (bertragbares, persénliches und beschrénktes
Recht auf Nutzung dieses Dokuments. Dieses Dokument
ist ausschlie3lich fir den persénlichen, nicht-kommerziellen
Gebrauch bestimmt. Auf sémtlichen Kopien dieses Dokuments
mdssen alle Urheberrechtshinweise und sonstigen Hinweise
auf gesetzlichen Schutz beibehalten werden. Sie dirfen dieses
Dokument nicht in irgendeiner Weise abé&ndern, noch dlrfen
Sie dieses Dokument fiir éffentliche oder kommerzielle Zwecke
vervielféltigen, offentlich ausstellen, auffiihren, vertreiben oder
anderweitig nutzen.

Mit der Verwendung dieses Dokuments erkennen Sie die
Nutzungsbedingungen an.

gesIs

Leibniz-Institut
fiir Sozialwissenschaften

Terms of use:

This document is made available under the "PEER Licence
Agreement ". For more Information regarding the PEER-project
see: http.//www.peerproject.eu This document is solely intended
for your personal, non-commercial use.All of the copies of
this documents must retain all copyright information and other
information regarding legal protection. You are not allowed to alter
this document in any way, to copy it for public or commercial
purposes, to exhibit the document in public, to perform, distribute
or otherwise use the document in public.

By using this particular document, you accept the above-stated
conditions of use.

Mitglied der

Leibniz-Gemeinschaft ;‘

Diese Version ist zitierbar unter / This version is citable under:
https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-243345



http://www.ssoar.info
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2007.04.009
http://www.peerproject.eu
http://www.peerproject.eu
https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-243345

Accepted Manuscript

Journal of
Not Fair for me! The Influence of Personal Relevance on Social Justice Infer- Ex pel‘imental

ences Social Psychology

Jaap Ham, Kees van den Bos

PII: S0022-1031(07)00067-4

DOLI: 10.1016/].jesp.2007.04.009

Reference: YJESP 1990

To appear in: Journal of Experimental Social Psychology
Received Date: 5 July 2006

Revised Date: 14 March 2007

Please cite this article as: Ham, J., van den Bos, K., Not Fair for me! The Influence of Personal Relevance on Social
Justice Inferences, Journal of Experimental Social Psychology (2007), doi: 10.1016/j.jesp.2007.04.009

This is a PDF file of an unedited manuscript that has been accepted for publication. As a service to our customers
we are providing this early version of the manuscript. The manuscript will undergo copyediting, typesetting, and
review of the resulting proof before it is published in its final form. Please note that during the production process
errors may be discovered which could affect the content, and all legal disclaimers that apply to the journal pertain.


http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2007.04.009
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2007.04.009

Personal Relevance and Social Justice Inferences 1

Running head: PERSONAL RELEVANCE AND SOCIAL JUSTICE INFERENCES

Not Fair for me!

The Influence of Personal Relevance on Social Justice Inferences

Jaap Ham and Kees van den Bos
Department of Social and Organizational Psychology

Utrecht University, The Netherlands



Personal Relevance and Social Justice Inferences 2

Abstract
In this paper, we argue that the personal relevance of a situation primarily influences
spontaneous inferences about social justice, and not necessarily affects explicit justice
judgments. To test this hypothesis, two studies manipulated personal relevance and assessed
justice inferences and judgments: Participants read descriptions of fair or unfair events
happening to stimulus persons referred to with first-person versus third-person pronouns
(Experiment 1) or as “a friend” versus “a stranger” (Experiment 2). We then measured
spontaneous justice inferences (using the probe recognition paradigm) and explicit justice
judgments (using rating scales). As predicted, both studies showed stronger spontaneous
justice inferences for high personal relevance descriptions, of unjust events specifically,
whereas explicit justice judgments were not significantly influenced by our personal
relevance manipulations. These findings suggest that especially the spontaneous component

of the justice judgment process is sensitive to personal relevance.

Keywords: justice, morality, personal relevance, spontaneous inferences, explicit judgments
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Not Fair for me!
The Influence of Personal Relevance on Social Justice Inferences

Imagine that you and your colleague do the same work, but that you only make 1400
Euros whereas your colleague makes 4100 Euros a month. Now imagine the same situation,
but this time with low personal relevance: Not you, but somebody else earns less money than
a colleague for the same amount of work. How would your assessment of the justice of the
situation be influenced by whether the situation occurs to you or to somebody else? In other
words, how would the social-cognitive processes of justice judgments be influenced by
personal relevance?

Research evidence suggests that people interpret events egocentrically (see, e.g.,
Gilbert & Gill, 2000; Gilovich & Savitsky, 1999; Ross, Green & House, 1977) and that
especially people’s spontaneous reactions are influenced by egocentric biases (e.g., Epley,
Kaysar, Van Boven, Gilovich, 2004; Kruger, 1999). For example, most people think they
drive a car better than average, especially when making their judgments under cognitive load
and thereby giving less controlled reactions (Kruger, 1999). In contrast, people’s more
controlled and explicit reactions to events are less egocentrically biased and more objective
(Epley et al., 2004).

In the current paper, we argue that the personal relevance of a situation primarily
influences spontaneous reactions in moral and justice judgments, and not necessarily explicit
justice judgments. This assumption is in line with theorizing by Haidt (2001), who argued
that moral judgments are generally the result of quick, spontaneous processes, that include
subjective, affective valence evaluations (e.g., "like" vs. "dislike"). More specifically, we
propose that these “egocentric ethics” (Epley & Caruso, 2004) often are caused by
spontaneous, egocentric characteristics of human judgment whereas people’s explicit justice

judgments show less strong effects of factors associated with personal relevance. This
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proposition, to be found in the modern literature on justice and morality (e.g., Epley &
Caruso, 2004; Haidt, 2001), has never been directly empirically investigated, as the above-
mentioned theorists acknowledge.

We propose here that people will spontaneously think about justice in especially
strong ways when a highly personally relevant justice-implying event happens (e.g., to
themselves or to a friend, as opposed to someone else, such as a stranger), and we predict that
these effects will be particularly strong for unjust-implying events. This proposition is based
on previous research which indicates that people spontaneously assess aspects of the
environment that are relevant for them personally (Epley et al., 2004; Gilbert & Gill, 2000;
Nickerson, 1999) and that unjust events affect people's reactions more strongly than just
events do (Folger, 1984). Furthermore, in line with Epley et al. (2004), we argue that people
will be less sensitive to injustices experienced by others.

In the current research, we will directly test these predictions. Importantly, earlier
research (assessing explicit justice judgments) sometimes found effects of personal relevance
and perspective taking on moral and justice judgments (e.g., Epley & Dunning, 2000;
Messick & Sentis, 1983), whereas other studies could not replicate such an effect (e.g., Huo,
Smith, Tyler, Lind, 1996; Finkel, 2001). Finding evidence for effects of personal relevance
on especially spontaneous justice inferences (and more so than on explicit justice ratings)
would advance our field and would suggest on what types of cognitive processes and type of
dependent variables effects of personal relevance are most likely to be found.

Overview

We performed two studies to investigate the influence of personal relevance on
spontaneous justice inferences and on explicit justice judgments. In both studies, we assessed
spontaneous justice inferences and explicit justice judgments that people made about justice-

relevant descriptions of different levels of personal relevance. When assessing spontaneous
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justice inferences and making explicit justice judgments, participants saw the same short
situation descriptions in which a stimulus person was treated in fair or unfair ways. Half of
these descriptions portrayed a stimulus person of high personal relevance, and half a stimulus
person of low personal relevance.

In Experiment 1, situation descriptions of high personal relevance described a
stimulus person by using first-person pronouns (e.g., a description of a just-implying event
was: “You and your colleague do the same work. You make 1400 Euros a month and your
colleague makes 1400 Euros a month”). Situation descriptions of low personal relevance
described a stimulus person by using third-person pronouns (e.g., a description of an unjust-
implying event was: “He and his colleague do the same work. He makes 1400 Euros a month
and his colleague makes 4100 Euros a month”). In Experiment 2, personal relevance was
manipulated by presenting the stimulus person either as a friend or as a stranger.

We assessed participants' spontaneous justice inferences by means of the probe
recognition paradigm (McKoon & Ratcliff, 1986). This paradigm has been used successfully
in earlier studies to examine activation of various types of spontaneous inferences, for
example the activation of spontaneous trait inferences (Uleman, Hon, Roman, & Moskowitz,
1996). We measured participants' explicit justice judgments by means of rating scales that are
commonly used in justice studies (Lind & Tyler, 1988).

Our predictions were that we would find effects on the probe recognition measures
indicating that participants draw justice inferences spontaneously when they read the
descriptions that implied just or unjust events. Second, we expected stronger spontaneous
justice inferences for situation descriptions of high personal relevance than for situation
descriptions of low personal relevance. Third, we expected stronger spontaneous justice
inferences for situation descriptions of high personal relevance that implied unjust events (cf.

Folger, 1984). Fourth, we expected that participants' explicit justice judgments would be



Personal Relevance and Social Justice Inferences 6

dependent on the just- versus unjust-implications of our descriptions, but less likely to show

strong effects of the personal relevance manipulation than our probe recognition data.
Experiment 1

Method

Participants and design. Participants were 154 students (48 men and 106 women)' at
Utrecht University. For their participation of 20 minutes they received 2 Euros. The design of
Experiment 1 was a 2 (trial type: experimental vs. control) x 2 (description type: just-
implying vs. unjust-implying) x 2 (stimulus person: first vs. third-person pronouns) within-
subjects design.

The probe recognition paradigm. Participants read a short description of a situation
after which a probe word was presented on their screens. Participants were asked to
accurately indicate as quickly as possible whether this probe word was part of the sentence
they read. For example, participants in our experimental trials read the sentence "You and
your colleague do the same work. You make 1400 Euros a month, and you colleague 4100
Euros," while on control trials they read a sentence that used the same words (including
identical pronouns to refer to the actor) but which did not imply anything related to social
justice. After such a sentence had been presented, the word "just" was presented on
participants' computer screen and participants were asked to indicate whether this probe word
was part of the sentence they had read. If justice inferences are spontaneously drawn while
reading the experimental description, then we should find that participants need more time to
respond and/or more often respond incorrectly on experimental trials as compared to control
trials (the probe recognition effect). This is because the spontaneous justice inference might
have interfered with correctly and quickly rejecting the probe word after reading a description
that did imply that probe word more so than after reading a description that did not (McKoon

& Ratcliff, 1986). Thereby, finding the probe recognition effect indicates that participants
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spontaneously drew justice inferences.

Stimulus materials. In the probe recognition paradigm, participants completed 60
trials in random order. In each trial, a short description and a single probe word were
presented to the participants. Of the 60 trials, 8 trials (4 experimental and 4 control trials)
were the critical trials that were used to test our hypotheses.

In the 4 experimental trials, each description was succeeded by a probe word that was
implied by the description. Two experimental trials employed a high personal relevance
description, whereas the other 2 experimental trials employed a low personal relevance
description, as in the examples presented earlier. In both these 2 sets of 2 experimental trials,
the description implied a just event in one trial, and an unjust event in the other trial (e.g., a
description of a just [unjust] event was: “On the first class, the professor states that 2 [1] of 2
assignments must be handed in. After the course, both assignments are used to calculate your
grade”). Some of the four experimental descriptions involved distributive justice, some
procedural justice. (All descriptions can be found in the appendix of Ham and Van den Bos,
2006, and are available on request.)

The 4 control trials were similar to the 4 experimental trials, but these descriptions
presented the words in a different order such that these control descriptions formed logical
sentences that did not imply anything related to social justice.

Probe words on the 4 experimental and 4 control trials were taken from a set of 8
words related to social justice. As just probe words we used the Dutch words for “just”,
“fair”, “justified”, and “appropriate” and, as unjust probe words, “unjust”, “unfair”,
“unjustified”, and “inappropriate”. For all trials, at random a description and a concurring
probe were chosen with this restriction that no 2 trials used the same materials.

In addition to the 8 critical trials, 52 filler trials unrelated to social justice were

included in the experiment for two reasons. First, if all materials would be only justice-
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related, we would not be able to show that it is specifically spontaneity of justice inferences
(as opposed to other, more general inferences) that we are revealing here (McKoon &
Ratcliff, 1986). Second, if all correct responses would only be to answer "no", spending
attention to the description would not be necessary to complete the task (McKoon & Ratcliff,
1986). Therefore, in 30 of the 52 filler trials the probe was a word that was literally in the
description. Filler descriptions and probe words were comparable in length and sentence
structure to the critical descriptions and probe words.

Experimental procedure. The experiment was run on a computer and started with an
explanation of the first task. The first task was the probe recognition task which started with a
practice round of 12 trials. The practice rounds were the same as the trials of the experimental
task, but materials were unrelated to social justice. Next, the 60 trials of the main task started.
In each trial, first a row of X's appeared in the middle of the screen for 1000 msec. Next, the
description was displayed for 3000 msec, followed by a blank screen lasting 500 msec. Again
a row of X's appeared on screen for 500 msec, this time followed by the probe. During the
whole task the words "yes" and "no" remained visible on the right and left side of the screen.
From the moment the probe was presented, participants could press the appropriate keys (the
“a”-key respectively “6”-key to indicate “no” respectively “yes”) to give their answer. The
probe remained visible until the participant had pressed one of both keys. After the answer
was given, a blank screen was displayed for 1000 msec. Then, the next trial started.

For the explicit measurement of justice judgments the short descriptions of the 8
critical trials were again presented and participants were asked to evaluate how just (1 = very
unjust, 7 = very just), fair (1 = very unfair, 7 = very fair), appropriate (1 = very inappropriate,
7 = very appropriate), and justified (1 = very unjustified, 7 = very justified) the event
described was. For each of the four different kinds of descriptions (2 description types [just-

implying vs. unjust-implying] x 2 stimulus persons [first vs. third-person pronouns]),
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participant’s answers were averaged to form a reliable scale of their justice judgments
(alpha's > .86). After this, participants were thanked, paid for their participation, and
debriefed.

Results and discussion

Probe recognition paradigm. Both when analyzing response times and error rates, we
found evidence supporting our hypotheses. Below, we present our analysis of response
times.’ Response time data of 14 participants could not be analyzed because they gave
incorrect answers on critical trials. Following Ratcliff (1993), we analyzed our response
latencies data by using two methods: an absolute cutoff criterion of < 200 ms and > 2000 ms,
and an inverse transformation (1/x) of the response latencies. The analyses reported hereafter
are based on the cutoff criterion, which yielded converging results to the inverse
transformation analysis. Because of the cutoff criterion, the response time data of another 8
participants were dropped, leaving 132 participants in our data set.

Response times were submitted to a 2 (trial type: experimental vs. control) x 2
(description type: just-implying vs. unjust-implying) x 2 (stimulus persons: first-person vs.
third-person pronouns) ANOVA. Mean response times are presented in Table 1. Replicating
earlier findings (Ham & Van den Bos, 2006), results suggest spontaneous justice inferences.
That is, as predicted, participants responded slower on experimental trials (M = 737, SD =
116) than on control trials (M = 682, SD = 152), indicated by a main effect of trial type, F(1,
131) =43.51, p <.001. So, as expected, participants were slower in rejecting (justice-related)
probe words on experimental trials (after reading a description that implied a just or unjust
event) than on a control trials (after reading a justice-unrelated control description). This
probe recognition effect indicates that while reading the description, justice inferences were
spontaneously drawn and that the justice knowledge that was thus activated interfered with

quickly rejecting the probe word, thereby supporting our first hypothesis.
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Our second hypothesis was also supported: As predicted, the main effect of trial type
(the probe recognition effect) was qualified by the two-way interaction of Trial Type x
Stimulus Persons, F(1, 131) = 5.92, p <.05. When the stimulus person of the description was
referred to with first-person pronouns, the probe recognition effect was strongest and
participants responded slower on experimental trials (M = 752, SD = 93) than on control trials
(M =681, SD =158), F(1, 131) =41.63, p <.001, r]2 =.24. When the stimulus person of the
description was referred to by third-person pronouns, the probe recognition effect was also
present, but here participants showed a significantly smaller probe recognition effect, though
still responding slower on experimental trials (M = 720, SD = 140) than on control trials (M =
682, SD = 147), F(1, 131) = 13.04, p <.001, n* = .09.

Our third hypothesis was that the strongest spontaneous justice inferences would be
found for first-person descriptions that implied an unjust event. Again, results supported our
predictions: The probe recognition effect (the main effect of trial type) was qualified by the
three-way interaction of Trial Type x Stimulus Persons X Description Type, F(1, 131) = 4.10,
p < .05. Follow-up analyses indicated that when the stimulus person of the description was
referred to by first-person pronouns, results showed an interaction of Trial Type x
Description Type, F(1, 131) = 6.31, p <.05, r]2 = .05. This indicated that when the stimulus
person of the description was referred to by first-person pronouns and the description had
implied an unjust event, the probe recognition effect (a response time of M = 768, SD =91 on
experimental vs. M = 673, SD = 171 on control trials) was larger, F(1, 131) = 38.35, p <.001,
N’ = .23, than when the stimulus person of the description was referred to by first-person
pronouns and the description had implied a just event (M = 736, SD =94 vs. M = 687, SD =
143), F(1, 131) = 12.94, p <.001, r]2 =.09. However, when the stimulus person of the
description had been referred to by third-person pronouns, an interaction of Trial Type x

Description Type was not found, F < 1, n* = .01, which suggests that for low personally
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relevant descriptions the probe recognition effect was not influenced by whether the
descriptions implied unjust or just events.

Results indicated no statistical reliable evidence that descriptions implying just events
led to different probe recognition effects than descriptions implying unjust events, as
indicated by a non-significant interaction between trial type and description type, F(1, 131) =
1.66, p > .20. Another interesting finding is that when the stimulus person of a descriptions
was referred to by first-person pronouns (M = 717, SD = 125), participants showed slower
overall response times than when the stimulus person of a descriptions was referred to by
third-person pronouns (M = 702, SD = 144), F(1, 131) =4.01, p < .05. So, stimulus materials
of stronger personal relevance led to slower response times. However, this effect did not
interact with trial type and, therefore, is less central to our current purposes.

Explicit justice judgments. In line with our fourth hypothesis, a2 x 2 x 2 ANOVA on
participants' explicit justice judgments indicated that participants rated descriptions that
implied a just event as more just than descriptions that implied an unjust event, F(1, 153) =
527, p <.001. In contrast to the probe recognition findings, this effect was independent of
whether the stimulus person of the description was referred to by first-person or third-person
pronouns, all Fs < 1. In line with expectations, justice judgments showed an interaction of
Trial Type x Description Type, F(1, 153) =573.77, p < .001. As expected, experimental
descriptions that implied a just event were rated as more just (M = 6.3, SD = 1.3) than
experimental descriptions that implied an unjust event (M = 1.5, SD =0.9), F(1, 153) = 114.6,
p <.001, n2 = .43. For control descriptions, this effect was not found (M =4.7, SD =2.0), p >
.28, n2 < .01, which was not surprising because these descriptions had been designed and
pretested not to imply anything related to social justice.

Relationship between spontaneous inferences and explicit judgments. Results

indicated no overall or within-cell correlations between participants' spontaneous justice
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inferences (neither when based on response times nor when based on error rates) and explicit
justice judgments, all rs < .08, all ps > .36.
Experiment 2

Method

Participants. Participants were 113 students (45 men and 68 women) at Utrecht
University. For their participation of 20 minutes they received 2 Euros.

Stimulus materials, design, and procedure. Experiment 2 was identical to Experiment
1, except for three changes. First, in the high personal relevance trials the stimulus person
was now referred to as “a friend” and in the low personal relevance trials as “a stranger”.
Second, we included a just versus unjust probe type manipulation in our probe recognition
task. To this end, Experiment 2 used 16 critical trials (8 experimental and 8 control trials) to
be able to investigate whether in our probe recognition paradigm activation of just-related
probe words might be distinguished from activation of unjust-related probe words. As in
Experiment 1, half of the experimental trials used just probe words and the other half used
unjust probe words. Different from Experiment 1, each description was used twice: once with
a just probe word and once with an unjust probe word. Third, because of the higher amount
of critical trials, the current experiment used 44 of the 52 filler trials of Experiment 1. Again,
for the second task, participant’s answers to the three explicit justice judgment questions were
averaged to form reliable scales of their justice judgments for each type of descriptions
(alpha's > .81).
Results

Probe recognition task. An analysis of response times (using the same procedures as
in Experiment 1) fully supported our hypotheses. As in Experiment 1, all participants had a
low error rate (M =4.45%, ranging from 0% to 31.0%). Following the restrictions described

in Experiment 1, the response time data of 11 participants had to be dropped (6 because of
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wrong answers and 5 because of too fast or too slow response times) and 102 participants
were entered into the analyses.

Response times were submitted to a 2 (trial type: experimental vs. control) x 2 (probe
word: just vs. unjust) x 2 (description type: just-implying vs. unjust-implying) x 2 (stimulus
person: friend vs. stranger) ANOVA. Mean response times are presented in Table 2. In
support of our first hypothesis, results suggest participants drew spontaneous justice
inferences while reading a description about a friend or about a stranger. That is, we again
found the probe recognition effect: Participants responded slower in correctly rejecting probe
words on experimental trials (M = 791, SD = 118) than on control trials (M = 716, SD = 90),
indicated by a main effect of trial type, F(1, 101) =291.16, p <.001.

In support of our second hypothesis, we found that when the description was about a
friend, results showed stronger spontaneous justice inferences indicated by a stronger probe
recognition effect (M = 803, SD = 115 on experimental vs. M = 714, SD = 88 on control
trials), F(1, 101) = 240.57, p <.001, r]2 = .70, than when the description was about a stranger
(M =779, SD = 121 vs. M = 720, SD = 93), F(1, 101) = 95.42, p <.001, n* = .49, indicated by
an interaction of Trial Type x Stimulus Person, F(1, 101) = 18.80, p < .05.

Our third hypothesis was also supported: Results indicated strongest spontaneous
justice inferences for high personally relevant descriptions that implied an unjust event,
indicated by an interaction of Trial Type x Stimulus Person x Description Type, F(1, 101) =
7.07, p < .05. That is, only for descriptions about a friend, the probe recognition effect was
stronger for descriptions of unjust events (M = 815, SD =110 vs. M =711, SD = 86), F(1,
101) = 207.06, p <.00, r]2 = .67, than for descriptions of just events (M =792, SD = 120 vs. M
=717,8D =91), F(1, 101) =91.95, p <.001, r]2 = .48, indicated by an interaction of Trial
Type x Description Type, F(1, 101) = 14.35, p <.05, n’>=.12. For descriptions about a

stranger, this interaction of Trial Type x Description Type was not found, F < 1, indicating no
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differences between probe recognition effects for descriptions of just or unjust events when
these events happened to a stranger.

Extending on Experiment 1, results also suggested that descriptions implying an
unjust event caused stronger spontaneous justice inferences than descriptions implying a just
event, as indicated by an interaction of Trial Type x Description Type, F(1, 101) =5.77, p
<.05. Specifically, on experimental trials using a description of an unjust event, participants
responded slower (M = 796, SD = 115) than on experimental trials using a description of a
Jjust event (M =786, SD = 121), F(1, 101) =5.33, p <.05, r]2 = .05, whereas on control trials,
this difference was not found, F < 1. Although not found in Experiment 1, this finding fits
with social cognition findings that negative information draws more attention than positive
information (e.g., Dijksterhuis & Aarts, 2003).

Results further indicated that when the description of a trial had been about a friend,
participants responded slower overall than when the description had been about a stranger,
F(1,101) =8.27, p <.01. Also, although we found no interaction effects including the probe
word manipulation, all F's <1, participants responded slower overall to just-related probe
words than to unjust-related probe words, F(1, 101) =5.59, p < .05.

Explicit Justice Judgments. As in Experiment 1, and in corroboration with our fourth
hypothesis, participants' explicit justice judgments indicated that descriptions that implied a
just event were rated as more just (M = 6.4, SD = 1.1) than descriptions that implied an unjust
event (M = 1.6, SD = 1.0), whereas for control descriptions this effect was not found, as
indicated by a Trial Type x Description Type effect, F(1, 112) =442.84, p < .001. However,
similar to Experiment 1, there was no significant effect of whether the stimulus person was a
friend or a stranger, all Fs < 1.

Relationship between spontaneous inferences and explicit judgments. As in

Experiment 1, results indicated no overall or within-cell correlations between participants'
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spontaneous justice inferences (neither response times nor error rates) and explicit justice
judgments, all rs < .13, all ps > .16.
General Discussion

The results of both experiments presented here show an influence of personal
relevance on spontaneous justice inferences, and less so (in fact in both our experiments not
significantly) on explicit justice judgments. The current results indicate that people draw
stronger spontaneous justice inferences (indicated by greater interference effects in a probe-
recognition paradigm) when confronted with situation descriptions of justice-implying events
happening to themselves than to somebody else (Experiment 1) and to a friend than to a
stranger (Experiment 2). Thus, we now have evidence that a personally relevant justice-
relevant event leads to the strongest spontaneous justice inferences. These results constitute
the first empirical evidence of the influence of personal relevance on the social-cognitive
processes of spontaneous justice inferences.

Importantly, for descriptions using first-person pronouns or descriptions about a
friend, we found that especially unjust events caused the strongest spontaneous justice
inferences. For descriptions using third-person pronouns or descriptions about a stranger,
spontaneous justice inferences were activated equally strongly for descriptions that implied a
just or an unjust event. This result fits with suggestions that especially experiences of unjust
events strongly affect people (Folger, 1984) and is in line with the finding that people have
different neurological reactions to moral transgressions that happen to themselves versus to
someone else (Berthoz, Grezes, Armony, Passingham, & Dolan, in press).

In contrast with the strong, reliable effects of personal relevance on spontaneous
justice inferences, in both experiments we found that explicit justice judgments showed no
statistically significant influence of personal relevance: Participants correctly indicated on 7-

point rating scales whether descriptions implied just or unjust events, but whether the event
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was described from a first-person or third-person perspective (Experiment 1) or whether the
stimulus person was a friend or a stranger (Experiment 2) did not influence participants'
explicit justice judgments. Thus, both our experiments corroborate the assumption that
explicit justice judgments are influenced less by personal relevance than spontaneous
responses. This is not to say that personal relevance may never influence explicit justice
judgments (Epley et al., 2004). The explicit measures we used here were not exhaustive.
Perhaps using other measures (such as affective reactions to just and unjust events and
measuring concerns for justice evaluation) and/or assessing justice judgments under high
cognitive load (Kruger, 1999) sometimes may lead to more sensitive measures than the
traditional assessment of explicit justice judgments we used here.

The current results corroborate and extend earlier assumptions described in the
literature (e.g., Epley & Caruso, 2004; Haidt, 2001). Furthermore, unlike earlier research
(e.g., Kruger, 1999; Epley et al., 2004; Loewenstein et al, 1993), we tested this assumption
such that no extensive description of personal relevance was necessary. Thereby, we
introduced a very subtle manipulation of personal relevance to the literature that may be
conducive when conducting future research on this important subject.

The current results open interesting avenues for future research about the dynamics of
the specific social-cognitive processes involved. This includes potentially very important
differences between spontaneous justice inferences and explicit justice judgments.
Specifically, it may be the case that our implicit measures tapped process-related aspects of
justice judgments (such as the degree to which justice concerns are activated spontaneously),
but that the explicit justice judgments tapped content-related aspects of justice judgments
(especially the degree to which events were just or unjust). This may imply that our implicit
measure assessed whether justice concerns were activated spontaneously, independent of the

justice judgment that ultimately (and explicitly) was made.
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The current research also may have implications for the concepts of automaticity and
spontaneous justice inferences. Because of the features of the currently used probe
recognition paradigm, we know that spontaneous justice inferences share (at least) the
feature of spontaneity (unintentionality) and the feature of uncontrollability with automatic
processes (see also De Houwer & Moors, 2007). In the probe recognition paradigm,
participants must suppress drawing spontaneous inferences to respond quickly and correctly
as instructed. Thereby, this paradigm provides strong evidence that inferring the probe
concepts is not only unintended but also difficult to control (Uleman et al., 1996). Earlier
research using various research paradigms (Uleman 1999) showed that spontaneous trait
inferences almost completely fit Bargh’s (1994) four criteria for automaticity: They are
drawn without awareness, unintentionally, are highly efficient, and cannot easily be
controlled (Uleman, 1999). Future research is needed to investigate all features of the
possible automatic processes of drawing justice inferences.

To return to the example which with we started our paper: If you hear that someone
makes less money than a colleague for the same work, the current research indicates that it
matters for social-cognitive justice judgment processes whether that someone is you yourself
or somebody else. Chances are that when you encounter a situation in which a just or an
unjust event happens to somebody, you will spontaneously draw inferences about social

122

justice. However, if something is “not fair for me!” (Finkel, 2001), people draw spontaneous
justice inferences stronger than when a situation is “not fair for someone else” or when the

situation is “fair for me”, though this bias need not show on people’s explicit justice

judgments.
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Footnotes
'In both our experiments, gender showed no effects on our dependent variables, all Fs
<1.
’In both our experiments, analyses of error rates showed results identical to the
response times data. To be concise, error rates results will not be discussed here and are

available on request.
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Table 1

Mean Critical Response Times (and Standard Deviations) by Trial Type, Description, and Stimulus Person (Experiment 1)

Stimulus Person

He You
Description Experimental Trial Control Trial Experimental Trial Control Trial
Just-implying 724 678 736 687
(134) (143) (94) (143)
Unjust-implying 718 687 768 673

(145) (150) 1) (171)
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Table 2

Mean Critical Response Times (and Standard Deviations) by Trial Type, Description, Stimulus Person, and Probe Word (Experiment 2)

Stimulus Person

Stranger Friend
Just-Related Unjust-Related Just-Related Unjust-Related
Probe Word Probe Word Probe Word Probe Word
Description Experimental Control Experimental Control Experimental Control Experimental Control
Trial Trial Trial Trial Trial Trial Trial Trial
Just-implying 779 (108) 729 (101) 782 (135) 710 (81) 800 (126) 717 (84) 784 (114) 717 (98)

Unjust-implying 774 (114) 725(101) 779 (126) 714 (87) 843 (116) 715 (90) 805 (104) 707 (79)




