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L Introduction

The world is an uncertain place. For example, many people have jobs with in-
definite tenure, and success at work often depends on adaptability and flexibility
in the face of an uncertain future (Lord & Hartley, 1998). Rapid changes are hap-
pening everywhere and news of layoffs and national and international conflicts
reaches us almost daily. Above all, people are unpredictable, and most of us have
experienced both unanticipated disappointments and unexpected successes in our
personal, work, or political worlds. In this chapter, we explore how people use
perceptions of fair or unfair treatment to cope with uncertainty in their daily lives.
We present a number of studies, most of them very recent, that address the rela-
tionship between uncertainty and fairness judgments. We argue that these studies
show that when people feel uncertain or when they attend to the uncertain aspects
of their worlds they have especially strong concerns about fairness. In addition, we
present data showing that sometimes uncertainty can prompt heuristic processing
of faimess information. We use these findings to forge a new, more cognitive,
theory of fairness judgments and to suggest a new perspective on how people cope
with uncertainty.

Fairness plays a key role in people’s lives, and a substantial body of research
shows that people’s beliefs, feelings, attitudes, and behaviors are affected greatly by
whether they feel they have been treated fairly or unfairly (for overviews, see, e.g.,
Brockner & Wiesenfeld, 1996; Folger & Cropanzano, 1998; Lind & Tyler, 1988;
Tyler & Lind, 1992; Tyler & Smith, 1998). In organizational settings, feeling that
one has been treated fairly typically leads to a variety of positive consequences,
such as higher commitment to organizations and institutions (Moorman, 1991;
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Folger & Konovsky, 1989; Korsgaard, Schweiger, & Sapienza, 1995; McFarlin &
Sweeney, 1992), more extrarole citizenship behavior (Konovsky & Folger, 1991;
Podsakoff & MacKenzie, 1993), greater likelihood of conflict prevention and res-
olution (Bobocel, Agar, Meyer, & Irving, 1998), better job performance (Lind,
Kanfer, & Earley, 1990), and higher levels of job satisfaction (Folger &
Cropanzane, 1998). People who experience unfair treatment, on the other hand,
are more likely to leave their jobs (Alexander & Ruderman, 1987), are less likely
to cooperate (Lind, 2001), show lower levels of morale and higher levels of work
stress and overt and covert disobedience (Huo, Smith, Tyler, & Lind, 1996), are
more likely to initiate lawsuits (Lind, Greenberg, Scott, & Welchans, 2000), and
may even start behaving in antisocial ways (for reviews, see Greenberg, 1993,
1997; Greenberg & Lind, 2000).

Outside of organizational contexts the impact of fairness judgments is similarly
profound. The belief that one has been treated fairly by judges, the police, or other
social authorities enhances acceptance of legal decisions (Lind, Kulik, Ambrose,
& De Vera Park, 1993), obedience to laws (Tyler, 1990), and evaluations of public
policies (Lind, 1990; Tyler, Rasinski, & McGraw, 1985), whereas the belief thatone
has been treated unfairly has been shown to prompt protest behavior (Vermunt,
Wit, Van den Bos, & Lind, 1996) and recidivism among spousal abuse defen-
dants (Paternoster, Brame, Bachman, & Sherman, 1997). Because fairness judg-
ments influence so many important attitudes and behaviors, studying why fairness
is important to people, how they form judgments of fairness, and what the effects
of perceived fairness are on their reactions are crucial issues for understanding
how people think, feel, and behave in their social environments (Cropanzano &
Folger, 1989, 1991; Cropanzano & Greenberg, 1997; Folger & Konovsky, 1989;
Greenberg, 1990, 1993). In this chapter, the psychology of fairness is in fact the
primary focus of our attention.

Because norms and values of fairness and justice play such a substantial role
in guiding social behavior, it comes as no surprise that fairness judgments have
received considerable attention from social psychologists. In fact, the 1976 issue
of the Advances in Experimental Social Psychology series focused entirely on
the conceptions of fairness and justice that were then current in social psychology
(see Berkowitz & Walster, 1976). Since the mid-1970s the bulk of work on the
social psychology of fairness has focused on establishing empirically the conse-
quences of fair or unfair treatment (for reviews see, e.g., Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler
& Lind, 1992). Social psychologists now have lots of evidence of the importance
of fairness issues in various real-world settings, and they have identified a variety
of ways that fairmess affects people’s reactions and behaviors. In other words, re-
searchers know quite a lot about what the effects of social fairness are. However,
these advances may have been achieved at the expense of deeper insights into
what we think are the two most fundamental questions in the psychology of social
fairness: why people care about fairness and sow fairness judgments are formed.
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We argue in this chapter that relatively little is known about the whay and how
of perceived fairness and that hard empirical data that can be used to answer these
two questions is scarce. We are not alone in this conclusion. Tyler, for example,
has proposed that psychologists should explore why fairness matters (Tyler, 1997;
Tyler, DeGoey, & Smith, 1996). Ambrose and Kulik (2001) recently have argued
that little is known about the processes by which fairness judgments are formed. In
this chapter we present an overview of the empirical work (largely theory-driven
laboratory experiments) that we and other researchers have conducted since the
early 1990s on issues surrounding the how and why of fairness judgments. We then
draw on this work as we put forward a new theory of the social psychology of
fairness judgments.

The new studies we review and the theory we propose are unusual for the social
psychology of fairness because they analyze fairness judgments from a frankly
cognitive perspective. There has been a strong tendency in fairness studies con-
ducted since the mid-1970s to analyze the psychology of fairness as a component of
the social psychology of groups, without much concern for the cognitive dynam-
ics involved. For example, three well-known theoretical accounts of procedural
fairness—the Thibaut and Walker (1975) instrumental model, the Lind and Tyler
(1988) group-value model, and the Tyler and Lind (1992) relational model—have
all emphasized group-oriented aspects of fairness effects. Although these prior
models have been important for the development of the social psychology of fair-
ness, they have largely neglected the cognitive basis of fairness. In this chapter we
begin to fill this gap. This is not to say that all previous theories totally neglected
the cognitive foundations of justice (see, e.g., Folger, 1986; Messick, 1993), but
our model is new, we think, in its explicit emphasis on the social-cognitive aspects
of the psychology of fairness judgments. Thus, we make the case for a perspective
on fairness that incorporates both the social and cognitive aspects of faimess.

In the empirical work we describe later we used cognitive-oriented analyses to
make and test predictions concerning the why and how of fairness judgments. What
we try to do in the current chapter is to integrate these various empirical articles,
draw new conceptual conclusions, present a social-cognitive model of the psychol-
ogy of fairness, and discuss the implications of this model. We argue that fairness
matters so much to people because fairness helps them to deal with uncertainty.
As social or cognitive conditions arise that prompt concerns about uncertainty, we
suggest, people become especially attentive to the information they need to form
fairness judgments because solid, firmly constructed fairness judgments either
remove uncertainty or alleviate much of the discomfort that uncertainty would
otherwise generate.

The remainder of this chapter consists of six sections. In the next two sections
we discuss our conceptualization of uncertainty and fairness. After this, we lay
out in three sections the empirical basis for our social-cognitive model. We do
this by reviewing a number of recent studies which, we argue, demonstrate that
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people show a special need for firm fairness judgments in uncertain situations.
Following this, we suggest that both the why and how of social fairness are affectéd
considerably by uncertainty: Fairness matters to people because it is important in
processes of uncertainty management and because uncertainty has a crucial ro!e in
the construction of fairness judgments. We close by discussing some implications
of our theory and drawing conclusions.

II. Uncertainty in Social Life

Because we propose that uncertainty plays a crucial role in the psychology of
fairness judgments, it is important to describe how we use the term “uncertainty” in
this chapter and how this definition is related to concepts like confidence, control,
and self-esteem. This is what we do in the current section.

Psychologists tend to think of uncertainty as meaning either the belief that
something is probabilistically determined or the belief that however deterministic
an event is, one does not understand the event well enough to predict it. In the
literatures on behavioral decision making and game theory the word is used to
refer to the belief that one has only probabilities of events to work with in making
a decision. Thus, a classic gamble is a decision under uncertainty (Kahneman,
Slovic, & Tversky, 1982; Tversky & Kahneman, 1974). Social psychologists often
extend that to mean that one’s own level of understanding is such that one cannot
say for sure what will happen, even in situations where more information might
be available outside the person (e.g., De Vries & Wilke, 1991; Sniezek, May, &
Sawyer, 1990; Van Dijk, Wilke, Wilke, & Metman, 1997). So people might say
they are uncertain about whether someone can be trusted because they do not
know that person well enough to make a certain judgment about trustworthiness
(Van den Bos, Wilke, & Lind, 1998). Generalizing the same concept still further,
social psychologists often talk about uncertain situations; situations in which one
feels that one does not really understand important features of the situation or that
one does not have sufficient information about relationships, agendas, or norms
(cf. Garner, 1962; Kagan, 1972).

It is this last, broad sort of uncertainty that we are addressing in this chap-
ter. More specifically, following Kagan (1972) and Sorrentino and his associates
(Sorrentino, Hodson, & Huber, in press; Sorrentino, Short, & Raynor, 1984), our
theory about uncertainty management considers management of uncertainty a
rather basic motive and argues that uncertainty occurs either when a person con-
fronts an inability to predict the future or when a person confronts an incompatibil-
ity between different cognitions, between cognitions and experiences, or between
cognitions and behavior. Thus, situations, social or not, that provoke feelings of
uncertainty, doubt, or confusion will, we argue, meet our definition of uncertainty
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and provide the stimulus for seeking and using fairness judgments. The key element
is the salience of either the unpredictability of future events or the inconsistency
between important cognitions, experiences, or behaviors. As is shown later when
we present research relevant to our theory, the range of uncertainty-provoking situ-
ations is quite broad (see also McGregor, Zanna, Holmes, & Spencer, 2001): In the
empirical work we describe later, uncertainty is induced by a variety of situations
ranging from forced contemplation of death to interaction with a new supervisor
in an experimental work group.

This broad conception of uncertainty allows us to draw on various research
traditions, such as theories of uncertainty resolution (see especially Section IV),
human judgment under uncertainty (see especially Section V), and anchoring ef-
fects in uncertain situations (see especially Section VI), that are useful for our
study of the psychology of fairness judgments. This conception encompasses both
cognitive and affective aspects of uncertainty, temporary and stable aspects of
uncertainty (we call this state and trait uncertainty, respectively), and social con-
textual factors and individual differences in uncertainty orientation (Sorrentino
et al., 1984). After all, uncertainty can be produced by contextual factors that
challenge people’s certainty about their cognitions, perceptions, feelings, and be-
haviors and ultimately their certainty about and confidence in their sense of self
(Hogg, in press). This self-certainty can be very important because the self-concept
is the critical organizing principle, referent point, or integrative framework for di-
verse perceptions, feelings, and behaviors. The locus of uncertainty can be found
in many aspects of the social context, and therefore anyone is prone to uncertainty.
However, biographical factors also affect stable individual differences in levels of
uncertainty and impact people’s orientation toward how they manage uncertainty
(Sorrentino et al., 1984, in press). Furthermore, people strive more strongly, of
course, for certainty about aspects of life which are important to them (Hogg &
Mullin, 1999).

We argue here that people have a fundamental need to feel certain about their
world and their place within it and that too much uncertainty threatens the mean-
ing of existence. Uncertainty can be threatening, and people generally feel a need
either to eliminate uncertainty or to find some way to make it tolerable and cog-
nitively manageable. As we note below, it remains to be seen whether fairness
has its ameliorative effect on uncertainty by making things seem more certain,
by making uncertainty more tolerable, or both. Consider the threats that can ac-
company uncertainty: Uncertainty deprives one of confidence in how to behave
and what to expect from the physical and social environment within which one
finds oneself. Uncertainty about one’s attitudes, beliefs, feelings, and perceptions,
and about one’s relationship to other people, is generally aversive (e.g., Fiske &
Taylor, 1991; Hogg, in press; Lopes, 1987; Sorrentino & Roney, 1986) because
it is ultimately associated with reduced control over one’s life. Thus, uncer-
tainty often motivates behavior that reduces subjective uncertainty. For example,
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McGregor et al. (2001) found that after induced personal uncertainty, individuals
became more rigid and close-minded about their attitudes, values, and identifica-
tions and planned to engage in more self-consistent activities. Doing so effectively
eliminated the psychological discomfort associated with uncertainty. Epistemic
motives related to uncertainty are important social psychological phenomena. Fes-
tinger (1954), for example, based social comparison theory on the proposition that
knowing that one is correct is a critical human motivation that drives people to
make interpersonal social comparisons when nonsocial means are unavailable.

Thus, we argue that uncertainty plays an important role in human life. This
is not to say that people want to reduce uncertainty all the time. Of course, be-
ing completely certain about all or many aspects of one’s life may make one’s
life rather dull and there are clearly instances in which people strive for uncer-
tainty rather than seek to reduce it. Sometimes people want to experience new,
uncertain events, and on occasion they even seek the thrill of possible danger,
like bungee jumping or parachuting. Furthermore, the uncertainty involved in a
fair gamble is stimulating, at least for some people. But even when uncertainty
is sought, it usually is still managed (at least to some extent). Related to this, a
growing literature on organizational risk taking has as its basis the proposition
that innovation, entrepreneurship, and ultimately business success in a changing
environment depends not on avoiding uncertainty but instead on managing it (see
generally MacCrimmon & Wehrung, 1986; Shapira, 1995). But whether uncer-
tainty is avoided or managed, it is clear that uncertainty and how people manage
it are important issues in human life. We propose here that there are good reasons
to assume that uncertainty and uncertainty management play a crucial role in the
psychology of fairness judgments.

Confidence is a concept that is closely related to certainty, as we use the term
here (Kuhn & Sniezek, 1996). Confidence tends to refer to feelings of certainty,
with more of a cognitive and sometimes even an affective component. Lack of
confidence implies more fear of error than does raw uncertainty. People would
only say that someone lacked confidence about something that should be known
or understood (cf. Treadwell & Nelson, 1997). People might feel uncertain about
a gamble, but they would not often say they lacked confidence about it because the
inherent probabilistic nature of a gamble means that no one could be confident.
Feelings of confidence in social situations touches on the issue of self-esteem
(cf. Leary & Baumeister, 2000) because the confidence that one can handle social
situations is a component of self-confidence (cf. Hogg & Mullin, 1999).

Control is a feeling that one can affect things in predictable ways (e.g., Langer,
1975; Thibaut & Walker, 1975; Thompson, Armstrong, & Thomas, 1998; for an
exception, see Nickels, Cramer, & Gural, 1992), so this concept too is related to
certainty and uncertainty. As we social psychologists use the term, control implies
that one can (or has the illusion that one can) change one’s own outcomes or
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one’s situations if one wishes to do so (Tan & Lipe, 1997). Confidence and control
are related in that both seem to be reassuring and to promote feelings of being
an effective actor in one’s social context (Spreitzer & Mishra, 1999), but logically
people could be confident about things they have no control over (cf. Langer, 1975).
Another link is that when individuals talk about self-confidence the implication
is that self-confident people either have control over events in their lives or have
the belief that they can deal with events that they cannot control (cf. Loewenstein,
1996; Ric, 1997).

This brings us ultimately to the concept of self-esteem. Most American and
European psychologists, it seems to us, assume that confidence and feelings of con-
trol are components of positive self-esteem and that the absence of these lead to low
self-esteem (cf. Brockner et al., 1998; Greenberg, Solomon, & Pyszczynski, 1997;
Heatherton & Polivy, 1991; Hogg & Abrams, 1990; Koper, Van Knippenberg,
Bouhuijs, Vermunt, & Wilke, 1993; Leary & Baumeister, 2000; Rosenberg, 1979;
Smith & Tyler, 1997). Some Eastern philosophies and cultures might question this
(see, e.g., Martin, 1999), but the Western psyche, it seemas to us, does not have
much appreciation of the possibility that one can have a more passive, less control-
ling view of the universe and still be content with oneself. More important for the
current purpose is that Western people (including Western social psychologists)
might well say that people with low self-esteem are uncertain about themselves
(cf. Hogg, in press). People can be certain that everything they do is bad and hence
have low self-esteem, but it is more common for people who are certain about
themselves to have high self-esteem. This suggests that self-esteem, like confi-
dence and control, to some extent is different from certainty and to some extent
shares similar elements with it. In the present chapter, we are interested more in
the similarities these concepts share, but mention important distinctions where
necessary.

Now that we have discussed how we treat uncertainty and related concepts here,
we discuss in the next section how we define the concept of fairness judgments.
After this, we discuss empirical studies that show that uncertainty is important in
the why and how of the psychology of fairness judgments.

II1. Fairness Judgments

Fairness, as we psychologists study it, is an idea that exists within the minds of
individuals (Adams, 1965; Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler, Boeckmann, Smith, & Huo,
1997). This subjective sense of what is fair or unfair is the focus of the psychology
of fairness and can be contrasted with objective principles of fairness and justice
that are studied by philosophers, among others (for an overview, see Cohen, 1986).
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Unlike the objective principles of fairness and justice, subjective feelings about
fairness and unfairness are not necessarily justified by reference to the external
standards of what is fair and just proposed by philosophical (and other normative)
theories of justice. Rather the concern of psychologists is what people think is fair
and unfair.

Thus, we agree with Mikula and Wenzel (2000) that the emphasis of psycholo-
gists on fairness judgments is important because abstract philosophical principles
of justice allow for a diversity of different translations into concrete terms. To
be sure, judgments of fairness and justice may be socially shared, but such a
consensus indicates only grounds for intersubjectivity, not for objectivity. Thus,
as we approach them, fairness judgments are always subjective judgments and the
aim of our psychological study of social justice is to understand the causes and
consequences of subjective fairness judgments (cf. Mikula & Wenzel, 2000; Tyler
etal., 1997).

It is important to emphasize here that judgments of what people judge to be fair
and judgments of what they consider to be just or morally right might differ sub-
stantially. “Justice” and “morality” are often seen as more formal terms, and they
carry a connotation of legal authority and ethical rules that is precisely what we do
not mean in most psychological theorizing and research on the topic. In contrast
“fairness” better connotes the subjective, ready judgment that is and has long been
the true topic of psychological study. We have the impression that participants in
research studies find it easier and more relevant to provide judgments of fairness
than judgments of justice or morality. This is the reason, we assume, that most
social psychologists in our field usually ask people to rate fairness rather than to
rate justice or morality (see, e.g., the list of measures in the Appendix of Tyler &
Lind, 1992), and this is the reason that we prefer to use the label “fairness judg-
ments” rather than “justice judgments” or “judgments of morality.” “Fairness
Jjudgments” simply reflects better both common research practices and the core be-
lief under study.! Thus, notwithstanding the fact that social psychologists usually
call this area “the psychology of social justice,” we speak here of the “psychology
of faimess judgments,” and we talk about fairness judgments as both our major
theoretical construct and as what is being measured in our studies, noting when
other measures are used.

"It is true that the terms “faimness” and “justice” can be distinguished in English (as can the Dutch
equivalents eerlijkheid and rechtvaardigheid). However, the distinction may be more difficult to make
in other languages. In French, for example, relevant nouns include justesse versus justice, and the
distinction between the two does not correspond very well to the faimess—justice distinction in English
and Dutch. This does not invalidate the point we are making here; it only suggests that it is perhaps
easier to talk about distinctions between fairness and justice in English and Dutch than in some other
languages. Another advantage to shifting our terminology to fairness is that, in English and Dutch at
least, the term “social justice” tends to suggest a philosophy of income and power redistribution in
society, and this is not in fact what we usually study.
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IV. Uncertainty and the Why of Fairness Judgments:
Uncertainty Enhances Concerns for Fairness

It is time now to discuss the research evidence on the role of uncertainty in
the psychology of fairness. In the current section we describe research findings
that show that uncertainty is a key factor in why people care about fairness. More
specifically, we review studies that show that fairness matters more to people
(a) when they are uncertain about a social authority’s trustworthiness, (b) when
they are uncertain about their life situation as a consequence of being reminded
of their mortality, and (c) when they are prompted to attend to uncertain aspects
of their lives. After we have given an overview of these studies, we discuss other
research findings that converge on the same point—that people have a greater
interest in, and arguably a greater need for, fairness in uncertain as opposed to
certain situations. Studies that are important for our line of reasoning are discussed
more extensively, but, for details of a particular study, the reader is referred to the
write-up of that study.

A. UNCERTAINTY ABOUT AN AUTHORITY’S TRUSTWORTHINESS

In our 1998 article with Henk Wilke, we set out to provide an answer to the
question of why fairness matters to people (Van den Bos, Wilke, & Lind, 1998). We
" took as a starting point the idea in fairness heuristic theory (e.g., Lind, 1992, 2001;
Lind et al., 1993; Van den Bos, Lind, & Wilke, 2001) that people especially need
fairness judgments when they are concerned about potential problems associated
with social interdependence and socially based identity processes. The tension
between the benefits of interdependence and social identity on the one hand and
the risks associated with interdependence and social identity on the other has
been termed “the fundamental social dilemma” (e.g., Lind, 1995). In essence, this
dilemma is concerned with the question of whether one can trust others not to
exploit or exclude one from important relationships and groups (cf. Huo et al.,
1996; Lind & Tyler, 1988; Smith, Tyler, Huo, Ortiz, & Lind, 1998; Tyler & Lind,
1992).

An important subgroup of social relations are authority processes. Based on
the work by Tyler and Lind (1992; Lind et al., 1993; Tyler & DeGoey, 1996),
we argued that because ceding authority to another person raises the possibility
of exploitation and exclusion, people frequently feel uneasy about their relation-
ship with authorities and about the outcomes they receive from the authority. We
reasoned that when people are trying to decide how to react to an outcome they
received from an authority, they want to have information about whether they can
trust the authority.
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Furthermore, we posed the question: Do people often have direct information
about an authority’s trustworthiness? We suggested that, in many social, organi-
zational, or political contexts, they do not (cf. Winder, Kerkhof, & Klandermans,
1999). Continuing our reasoning along the lines suggested by fairness heuristic
theory, we reasoned that even, and perhaps especially, if people do not have in-
formation about the authority’s trustworthiness, they must find some way to judge
the outcome they received from the authority. How do they do this? We sug-
gested that in such situations—in which people are, in essence, uncertain about
aunthority’s trustworthiness—decisions about how to react to outcomes are made
through reference to judgments about the fairness of the authority’s procedures.
In other words, in situations in which definitive trust information is lacking, pro-
cedural fairness serves as a heuristic substitute in the process of deciding how
to judge an outcome one has received from the authority. As a consequence, we
expected that when people have no information about authority’s trustworthiness,
they will react more positively toward the outcome they received from the authority
when they believe that the authority had been employing fair as opposed to unfair
procedures.

On the other hand, this line of thought also suggests that when people do have
direct, explicit information about authority’s trustworthiness—when they are, in
terms of our current analysis, more certain about the nature of the authority—
they are less in need of procedural faimess as a heuristic substitute. We therefore
expected that when people do nor have information about an authority’s trust-
worthiness, they would show what is usually termed a fair process effect (Folger,
Rosenfield, Grove, & Corkran, 1979). That is, they would react more positively
toward the outcome they received from the authority when the authority had been
employing a fair as opposed to an unfair procedure. In contrast, according to this
reasoning, less strong fair process effects should occur when people have direct
information about authority’s trustworthiness.

We conducted two experiments to test these predictions. The first experiment
was a scenario experiment and the second study was an experiment in which par-
ticipants actually experienced manipulations of authority’s trustworthiness and
procedure. Both experiments showed evidence that supported our line of reason-
ing. We describe here only the second, experiential experiment. In that study,
participants were placed in separate cubicles, each of which contained a com-
puter with a monitor and a keyboard. Participants were told that the computers
were connected to one another and that people in the cubicles could communicate
with each other by means of the computer network. The computers were used to
present the stimulus information and to collect data on the dependent variables
and the manipulation checks. Participants were informed that they participated
in the study with two other persons. One of the three participants would be ap-
pointed to the position of supervisor, referred to as position A. The other two
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persons would be assigned to the positions of work performers, labeled as po-
sitions B and C. After this, positions were assigned. Participants were, in fact,
always appointed to position B. Participants were informed that the person ap-
pointed to A, the supervisor position, was given that appointment because of his
or her experience in another, comparable study and that those appointed to po-
sitions B and C were assigned to these positions because they did not have this
experience. .

The experimental procedure was then outlined to the participants: After the ex-
perimental tasks were explained, participants would practice the tasks for 2 min,
after which time they would work on the tasks for 10 min. Furthermore, it was
communicated to the participants that, after all sessions of the experiment were
completed, a lottery would be held among all participants. The winner of this
lottery would receive 100 Dutch guilders. (Actually, when the experiment was
complete, the 100 Dutch guilders were randomly given to one participant; a pro-
cedure to which none of the participants objected upon debriefing.) Participants
were informed that a total of 200 lottery tickets would be divided among all partici-
pants. Participants were further told that after the work round the person appointed
to position A would divide some lottery tickets between the participant and the
person supposedly in position C.

After the task that participants would perform had been explained, the trust in-
formation that participants received was manipulated. In the trust-certain-positive
and trust-certain-negative conditions, participants were presented with fictitious
survey results allegedly filled in by persons who had participated with A in a prior
study: In the trust-certain-positive condition, participants were informed that A had
been rated as very trustworthy. A had received a mean score of 6.9 on a 7-point
scale ranging from not to be trusted at all (1) to to be trusted completely (7). The
majority of the scores had been 7, and the lowest score that had been given to A
was 6. In the trust-certain-negative condition, participants were informed that A
had been rated as very untrustworthy. A had received a mean score of 1.1 on the
7-point scale. The majority of the scores had been 1, and the highest score given
to A was 2. In the trust-uncertain condition, participants received no information
about A’s trustworthiness.

After this, participants worked on the tasks for 10 min. Participants were then
told how many tasks they had completed in the work round, and—to ensure that
participants compared themselves to C and to make this study comparable with
our other experiments (Van den Bos, 1999; Van den Bos, Lind, Vermunt, & Wilke,
1997; Van den Bos, Wilke, Lind, & Vermunt, 1998)—the participants were told
that C had completed an equivalent number of tasks. Participants were then told
that A would divide the lottery tickets between them and C. All participants were
asked to think for 1 min about the percentage of lottery tickets that they should
receive relative to C and to write down this percentage on the piece of paper next
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to the computer.” Participants were informed that at the end of the experiment the
pieces of paper would be thrown way.

We manipulated the procedure that the participants encountered next (cf. Van
den Bos, 1999; Van den Bos, Lind, et al., 1997; Van den Bos, Wilke, Lind, &
Vermunt, 1998). In the voice condition, A (the supervisor) allegedly asked the
participants, by means of the computer network, to type in their opinion about the
percentage of tickets that they should receive relative to C. Participants in the no-
voice condition were informed that they would not be asked to type their opinion
about the percentage of tickets that they should receive relative to c?

Participants then received three lottery tickets (and were not informed about the
number of tickets C received). Dependent variables and manipulation checks were
then assessed. The dependent variable that we discuss here asked participants to
rate how satisfied they were with the three lottery tickets that they received. When
the participants had answered the dependent variables and manipulation checks,
they were thoroughly debriefed and paid for their participation.

As predicted, participants’ outcome satisfaction judgments showed a strong
interaction effect. Figure 1 shows the effect. A strong, significant procedure effect
was found in the condition where participants were uncertain about whether they
could trust the authority: In this condition participants were more satisfied with
their outcome when they had received an opportunity to voice their opinions than
when they nothad received such an opportunity. Weaker, nonsignificant, procedure
effects were seen when participants knew that they could or could not trust the
authority, indicating that in these conditions outcome satisfaction did not differ as
a function of voice versus no-voice procedures.

Thus, these results show that people’s reactions to an outcome they received
from an authority are strongly affected by procedural fairness information when
they do not know whether the anthority can be trusted. When people subject to
authority are uncertain about the authority’s trustworthiness they are more willing
to accept the outcomes the authority gives to them if those outcomes are allocated

The percentages of lottery tickets that participants believed that they should get relative to the
other participant and which they wrote down on the pieces of paper showed no significant effects of
manipulations. As in the other experiments to be presented here, the great majority of the participants
indicated that they should get 50% of the tickets (in this experiment, 130 of 138 participants did so;
the grand mean percentage was 50.3%). Similarly, and in correspondence with the other experiments
to be discussed in this chapter, the great majority of the participants who were allowed voice typed in
that they should receive 50% of tickets (in the current experiment 68 of 69 participants did so, and the
mean percentage was 50.7%). These findings are congruent with equity theory: Participants preferred
to divide outcomes equally between themselves and the other participant (who contributed an equal
amount of inputs and who hence deserved—according to equity theory—to receive the same amount
of outputs as the participants themselves).

3As in most experiments discussed in this chapter, research findings showed that participants judged
their procedure to be more fair following an opportunity to voice their opinions than following no such
opportunity. This suggests that the manipulation of procedural fairness was perceived as intended.
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Fig. 1. Mean outcome satisfaction judgments as a function of authority’s trustworthiness and
procedure (Van den Bos, Wilke, & Lind 1998, Experiment 2). Means are on 7-point scales with higher
values indicating more positive ratings of outcome satisfaction. (Van den Bos, K., Wilke, H. A. M., &
Lind, E. A. (1998). When do we need procedural fairness?: The role of trust in authority. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 75, 1449-1458. Copyright © 1998 by the American Psychological
Association. Adapted with permission).

by fair rather than unfair procedures. However, when people have been informed
about the authority’s trustworthiness—when their certainty about the authority is
strong—they make less use of procedural fairness information, so that fair process
effects on the outcome judgments are less evident for these people. In other words,
people seem much more likely to use fairness judgments as heuristic substitutes
for trust when they are uncertain about authority’s trustworthiness.

A careful inspection of Fig. 1 reveals that positive and negative trust in and of
themselves did not affect the mean level of outcome satisfaction very much. This
result might seem counterintuitive, but in the present context it is not unreasonable
that positive and negative trust should have little effect on outcome judgments.
Tyler et al., (1997; Tyler & DeGoey, 1996; Tyler & Lind, 1992), for example, have
shown that valenced trust is more important for attitudes and behaviors that have a
longer term horizon (e.g., willingness to comply) than variables such as (probably
immediate) outcome satisfaction. The trust certainty manipulation appears to have
been successful: The manipulation-check findings that were presented in the Van
den Bos, Wilke, and Lind (1998) article reveal that positive and negative trust infor-
mation did in fact affect trust perceptions as well as voluntary compliance with the
authority’s decisions. Our positive and negative trust information was therefore per-
ceived as intended and was successful at affecting some well-specified variables.
Most important for the present discussion, the findings summarized in Fig. I reveal
that it may sometimes be more valuable to focus on the distinction between known
versus unknown trust than on positive versus negative trust. Focusing on the cer-
tainty distinction yields insights into the psychology of social justice and trust that
previous research, which has focused on the valence distinction, has missed.

It should also be noted that similar effects of certainty about trust also can be
found in other settings: In a survey of parents who were interviewed about an
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organization that was responsible for their children’s day care, Van den Bos, Van
Schie, and Colenberg (in press) found that when respondents were uncertain about
the organization’s trustworthiness, their judgments of the organization’s reliability
were more strongly affected by their perceptions of the organization’s procedures
than were the judgments of respondents who had indicated that they had favorable
(and presumably more certain) information about the organization’s trustworthi-
ness. These results are in correspondence with those of the experiment presented
above and suggest that our line of reasoning also holds in domains quite different
from the psychology laboratory. Future research should investigate other domains
of social behavior and different operationalizations of trust to find out the gener-
alizability of these effects, but the findings just presented yield new insights into
the psychology of why fairness matters.

The findings discussed here provide a good example of one basic phenomenon
we want to focus on in this chapter: enhanced attention to, or use of, fairness
information under conditions of high uncertainty. In this instance, the study shows
that people care more about fairness, and especially procedural faimess, when
they are uncertain about whether they can trust authorities. Fairness matters less
when individuals are certain about authority’s trustworthiness. Interestingly, we
have seen that, as predicted, fairness matters less both when people know that the
authority can be trusted and when they know that the authority cannot be trusted. In
accordance with the line of reasoning presented here, this illustrates the important
role certainty and uncertainty play in determining when fairness matters to people:
When people are uncertain about whether they can trust authorities faimess matters
more than when they are certain that the authority either can or cannot be trusted. In
short, we found the predicted moderation of fairness effects when the uncertainty
concerned an important issue in the social context—the trustworthiness of an
authority. In the studies we describe next, we present further evidence for the role
of uncertainty in the why of fairness judgments.

B. UNCERTAINTY FOLLOWING REMINDERS OF DEATH

The experiments by Van den Bos, Wilke, and Lind (1998) focused on the
cognitive process that leads people to use fairness less when they have been
made more certain—relative to, for example, their situation at the beginning of
an experiment—about an authority’s trustworthiness. Van den Bos and Miedema
(2000) took this idea one step further by hypothesizing that people are more af-
fected by variations in fairness when they are asked to think about things that make
them feel uncertain. These authors tried to show that this would substantially ad-
vance insights into why fairness matters to people. More specifically, Van den Bos
and Miedema focused on a very important antecedent of feelings of uncertainty
(cf. McGregor et al., 2001), people’s fear of death. In doing so, these authors used
terror management theory to derive their hypotheses.
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According to terror management theory (for overviews, see, Greenberg,
Solomon, & Pyszczynski, 1997; Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & Solomon, 1999;
Solomon, Greenberg, & Pyszczynski, 1991), the fear of death is rooted in an
instinet for self-preservation that humans share with other species. Although hu-
man beings share this instinct with other species, only humans are aware that death
is inevitable. This combination of an instinctive drive for self-preservation with an
awareness of the inevitability of death creates the potential for paralyzing terror.
Terror management theory posits that this potential for terror is managed by a cul-
tural anxiety buffer, a social psychological structure consisting of things like one’s
worldview and self-esteem. To the extent that this buffer provides protection against
death concerns, reminding individuals of their death should increase their need for
that buffer. Thus, reminders of death should increase the need for the protection
provided by the buffer and therefore lead to strong negative evaluations of people
whose behaviors and beliefs threaten on that worldview and lead to strong positive
evaluations of those whose behaviors and beliefs uphold or provide an opportunity
to reconstruct the worldview. (For more extensive discussion of terror management
theory, see Greenberg et al., 1997; Pyszczynski et al., 1999; Solomon et al., 1991.)

On the basis of terror management theory, Van den Bos and Miedema (2000)
argued that participants who are asked to think about their mortality would react
more negatively toward violation of norms and more positively toward things that
uphold or bolster cultural norms and values. It is reasonable to assume that most
people judge unfair procedures to be in violation with cultural norms and values
and think of fair procedures as being in correspondence with norms and values
of good behavior and conduct (Lind & Tyler, 1988). Van den Bos and Miedema,
therefore, predicted that participants would show stronger fair process effects in
mortality salient conditions than in mortality nonsalient conditions.

Van den Bos and Miedema (2000) describe three experiments, but we discuss
only the first experiment. In this experiment, the same experimental paradigm was
used as in the experiment discussed above (Van den Bos, Wilke, & Lind, 1998,
Experiment 2), with the exceptions described later. In the first part of the instruc-
tions, participants were informed that they would participate in the study with
another person, referred to as “Other.” The participants were told that after the
work round the experimenter would divide some lottery tickets between them
and the other participant. After the work round, participants were told how many
tasks they had completed in the work round, and—to ensure that participants com-
pared themselves to Other—the participants were told that Other had completed
an equivalent number of tasks.

After this, the participants were told that before the experimenter divided the
lottery tickets between them and Other, they would be asked to answer some ques-
tions supposedly unrelated to the experiment and that after they had completed
these questions, the experiment would continue. Mortality salience was then ma-
nipulated. As in most previous terror management studies, the mortality salient
condition was induced by having participants respond to two open-ended questions
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concerning their thoughts and feelings about their death: (1) “Please briefly de-
scribe the emotions that the thought of your death arouses in you”; and (2) “Please
write down, as specifically as you can, what you think will happen to you as you
physically die.” After this, these participants were told that by pushing the return
button on the keyboard the study would continue. Participants in the mortality non-
salient condition were not asked to write something down; a manipulation which
is in correspondence with previous terror management studies (e.g., Greenberg
et al., 1990, Study 1; Rosenblatt, Greenberg, Solomon, & Pyszczynski, 1989,
Studies 1-5).

The procedure was then manipulated. In the voice condition, the experimenter
asked participants to type in their opinions about the percentage of tickets that
they should receive relative to Other. Participants in the no-voice condition were
informed that they would not be asked to type such an opinion. Dependent variables
and manipulation checks were then assessed. The main dependent variables were
participants’ positive affective reactions to the way they were treated (i.e., how
happy, content, and satisfied participants felt about the way they were treated).

As expected, a significant interaction between mortality salience and proce-
dure was found. Figure 2 graphs this effect. In the mortality nonsalient condition,
participants’ affective reactions were significantly more positive following an op-
portunity to voice their opinion than following no such opportunity, but this fair
process effect was stronger in the mortality salient condition. Findings of Exper-
iments 2 and 3 of Van den Bos and Miedema (2000) replicate and extend these
results (using other operationalizations of procedural fairness and ratings of affect).
Thus, as predicted, when people have been thinking about their own mortality they
react more strongly to perceived procedural fairness than when they have not been
thinking about this subject.

5 -

= Voice Procedure

0 No-Voice Procedure
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Salient Nonsalient
Mortality Salience

Fig. 2. Mean positive affective reactions toward treatment as a function of mortality salience
and procedure (Van den Bos & Miedema, 2000, Experiment 1). Means are on 7-point scales with
higher values indicating more positive reactions toward treatment. (Van den Bos, K., & Miedema, J.
(2000). Toward understanding why faimess matters: The influence of mortality salience on reactions
to procedural fairness. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 79, 355-366. Copyright © 2000
by the American Psychological Association. Adapted with permission).
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In the context of our current discussion, these findings provide evidence that
when people are reminded about aspects of their lives that make them feel un-
certain they are in greater need of fairness. This position is strengthened by the
results of research (Van den Bos, 2001¢) showing that reminding people about their
own mortality does indeed make them feel uncertain about themselves and that
these feelings of uncertainty explain how people react toward subsequent events.
McGregor et al. (2001) also found that mortality salience caused uncertainty-
related feelings. One of the Van den Bos (2001c) experiments was based on the
fact that there is good evidence that state self-esteem is an indicator of the extent
to which people are uncertain about themselves (see, e.g., Heatherton & Polivy,
1991). Therefore, state self-esteem measures were taken as indicators of perceived
uncertainty in the experiment, and it was predicted that these measures would re-
veal that participants’ state self-esteem was lower in mortality salient as opposed
to nonsalient conditions. Furthermore, it was hypothesized that state self-esteem
would mediate the relationship between manipulations of mortality salience and
fairness. The results indeed showed that reminding participants about their death
lowered their levels of state self-esteem and that state self-esteem mediated par-
ticipants’ reactions to subsequent variations in distributive fairness (participants
received an outcome that was equal to the outcome of a comparable other partici-
pant or that was worse than the outcome of the comparison other). These findings
lend further support to the hypothesis that mortality salience may lead people to
become more uncertain about themselves (as indicated by lower levels of state
self-esteem; see also McGregor et al., 2001) and hence react more strongly to
variations in fairness.

In additional research that supports and extends this line of thought, Miedema,
Van den Bos, and Vermunt (2000) recently collected data that show that people react
more strongly to variations in fairness when their self-image has been threatened
(by having them think of situations in which important aspects of their selves were
questioned by other people who are very important for them). The findings of
these studies show that reminding people of things that threaten their egos (e.g.,
being judged as not intelligent) leads to stronger procedural fairness effects than
does reminding people of events that do not threaten their egos (e.g., being judged
as intelligent). These results are in accordance with our suggestion that fairness
is more important for people when they are uncertain about important aspects of
their lives. It is now time, however, to move to a review of studies that provide
very direct evidence that uncertainty is a key antecedent of why fairness matters.
These studies are discussed in the next section.

C. UNCERTAINTY SALIENCE

Van den Bos (2001a) extended the studies described above by focusing explicitly
on uncertainty as a factor in people’s reactions to perceived fairness. The findings
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by Van den Bos and Miedema (2000); Van den Bos, 2001c; Miedema, Van den
Bos, & Vermunt, 2000) suggest that when people are reminded of aspects of their
lives that lead them to feel uncertain they will react more strongly to variations
in fairmess. An interesting and potentially important implication of this is that
fairness matters especially to people when their uncertainties have been made
salient. However, in the Van den Bos and Miedema studies the implication is
just that: an implication. The studies showed that mortality salience, which was
presumed to increase feelings of uncertainty, is a moderator of fair process effects,
but the Van den Bos and Miedema research presented no direct evidence of the
importance of uncertainty salience for people’s reactions to perceived fairness.

Van den Bos (2001a) conducted three experiments. Each experiment provides
evidence that uncertainty salience itself is an important determinant of people’s re-
actions to perceived fairness. We discuss here only the first experiment in the series.
In this experiment, the same setup was used as in Van den Bos and Miedema (2000,
Experiment 1). Instead of a mortality salience manipulation, however, uncertainty
salience was manipulated directly. Participants in the uncertainty salient condition
were asked two questions that solicited participants’ thoughts and feelings of their
being uncertain: (1) “Please briefly describe the emotions that the thought of your
being uncertain arouses in you”; and (2) “Please write down, as specifically as
you can, what you think physically will happen to you as you feel uncertain.”*
Participants in the uncertainty nonsalient condition were asked two questions that
were similar in format, but did not remind participants of their uncertainties (see
Van den Bos, 2001a): (1) “Please briefly describe the emotions that the thought
of you watching TV arouses in you”; and (2) “Please write down, as specifically
as you can, what you think physically will happen to you as you watch TV.” As
in Van den Bos and Miedema (2000, Experiment 1), the fairness manipulation
varied whether participants received an opportunity to voice their opinions about
the percentage of tickets that they should receive relative to the other participant.
The main dependent variables were participants’ negative affective reactions to
their treatment in the experiment (i.e., how disappointed and sad participants felt
about the way they were treated).

Following the line of reasoning we are advancing in this chapter, participants’
reactions should be influenced more strongly by perceived fairness in the uncer-
tainty salient conditions than in the nonsalient conditions. In fact, this prediction
was supported by a significant interaction between uncertainty salience (salient vs
nonsalient) and procedure (voice vs no voice). Figure 3 diagrams this effect. As
expected, the effect of the procedural fairness manipulation was stronger in the
uncertainty salient condition than in the nonsalient condition.

“Two Jjudges coded whether the answers that participants wrote down had anything to do with
death. As in the experiments by Miedema, Van den Bos, and Vermunt (2000), the judges agreed that
answers had nothing to do with death. Thus, as expected, death-related thoughts cannot explain the
findings reported in Van den Bos (2001a) and Miedema et al. (2000).
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Fig.3. Mean negative affective reactions toward treatmentas a function of uncertainty salience and
procedure (Van den Bos, 20013, Experiment 1). Means are on 7-point scales with higher values indicat-
ing more negative reactions toward treatment. (Van den Bos, K. (2001a). Uncertainty management: The
influence of uncertainty salience on reactions to perceived procedural fairness. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 80, 931-941. Copyright © 2001 by the American Psychological Association.
Adapted with permission.)

Findings of Experiments 2 and 3 of Van den Bos (20012) replicate and extend
these results (using other operationalizations of uncertainty salience, procedural
fairness, and ratings of affect).” Thus, data from three experiments show that uncer-
tainty salience influences reactions to perceived fairness: Asking people to think
about their uncertainties leads to stronger effects of perceived fairness on affective
reactions to treatment. These findings reveal that fairness matters more to peo-
ple when they focus on uncertain aspects of their lives. Thus, these findings tell
us something that is very fundamental to the point we are trying to make in this
section: Faimess has particularly strong effects for people when they have been
thinking about issues that are related to their uncertainties. This in turn suggests a
novel answer to the question posed earlier about why fairness matters so much to
people: It may well be the case that faimess is attended to and fair situations are
sought out because fairness may provide protection against things people are un-
certain about and/or because it makes uncertainty more tolerable. In other words,
fairness is important for people because they use fairness judgments in processes
of managing uncertainty.

D. OTHER STUDIES

The findings reviewed above are important because they suggest that fairness
matters to people because fairness judgments give them an opportunity to manage

5 the nonsalient condition of Van den Bos (2001a, Experiment 1), the fair process effect did not
reach conventional levels of significance, F(1,73) = 2.30, p < .07 (one-tailed). However, in a follow-
up experiment (Van den Bos, 2001a, Experiment 3), statistically significant effects were found in the
nonsalient condition on positive affective reactions toward treatment, F(1, 156) = 45.54, p < .001
(one-tailed).

mVoice Procedure
1 No-Voice Procedure
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their uncertainty about important life events or issues. A study related to this
proposition is reported by See (2000). She argued that in many public policy
contexts people have insufficient knowledge to know which policy they should
support. See proposed that fairness matters more when people feel they have
insufficient topical knowledge or information about subject matters important in
the issue they face. This led her to predict that fairness judgments would have
greater impact on public policy attitudes for individuals who have low subject
matter knowledge than for those with high knowledge. In a study of acceptance of
new environmental regulation policy, See hypothesized that those who felt they had
low knowledge about environmental issues would rely heavily on their perceptions
of the fairness of the policy-making body in deciding policy acceptance, whereas
fairness would have little or no effect on those who felt they had high knowledge
about these issues. See’s survey data showed that respondents with low knowledge
of environmental matters based their support for a proposed environmental policy
in North Carolina on their perceptions of procedural fairness and that individuals
with high knowledge were not influenced by perceptions of procedural fairness,
relying more on their own subject matter knowledge when evaluating the policy
issue. In correspondence with the studies described above, the See study shows
that fairness matters more under conditions of information uncertainty.

Quite a number of organizational studies have shown strong faimess effects
associated with changes in corporate practices, policies, or structure—changes
that are likely to provoke considerable uncertainty about what one’s work life will
be like in the future. The use of fair process has been found to be associated with
acceptance of innovations such as the use of new information or control systems
(Eddy, Stone, & Stone-Romero, 1999; Kidwell & Bennett, 1994), the introduction
of new management structures (Kirkman, Shapiro, Novelli, & Brett, in press), the
institution of smoking bans (Greenberg, 1994), and other significant changes in
working policies or conditions (Daly & Geyer, 1994; Parker, Bales, & Christensen,
1997). Conceptually similar findings are seen in the results of studies by Brockner
and his colleagues (Brockner, Grover, Reed, DeWitt, & O’Malley, 1987; Brockner,
Konovsky, Cooper-Schneider, Folger, Martin, & Bies, 1994; for a review, see
Brockner & Greenberg, 1990) which show strong justice effects in the context of
layoffs, a situation that perhaps raises the greatest uncertainty in organizational
contexts. None of these studies have compared the effects of fair treatment at these
times to those at more normal (and less uncertain) periods in the life of the worker
and the organization, but some organizational scholars (e.g., Cobb, Wooten, &
Folger, 1995; Kim & Mauborgne, 1997) have suggested that faimess is especially
important when there is turmoil and uncertainty in the workplace.

There is, however, one very recent study that shows stronger faimess effects
at times of uncertainty than during more normal work times. Lind et al. (2000)
studied the behavior of terminated workers as a function of the fairness of their
treatment at termination and their treatment during the course of employment. The
line of reasoning we are advancing here suggests that, notwithstanding the fact
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that treatment at termination involves a much more limited “sample” of treatment
experiences than does treatment over the whole course of employment, treatment
at termination will be a more powerful determinant of posttermination attitudes
and behaviors. This is because, as we noted above, uncertainty is probably at
its greatest during layoffs or firings. Lind et al. found much stronger impact of
the fairness of treatment at termination on subsequent behavior—in this case the
filing of wrongful termination claims—findings that are quite congruent with our
uncertainty hypothesis.

Similar findings are seen in nonorganizational contexts. Van den Bos, Bruins,
Wilke, and Dronkert (1999) found that people appear to use perceptions of pro-
cedural unfairness to ward off potential threats to themselves (see also Gilliland,
1994). Hafer (2000) has shown, using a Stroop color-naming task, that people
react to personal threat by attending to justice beliefs, and these results, we argue,
corroborate the hypothesized psychological processes. (We return to this point
under Section VII, where we discuss the relationship between our model and other
fairness theories.) All of these findings converge on the same basic proposition:
Interest in fairess increases substantially in the presence of any number of factors
that increase uncertainty about one’s physical or social context.

The question of why fairness matters to people is a challenging one that has
fascinated and puzzled philosophers and social theorists for centuries. In the current
section, we have shown that people seem to make the greatest use of fairness
information when they are faced with uncertainty, and we have argued that faimess
is sought in this situation precisely because it provides a way to manage uncertainty.
As we discuss in greater detail later, when a person feels that things are fair,
uncertainty is less vexing. In the next two sections we try to show that uncertainty
also is important in the process of forming fairness judgments.

V. Uncertainty and the How of Fairness Judgments, Part 1:
Information Uncertainty Leads to Substitution Processes

In the next several sections of the chapter we argue that not only does uncertainty
stimulate an interest in fairness, but it also drives some specific cognitive processes
in the construction of fairness judgments. To put it differently: Uncertainty is im-
portant not only for why fairness matters (as was discussed in the previous section),
but also for how fairness judgments are formed. Our approach here is driven by the
literature on human judgment under uncertainty (e.g., Kahneman et al., 1982) and
by the functional approach to the cognitive dynamics of fairness that characterizes
our earlier work on fairness heuristic theory (e.g., Lind, 2001; Van den Bos, 2001b;
Van den Bos et al., 2001). We predict here that the way people form fairness judg-
ments works in service of the use of these judgments to manage uncertainty, and,
as we note later, we find empirical support for this prediction.
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If we want to understand what people judge to be fair we have to consider how
uncertainty-related issues affect the fairness judgment process. In the current sec-
tion, we argue that in the process of forming faimess judgments, people tend to
Took first for fairness information that is most relevant in the particular situation
in which they find themselves. However, it is not uncommon that people lack in-
formation about the most relevant fairness issues. We describe research findings
that show that in these information-uncertain situations people start using other
information—as heuristic substitutes—to assess what is fair. We have labeled this
effect the fairess substitutability effect. People substitute one type of faimess
information for another, we suggest, to avoid uncertainty about whether they are
being treated fairly. It would make little sense, after all, to use fairness as a way
to manage uncertainty (cf. the previous section) unless there was a ready psycho-
logical solution to the problem of uncertainty about fairness. We show that the
substitutability effect gives unigue insights into how people form judgments of
outcome and procedural fairness under conditions of information uncertainty.

A. SUBSTITUTABILITY EFFECTS ON OUTCOME
FAIRNESS JUDGMENTS

In a 1997 article with Rigl Vermunt and Henk Wilke, we set out to try to
investigate how judgments of outcome fairness are formed (Van den Bos, Lind,
et al., 1997). Probably the most well-known and the most widely accepted answer
to the question of how people decide whether their outcome is fair or unfair has
been provided by equity theory (e.g., Adams, 1965; Walster, Berscheid, & Walster,
1973; Walster, Walster, & Berscheid, 1978). In essence, equity theory proposes
that people judge an outcome as fair when their own outcome-to-input ratio equals
some comparative or referent outcome-to-input ratio. This process is often driven
by social comparison with others’ outcomes and inputs such that people judge their
outcome as fair when the ratio of their own inputs and outcomes equals the ratio =
of inputs and outcomes of comparison others (Messick & Sentis, 1983). Equity
theory and other related conceptions of justice—such as relative deprivation the-
ory (Crosby, 1976; Stouffer, Suchman, DeVinney, Star, & Williams, 1949) and
the distributive justice conceptions of Blau (1964), Deutsch (1975, 1985), and
Homans (1961)—all emphasize the importance of social comparison information
in the process of evaluating outcomes. As Messick and Sentis (1983) note, a central
theme in the literature on outcome fairness is that the comparison of a person’s
outcome with those of comparison others influences the person’s beliefs about the
fairness or justice of his or her own outcome.

Equity theory has received wide support in social and organizational studies.
In fact, some articles in the 1976 volume of the Advances in Experimental Social
Psychology even went so far as to argue that equity ratings are the most important
type of fairness judgment (see Berkowitz & Walster, 1976). Thus, equity theory has
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¥ influential. But as we noted in the 1997 article, one of its basic proposi-
hat in order to judge whether an outcome is fair, people have to know what
»s comparison others have received. The Van den Bos, Lind, et al. (1997)
egan by asking whether people always know the outcomes of others, as
sorizing on equity theory assumes they do (for overviews, see Adams,
[essick & Sentis, 1983; Walster et al., 1973, 1978). We argued that they
1y do not. For instance, in everyday life we often do not know the salaries
.ople with whom we work, and even if we do, we may not have a good idea
contributions. If, as we believe, social comparison information about out-
-equently is not available, then in everyday life the issue of how people form
1ts of outcome fairness is more complicated than equity theory suggests.
r this reasoning led us to predict substitutability effects in the fairness
1t process. We proposed that when information about outcomes of others
railable, people would start using other fairness-relevant information that
wble. But what information is available? We suggested that procedural
tion is frequently present, even in situations where others’ outcomes or
tions are unknown. Thus, in many situations people may turn to the fairness
dures to determine how to judge their outcome, using procedural fairness as
-ic substitute to judge the fairness of their outcome. Therefore, in situations
person only knows his or her own outcome but not other equity-relevant
tion, we predicted a fair process effect: People would judge their outcome
yre fair following a fair rather than an unfair procedure.
sver, we also reasoned that when a person does have enough information to
equity judgment-—when, for example, information is available about the
> of a comparable other person-—the person making the fairness judgment
this social comparison information as a basis for forming outcome fairness
ats. Therefore, we expected less strong fair process effects in situations
person knows what outcome the referent other received. When people
ial comparison information about outcomes there would be less need for
ral fairness to serve as a heuristic substitute in the process of forming
ats of outcome fairness.
esults of two studies, one scenario experiment and one experiential ex-
t, corroborated our line of reasoning. In the present chapter, we discuss
+ second experiment. In it, we used the same paradigm as in the Van den
Micdema (2000) study described earlier in the chapter. After participants
apleted the work round, they were told how many tasks they had com-
1 the work round, and-—to ensure that participants felt they could compare
wributions to those of the Other-—the participants were told that Other had
ed an equivalent number of tasks.
this, our experimental manipulations were induced. First, the procedure
nipulated. In the voice condition, the experimenter asked participants (o
their opinions about the percentage of tickets that they should receive
to Other. Participants in the no-voice condition were informed that they
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would not be asked to type such an opinion. The participants then received three
lottery tickets. This was followed by the manipulation of the outcome of the other
participant. In the Other-better condition, the participant was informed that Other
received five tickets. In the Other-worse condition, participants were informed
that Other received one ticket. In the Other-equal condition, participants were
told that Other received three tickets. In the Other-unknown condition, partici-
pants were told nothing about the number of tickets Other received. After this,
we assessed how fair participants considered the three lottery tickets that they
received.

First of all, it should be noted that participants who received an equal number of
lottery tickets judged their outcome to be more fair than participants who received
more tickets than the other participant and also to be more fair than participants
who received fewer tickets than the other participant. In addition, we found that
the outcome faimess judgments of participants who received more tickets did not
differ from judgments of participants who received fewer tickets. These findings
are congruent with equity theory. More interesting, in the context of the current dis-
cussion, is the fact that participants’ judgments of outcome fairness also showed
a significant interaction effect between procedure and the outcome of the other
participant. Figure 4 shows this effect. In accordance with our predictions, partic-
ipants who did not know the outcome of the other participant judged their own
outcome to be significantly more fair when they had received an opportunity to
voice their opinion than when they received no such opportunity. Furthermore, in
the conditions in which participants knew the outcome of the other participant,
judgments did not differ significantly as a function of whether participants were
or were not allowed a voice in the outcome award process.

= Voice Procedure
0 No-Voice Procedure

N

Unknown Better Worse Equal

Outcome of Other Participant

Fig. 4. Mean outcome fairness judgments as a function of outcome of other participant and pro-
cedure (Van den Bos, Lind, Vermunt, & Wilke, 1997, Experiment 2). Means are on 7-point scales
with higher values indicating more positive ratings of outcome fairness. (Van den Bos, K., Lind, E. A.,
Vermunt, R., & Wilke, H. A. M. (1997). How do I judge my outcome when I do not know the outcome
of others? The psychology of the fair process effect. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 72,
1034--1046. Copyright © 1997 by the American Psychological Association. Adapted with permission).
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These findings strongly support our line of reasoning: When people are un-
certain about outcomes of social comparison others they indeed use procedural
fairness—as a heuristic substitute—to assess how to react to their own outcome
(vielding fair process effects on people’s judgments of outcome fairness). But peo-
ple rely less on procedural information when they are certain about the outcome
received by comparison others (resulting in nonsignificant fair process effects).
This shows that, to understand the fairness judgment process, it is important to
take into account conditions of information certainty or uncertainty. The findings
also show an important limitation of equity theory: Equity theory describes what
inforration people need to judge their outcome as fair or unfair, but it does not
deal with the issue of what happens when important information is missing. The
results of Van den Bos, Lind, et al. (1997) suggest that classifying information
conditions is an important precondition before we as scientists and practition-
ers can say whether the processes proposed by equity theory are operating (Van
den Bos, 2001b). More generally, the findings suggest that fairness judgments are
formed in quite different ways depending on whether people are uncertain about
the most relevant fairness information (in the case of outcome fairness judgments:
information about inputs and outcomes of self and one or more comparison others;
cf. Messick & Sentis, 1983).

In a later article (Van den Bos, Wilke, Lind, & Vermunt, 1998) we expanded
on these findings and argued that the substitutability process occurs not just when
perceivers lack strong social comparison information of the sort present in the
other-outcome-known conditions of the Van den Bos, Lind, et al. (1997) studies. In
other situations where itis reasonable to suppose that perceivers are uncertain about
important elements needed to judge outcome fairness, they rely more strongly on
procedural information in the process of judging outcome fairness, and hence their
outcome fairness judgments are more strongly affected by procedural information.

In the Van den Bos, Wilke, Lind, and Vermunt (1998) article, we tested this
line of reasoning by comparing the strength of procedural effects in the presence
of social comparison-based versus expectation-based information. In the second
study presented in the article, all participants received three lottery tickets, and this
outcome was manipulated to be better than expected (participants had expected to
receive one ticket), worse than expected (five tickets had been expected), equal to
the outcome of a comparison other (Other received three tickets), better than the
outcome of the comparison other (Other received one ticket), or worse than the
outcome of the comparison other (Other received five tickets). The second inde-
pendent variable was the presence or absence of an opportunity to voice an opinion
(cf. Van den Bos, Lind, et al., 1997). The primary dependent variables included
participants’ outcome fairness judgments.

There is evidence that expectation-based reference points may be sufficiently
weak or ambiguous that fair process effects will occur (e.g., Austin, McGinn, &
Susmilch, 1980: Blau, 1964). On the basis of this, we argued that knowing that your
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outcome is equal to, better than, or worse than the outcome of a comparison other
provides more relevant information and a more diagnostic reference point regard-
ing how to respond to your outcome than knowing only that your outcome is better
or worse than expected. Following the fairness substitutability proposition, this
implies that people who receive an outcome that is better or worse than expected
will use other information—such as procedural information—more than people
who receive an outcome that they know is equal, better, or worse than that of the
comparison other. Therefore, we predicted an interaction between procedure and
outcome such that outcome fairness judgments would show strong effects of pro-
cedural fairness when outcomes were better or worse than expected, whereas less
strong fair process effects would appear when outcomes were equal to, better than,
or worse than the outcome of a comparison other. The findings were supportive of
this prediction (for details, see Van den Bos, Wilke, Lind, & Vermunt, 1998).

Skitka (in press) has replicated the Van den Bos, Lind, et al. (1997) findings
using different operationalizations of outcome certainty. In the Van den Bos, Lind,
et al. experiments, certainty about outcome fairness was manipulated by giving
participants either complete or incomplete information about social comparison-
based equity. Skitka has found comparable effects by making a distinction be-
tween situations in which people have a very clear a priori sense of fair outcomes
(a moral mandate) and situations in which they do not have a strong moral man-
date. Her findings showed stronger effects of procedure on outcome evaluations
among respondents who had no clear a priori sense of which outcomes were fair
or unfair than among those who did have strong moral mandates.

B. SUBSTITUTABILITY EFFECTS ON PROCEDURAL
FAIRNESS JUDGMENTS

Extending on the findings reviewed above, Van den Bos (1999) investigated
whether the substitutability effect could shed new light on the question of how
judgments of procedural fairness are formed. In contrast to the studies discussed
in the previous paragraphs, Van den Bos focused on the reverse effect: the positive
effect of perceived outcome fairness on fairness judgments of procedure—what
might be termed a fair outcome effect. Van den Bos predicted and found a fair
outcome effect that was patterned in such a way as to show that there are impor-
tant psychological implications of making a distinction between what was called
explicit and implicit no-voice conditions.

This distinction requires some additional explanation. Following Folger’s early
research (e.g., Folger, 1977; Folger et al., 1979), studies on procedural justice have
frequently investigated how people react to being allowed an opportunity to voice
their opinion versus not being allowed such an opportunity. This is now probably
the most used manipulation of procedural justice (e.g., Brockner et al., 199§;
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Lind et al., 1990; Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler & Lind, 1992; Tyler, Rasinski, &
Spodick, 1985; Van den Bos, Vermunt, & Wilke, 1996).

The Van den Bos (1999) article sought to make a distinction between two types of
no-voice procedures that exist in everyday life and that have been used in previous
research studies. One type of no-voice procedure has been used in studies by
Folger (1977) and Lind et al. (1990). In both these studies, only participants who
ultimately were allowed voice were informed about a possibility that participants
could have an opportunity to voice their opinion about an important decision the
experimenter was going to make. After being told that voice was possible, these
participants were informed that they would in fact have an opportunity to exer-
cise voice. Participants in the no-voice condition were not informed about the
possible voice opportunity and hence were not allowed a voice only implicitly. In
the Van den Bos (1999) article this was labeled as an implicit no-voice procedure.
In other research a different type of no-voice procedure was used (e.g., Brockner
et al., 1998, Study 5; Hunton, Hall, & Price, 1998: Van den Bos, Lind, et al., 1997;
Van den Bos et al., 1996; Van den Bos, Wilke, & Lind, 1998; Van den Bos, Wilke,
Lind, & Vermunt, 1998): In these studies participants in both the voice and no-
voice conditions were informed that there was a possibility that participants could
get an opportunity to voice their opinion about a decision the experimenter was
going to make. Participants in the voice conditions were then told that they would
receive voice, whereas participants in the no-voice conditions were informed that
they would receive no opportunity to voice their opinion. This latter procedure was
called an explicit no-voice procedure.

Previous research had made no distinction between implicit and explicit no
voice, and in previous articles (including our own articles) these two types of no-
voice procedures had been treated as if they were one and the same thing. The Van
den Bos (1999) article tried to show, however, that making this distinction is not
only methodologically important but that it also may help to further insights into
how people form judgments of procedural fairness. On the basis of the substitutabil-
ity proposition, Van den Bos argued that when information about procedure is not
available (as in the case of implicit no-voice procedures), people will be uncertain
as to how they should judge the procedure, and they therefore will use the fairness of
their outcome to assess how to respond to the procedure. As a result, the procedural
fairness judgments of these people were expected to show strong effects for the
fairness of the outcome. However, persons who are explicitly denied voice have ex-
plicit information about procedure and hence have less need to rely on outcome in-
formation, yielding weaker fair outcome effects on procedural fairness judgments.

The second study in the Van den Bos (1999) article was an experiment that
was comparable to those reviewed above. In the voice condition, the experimenter
asked participants to type in their opinion about the percentage of tickets that they
should receive relative to the other participant. Participants in the explicit no-voice
condition were informed that they would not be asked to type their opinion about
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the percentage of tickets that they should receive relative to the other participant. In
the implicit no-voice condition, participants received no information about voice
or no-voice procedures (and hence implicitly received no voice opportunity). After
this, participants received three lottery tickets, and they were told that the other
participant received either three tickets (Other equal condition) or five tickets
(Other better condition). The main dependent variable, for our purposes here, was
the participants’ procedural faimess judgments.

Participants’ procedural fairness judgments showed significant effects for pro-
cedure, outcome, and the interaction between procedure and outcome. The main
effect of procedure revealed that perceptions of procedural fairess were most pos-
itive when participants had received voice, moderately positive when participants
implicitly had received no voice, and least positive when participants explicitly
had received no voice. The main effect of outcome indicated that participants who
received an outcome that was equal to the other participant’s outcome judged the
procedure to be more fair than participants who received an outcome that was
worse than the other participant’s outcome. More interestingly, the interaction ef-
fect qualified these effects. Figure 5 shows the interaction effect. As expected, there
were strong, significant fair outcome effects on participants’ procedural fairness
judgments in the implicit no-voice condition, revealing that participants judged
their procedure to be more fair when their outcome was equal to rather than worse
than the outcome of the other participant. In the explicit no-voice and the voice
conditions, weaker, nonsignificant effects of outcome were found, indicating that
in those conditions procedural fairness judgments did not differ as a function of
the other participant’s outcome.

These findings show that it is important to make a distinction between im-
plicit and explicit no-voice procedures because these two variations of no-voice

mQutcome of Other Participant Equal
1 o Outcome of Other Participant Better

Implicit No Voice Explicit No Voice Voice

Procedure

Fig.5. Mean procedural fairness judgments as a function of procedure and outcome of other par-
ticipant (Van den Bos, 1999, Experiment 2). Means are on 7-point scales with higher values indicating
more positive ratings of procedural fairness. (Van den Bos, K. (1999). What are we talking about when
we talk about no-voice procedures? On the psychology of the fair outcome effect. Journal of Experi-
mental Social Psychology, 35, 560-577. Copyright © 1999 by Academic Press, an imprint of Elsevier
Science. Adapted with permission).
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manipulations invoke quite different fairness judgment processes. When infor-
mation about procedure is not available—as is the case in the implicit no-voice
conditions—people may find it difficult to decide how they should judge the proce-
dure. Under such conditions of uncertainty about procedural information, people
will use the fairness of their outcome, as a heuristic substitute, to determine how to
respond to the procedure. As a result, the procedural fairness judgments of these
people show strong fair outcome effects. However, under conditions of greater
certainty about procedural fairness (such as when individuals explicitly have been
denied voice or have received voice), people have less need to rely on outcome
information, yielding weaker fair outcome effects on their procedural fairness
judgments. This suggests that uncertainty about procedural information is a key
moderator of how procedural fairmess judgments are formed. .

Now that Van den Bos (1999) has identified that important differences within
no-voice procedures exist, future research might do well to focus on other rules of
procedural justice and consider how fairness reactions to these rules might differ
depending on whether the rule is explicitly orimplicitly violated. Leventhal (1980),
for example, suggests that procedural justice involves such qualities as lack of bias,
representation, correctability, consistency, and other qualities. It is interesting to
note here that there is some evidence suggesting that when information about
biased procedures is absent (as opposed to present) people rely more on outcome
information (Daly & Tripp, 1996). Van den Bos and Lind (2001) found that there are
conditions under which the substitutability process works across people and justice
dimensions in that information about another person’s fair or unfair treatment may
have more impact if one does not yet know whether one’s own treatment will be
fair. Although not cast in certainty about procedural fairness terms, the results of
research by Bobocel, Son Hing, Davey, Stanley, and Zanna (1998) indicate that
prior values and beliefs associated with fair treatment can have an important impact
on policy preferences.

In the studies that we discussed earlier in this section, the effects of informa-
tion about a procedure on outcome fairness judgments were explored (Van den
Bos, Lind, et al., 1997; Van den Bos, Wilke, Lind, & Vermunt, 1998). In most
of these fair process studies, we focused on the characteristics, or the absence,
of outcome information and on the possibility of procedural fairness acting as a
heuristic substitute under conditions of uncertainty about outcome information.
The studies by Van den Bos (1999), Daly and Tripp (1996), and others expand the
line of reasoning to the reverse effect: the influence of outcome information on
procedural fairness judgments. Collectively, all these studies show that informa-
tion about either type of fairness—outcome or procedural—can act as a substitute
for missing information about the other. In each case, people are substituting one
type of fairness information for another when the more relevant information is
not available. This suggests a second way that uncertainty impacts the psychol-
ogy of fairness judgments. When people are forming fairness judgments they are
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involved in a special type of uncertainty management: They are trying to resolve the
uncertainties they encounter in the fairness judgment process. What is especially
interesting about the findings presented here is that they show that information
uncertainty internal to the fairness judgment process leads to strong faimess sub-
stitutability effects on fairness judgments. Future research might profitably explore
the hypothesis that greater substitutability effects are expected in situations that
generate general uncertainty external to the fairness judgment process (such as
situations that induce uncertainty salience; cf. Van den Bos, 2001a). In the next
section, we argue that—in addition to substitutability effects—another important
consequence of the use of faimess judgments for uncertainty management is that
it may lead to primacy effects in the construction of faimess judgments.

VI Uncertainty and the How of Fairness Judgments, Part 2:
Uncertainty Leads to Primacy Effects

Conditions of uncertainty foster anchoring effects (e.g., Tversky & Kahneman,
1974), and Van den Bos, Vermunt, and Wilke (1997) took this fact as a starting
point to study anchoring effects, and particularly primacy effects, on procedurat
and distributive fairness judgments. Van den Bos, Vermunt, and Wilke argued
that because ceding authority to another person provides an opportunity for ex-
ploitation, people frequently feel uncertain about their relationship with authorities
whom they do not know or with whom they have not interacted before. The the-
oretical analysis put forward by these authors suggested that a key approach to
resolving this uncertainty is to refer to impressions of fairess to decide whether
the authority is trustworthy, will be neutral, and will accord one appropriate stand-
ing (cf. Tyler & Lind, 1992; Van den Bos, Wilke, & Lind, 1998). Van den Bos,
Vermunt, and Wilke (1997) argued that an implication of this cognitive process is
that the moment people enter this uncertain situation they start searching for in-
formation on which they can build fairness judgments. Furthermore, on the basis
of fairness heuristic theory (e.g., Lind, 1992), the authors argued that once people
have established faimess judgments, perceived fairness serves as a heuristic for
interpreting subsequent events. Therefore, they suggested, fairness judgments are
more strongly influenced by information that is available in an earlier stage of
interaction with the authority than by information that becomes available later.

Van den Bos, Vermunt, and Wilke (1997) were intrigued by frequently replicated
survey findings that show that procedural justice factors explain more variance in
fairness judgments than distributive justice factors (e.g., Folger & Konovsky, 1989;
Lind et al., 1993; Tyler & Caine, 1981, Studies 2 and 4; Tyler & Folger, 1980;
Tyler, Rasinski, & McGraw, 1985). In order to explain these survey findings, Van
den Bos, Vermunt, and Wilke explored whether the conditions in which people
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form judgments about procedural and distributive fairness might affect the impact
of each fairness dimension. Specifically, they focused on the order in which people
receive information about procedure and outcome.

If there is a typical order in which procedural and distributive fairness judgments
are formed, it is that in which people receive procedural information before they
receive outcome information. For instance, the manner in which a court trial is
conducted is typically known before the verdict is rendered. A second type of
situation, however, is also possible: People might learn of the outcome before they
receive information about the procedure that was followed. For example, suppose
a student takes a multiple-choice test. Two weeks later she is informed that she
has failed to pass the test, and only 2 months after this she receives information
that the professor graded only 10 of the 40 multiple-choice iters of her test.

Using this line of reasoning, Van den Bos, Vermunt, and Wilke (1997) argued
that when procedural information is available before outcome information be-
comes available, procedural information will affect people’s fairness judgments
more strongly than is the case if people receive procedural information after having
received outcome information. However, the same logic also suggests that outcome
information will affect fairness judgments more strongly when the outcome in-
formation comes first. In short, the information that comes first exerts a stronger
influence on faimess judgments than information that comes second.

To test these predictions, two studies were conducted; one scenario experiment
and one experiential experiment. Again, in the present chapter we discuss only the
last experiment because the design and the findings of the two studies were vir-
tually identical. In this experiment, participants were invited to the laboratory to
participate in a study on how people make estimations. In all conditions of the
experiment, participants received no information about the experimenter’s trust-
worthiness, neutrality, and so on, so all the participants were uncertain about the
authority they faced (cf. Van den Bos, Wilke, & Lind, 1998). The participants
were told that they would perform an estimation test consisting of 10 estimation
items. Furthermore, the participants were informed that at the end of the experi-
ment they would receive a bonus of 5 Dutch guilders if they succeeded in passing
the estimation test. After the participants had completed the estimation test, the
manipulations were induced.

In the condition where the participants were informed about the procedure be-
fore they received information about the outcome, they first received information
about the procedure that was used to assess the outcome of the estimation test: In
an accurate procedure condition, the participants were told that the experimenter
had graded all 10 estimation items to assess the outcome of the estimation test,
and in the inaccurate procedure condition, the participants were told that the ex-
perimenter had graded 1 of the 10 estimation items. After this, the participants
in this order condition were informed about the outcome of the estimation test:
In the favorable outcome condition, the experimenter informed the participants

B |




32 VAN DEN BOS AND LIND

that they had succeeded in passing the estimation test. In the unfavorable cutcome
condition, the participants were informed that they had not succeeded in passing
the estimation test.

In the condition where participants were informed about the outcome before
they received information about the procedure, they first received information
about the outcome of the estimation test: In the favorable outcome condition,
the experimenter informed the participants that they had succeeded in passing
the estimation test. In the unfavorable outcome condition, the participants were
informed that they had not succeeded in passing the estimation test. After this,
these participants were informed about the procedure used to assess the outcome
of the estimation test: In the accurate procedure condition, the participants were
informed that the experimenter had graded all 10 estimation items. In the inaccurate
procedure condition, the participants were informed that the experimenter had
graded 1 of the 10 estimation items.

Afterthis, participants were asked, among other things, how fair they considered
the procedure used to assess the outcome of the estimation test and how fair they
considered the outcome of the estimation test. These dependent variables were
strongly correlated and yielded similar results (see Van den Bos, Vermunt, & Wilke,
1997). Figure 6 shows the mean results, collapsed across judgments of procedural
and outcome fairness. The findings strongly supported predictions: Both proce-
dural and outcome fairness judgments were more strongly affected by the proce-
dure manipulation when procedural information was available first than when it
was available second, and both types of fairness judgments were more strongly af-
fected by the outcome manipulation when outcome information was presented first
than when it was presented second. These results suggest that the frequent finding

o Accurate Procedure
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Qutcome Outcome
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Fig. 6. Mean fairness judgments (collapsed across judgments of procedural fairness and outcome
fairness) as a function of procedure, outcome, and order of presentation (Van den Bos, Vermunt, &
Wilke, 1997, Experiment 2). Answers were given on 7-point scales with higher values indicating more
positive ratings of procedural faimess and outcome faimess. (Van den Bos, K., Vermunt, R., & Wilke,
H. A. M. (1997). Procedural and distributive justice: What is fair depends more on what comes first
than on what comes next. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 72, 95-104. Copyright @ 1997
by the American Psychological Association. Adapted with permission).
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that procedural information has an advantage in determining fairness judgments in
uncertain situations is a phenomenon that has to do with the timing of exposure to
procedure versus outcome information. Because people need fairness judgments
to guide their behavior in uncertain situations, early information has greater impact
than later information. Fairness judgments can be changed by later information,
but not as easily as is the case for early information (for more thorough discussion
of these processes, see Lind, 1994, 2001; Van den Bos, Vermunt, & Wilke, 1997).

Van den Bos, Vermunt, and Wilke (1997) showed that whichever type of justice
information, whether procedural or distributive, is encountered first in uncertain
situations sets the stage for the interpretation of later fairness information. These
early faimess judgments provide anchors that are at most only adjusted by later in-
formation, including later outcome information. Lind, Kray, and Thompson (2001)
have replicated and expanded these findings, showing that, within one type of fair-
ness judgments (procedural fairness), early fairness information has greater impact
than later fairness information. Van den Bos, Vermunt, and Wilke (1996) showed
that a procedural rule that is available at an early moment in time will affect people’s
fairness judgment process more strongly than procedural rules that become avail-
able at a later moment in time. Boles and Messick (1990) report results similar to
those of Van den Bos, Vermunt, and Wilke (1997) in research investigating whether
people accept unexpected payment in an ultimatum game when they have not yet
been informed about the allocation procedure versus when they have been informed
about the procedure. Steiner, Guirard, and Baccino (1999) have collected data that
provide corroborative evidence for the hypothesized psychological processes. That
is, these authors used an eye-tracker apparatus to collect eye movement data as
participants read procedural and outcome information in an experiment, and found,
among other things, greater reading of information that was presented first.

A common element in all these studies, we argue, is that uncertainty was held
constant at a reasonably high level,® and that the first fairness information encoun-
tered was accorded the greatest weight. This implies that people really seem to
feel the need to form fairness judgments when confronted with social or personal
uncertainty. This again suggests that an important element of the fairness judgment
process is uncertainty management: When they are forming fairness judgments,
as when they are using fairness judgments, people are busy attempting to manage
their feelings of uncertainty, and in doing so they seize on early information to
form fairness judgments.

It is well-established in the literature on decision making that conditions of
uncertainty foster anchoring effects (e.g., Tversky & Kahneman, 1974), and the
primacy findings that were reviewed here are an important example of one partic-
ular type of anchoring effect—assimilation—in the justice domain. Research by

®Future research should induce different conditions of general certainty and uncertainty and test
whether there are indeed stronger primacy effects under conditions of uncertainty.
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Van den Bos (in press) provides information on the conditions under which other
anchoring phenomena, such as contrast effects, can be found (see also Markovsky,
1988). Van den Bos (in press) focused on the psychology of the fair process effect.
Following Stapel and Koomen (2001), Van den Bos argued that when people have
received an outcome they usually assimilate their ratings of outcome fairness and
affect toward their experiences of procedural faimess. As a result, the ratings show
fair process effects. It is also possible, however, that when people have received
their outcome they compare and contrast this outcome to the procedure they ex-
perienced: Is the outcome better or worse than the procedure? A result of this
comparison process may be that contrast effects are found such that higher levels
of procedural fairness lead to more negative, not more positive, ratings of outcome
fairness and affect. But what determines whether outcome ratings are assimilated
or contrasted to perceptions of fair process? Van den Bos’s research findings sug-
gest that when comparison goals have been primed (cf. Stapel & Koomen, 2001),
contrast effects can be found: Fair procedures lead to more negative reactions than
unfair procedures (for details, see Van den Bos, in press). This suggests another
way in which anchoring phenomena may affect fairness evaluation processes. It
should be noted here that uncertainty was held constant at a reasonably high level
in the Van den Bos (in press) experiment, as in the other studies discussed in
this section. Future research should vary general uncertainty and show stronger
anchoring effects under conditions of uncertainty.

The findings presented in this section speak both to how fairness judgments are
formed and to why fairmess matters to people: Under conditions of uncertainty
people need faimess judgments more and hence anchoring effects can be expected
in the process of forming fairness and other judgments. In the next section, we
discuss and integrate the implications of the empirical work on the why and how
of fairness judgments that we have been reviewing in the previous sections.

VII. Uncertainty Management by Means of Fairness Judgments

In this chapter we have argued that the two most basic questions that the social
psychology of fairness should try to answer are (1) why do people care about fair-
ness? and (2) how are fairness judgments formed? In this section, we propose that
both the why and how of fairness Jjudgments are affected profoundly by processes
of uncertainty management. That is, fairness matters to people because it gives
them a way to manage their feelings of uncertainty. Furthermore, when they form
faimness judgments people are busy resolving uncertainties they encounter within
the fairness judgment process. We argue here that this suggests that much of the
psychology of fairness can be explained by explicitly referring to processes of un-
certainty management. Thus, we are proposing a model of uncertainty management
by means of faimess judgments.
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In this section, we discuss the implications of the research findings we have
reviewed for why and how people are in need for fairness judgments in an uncertain
world. We present important questions for future research and point out how we
think these questions could be answered. We formulate propositions concerning
the social psychology of justice and fairness and discuss future directions the field
may want to take. Finally, we discuss the implications of our model for the social
psychology of uncertainty management in general.

A. WHY PEOPLE NEED FAIRNESS IN AN UNCERTAIN WORLD

We began our discussion of the link between uncertainty and fairness with a set
of research findings that show that when people are uncertain whether an authority
can be trusted, they will rely heavily on their perceptions of procedural fairness,
yielding strong fair process effects. However, when people become certain that
the authority can or cannot be trusted, they appear to make less use of procedural
fairness information, yielding less strong fair process effects. The implication of
these findings is that when people move from uncertainty to certainty, they end up
using, and presumably needing, fairness less (Van den Bos, Wilke, & Lind, 1998).
We also described a number of studies that showed that people are affected more
by variations in fairness when they are reminded about things that make them feel
uncertain. The implication is that moving from relative certainty to uncertainty
makes fairness more important for people (Van den Bos, 2001a).

It is important to ask ourselves here whether our line of reasoning suggests
that concerns about uncertainty are the only reason, the most important reason, or
only one of several reasons that people care about fairness. This is an important
question, in part because if it turns out that the concern with fairness can indeed
be completely explained in terms of uncertainty, then we could see the entire field
of social fairness being reoriented. We think that uncertainty is, at the very least,
a very important element of the psychology of fairness because the findings that
we have reviewed here all suggest that people need fairness more when they are
uncertain about things that are important to them. In fact, in many of the studies
fairness effects were minimal in the certain conditions. We think it is reasonable to
conclude, therefore, that the findings reviewed in this chapter tell us something very
fundamental with regard to the psychology of social fairness: The findings show
that, across a wide variety of contexts, fairness is important for people because
they use fairness judgments in processes of managing uncertainty.

There is at least one line of research that appears, at first glance, to be at odds
with the position we are putting forward here by suggesting that people who feel
certain about themselves respond more strongly to variations in perceived fairness
than do those who do not feel certain about themselves. Brockner et al. (1998)
suggest that high self-esteem individuals are more affected by their perceived
level of voice than low self-esteem persons. However, the antecedents driving the




36 VAN DEN BOS AND LIND

phenomenon that Brockner et al. are investigating seem to be not uncertainty but
rather perceived competence to exercise voice. Most pertinent for the present pur-
poses, the fifth study in the Brockner et al. article consisted of an experimental
design in which procedure (voice vs no voice) and participants’ beliefs about their
capability to provide meaningful input (higher vs lower) were orthogonally manip-
ulated. The results of this study showed that procedure had a greater impact
on the satisfaction level of participants who were led to believe that they were
more capable of providing meaningful input. Contrast the Brockner et al. find-
ings with a recent study by Vermunt, Van Knippenberg, Van Knippenberg, and
Blaauw (2001). These authors operationalized self-esteem by means of a validated
self-report questionnaire (a stable social self-esteem version of the Heatherton &
Polivy, 1991, scales; for details, see Vermunt et al., 2001) and found that
procedural fairness information was more strongly related to the reactions of low
as opposed to high self-esteem respondents. These differential findings may be
caused by different operationalizations of self-esteem and fairness (for details, see
Brockner et al., 1998; Vermunt et al., 2001).

Future research should explore these, and other, operationalizations of the con-
cepts reviewed in the current chapter and investigated in the articles by Brockner
etal. (1998), Vermunt et al. (2001), and the studies reviewed here (e.g., Vanden Bos,
2001a). Future research should also study the relationships between uncertainty
and concepts such as self-esteem, confidence, and control. This will contribute ul-
timately to a more refined analysis of the relationship between perceived fairness,
uncertainty, and concepts and constructs related to uncertainty. It seems fair to say,
however, that at this moment there are relatively more studies that suggest that un-
certain persons tend to be more affected by variations in fairness (cf. Van den
Bos, 1999, 2001a, 2001c; Van den Bos, Lind, et al., 1997;Van den Bos, Wilke, &
Lind, 1998; Van den Bos & Miedema, 2000; Van den Bos, Wilke, Lind, & Vermunt,
1998; Vermuntet al., 2001; see also Skitka, in press, and Brockner, DeWitt, Grover,
& Reed, 1990) than there are studies that suggest that certain persons are more
affected by perceived fairness (cf. Brockner et al., 1998).

That the preponderance of studies show stronger faimess effects under uncer-
tainty than under certainty might arguably be due to the cultural milieu of the re-
search. That is—compared to Third World countries, for example—in our Western
world extreme levels of uncertainty are less common than are more moderate lev-
els. Maybe fairness is more important under conditions of moderate uncertainty as
opposed to extreme uncertainty, explaining why fairness is very important in our
Western world. There is, however, little evidence to support this view. It should be
noted, for example, that cross-cultural research on fairness typically does not find
strong differences between fairness effects between cultures even if they are very
different from each other (Lind & Tyler, 1988; Lind, Tyler, & Huo, 1997), sug-
gesting that even in cultures with extreme levels of uncertainty fairness concerns
are important. Future research should explore, of course, the boundary conditions
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of the psychology of faimess judgments that we are proposing here. Hofstede’s
(1980) work on cross-cultural differences with regard to uncertainty avoidance
may be especially important in this respect.

There are, to be sure, many questions yet to be answered about the use of fairness
to manage uncertainty. For example, one could argue that people are always faced
with uncertainties but that these uncertainties may vary greatly in importance and
level of uncertainty and that this may affect people’s reactions considerably. The
uncertainty of whether one will like the new “James Bond” movie, for instance,
is not the same as uncertainty about layoffs or death, and people probably react
differently to these types of uncertainties. Thus, all uncertainties are not the same
and cannot be expected to have the same effects. However, the research findings by
Van den Bos (2001a) revealed that just asking participants two questions about their
being uncertain leads to stronger reactions toward perceived fairness, and the Lind
etal. (2000) study of terminated workers showed similar effects for substantial life
uncertainty. Thus studies with radically different types of uncertainty converge on
the finding that uncertainty plays an important role in the psychology of social
faimess. This finding leads us to conclude that fairness is important for people
because fairness judgments are one of the key ways that people use to approach the
problem of how to handle the various uncertainties they face. This is an important
conclusion because (1) it may imply that fairness and justice play a more important
role in processes of uncertainty reduction than other social motives and (2) it
implies that the origins of social justice are far more cognitive than was assumed
thus far. We elaborate on this in the next paragraphs.

1. Fairness versus Other Social Motives

With respect to the question of why fairness matters we have presented data that
show that fairness judgments are more important to people when they are uncertain
about important aspects of themselves or their social environments. But why should
concern with fairness be a response to such a wide variety of uncertainties? And
is fairness more important in processes of uncertainty management than are other
social psychological processes that have been discussed in social psychology;
processes such as social identity and compensatory conviction (cf. Hogg & Mullin,
1999; McGregor et al., 2001)?

One line of argument that supports the contention that fairess is a rather funda-
mental response to uncertainty is found in the widespread use of fairness by dyads,
groups, and societies as they try to deal with social conflict and the uncertainty
that attends it. Mikula and Wenzel (2000) argue convincingly that conflicting par-
ties frequently use fairness and justice arguments in their disputes to strengthen
and support their case. Fairness and justice principles are widely used as argu-
ments to legitimize one’s own actions and claims (Mikula, 1984; Reis, 1984), and
descriptions of unfairness and injustice are used to discredit the opponent’s position.
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Referring to fairness and justice when justifying actions and decisions empha-
sizes the individual’s impartiality and transfers the responsibility for the action
from the individual to the impersonal authority of norms of fairness and justice.
Using appeals to fairness and justice when making a claim imbues the claim
with greater legitimacy than referring to personal preferences or desires. Saying
that one deserves, or is entitled to, something is more than saying that one wants it
(Mikula & Wenzel, 2000). Furthermore, labeling an action or decision as unfair and
unjust simultaneously stresses the objectionable character of what happened and
strengthens requests for a change or a compensation. This suggests that fairness
is a persuasive force, arguably more persuasive than appeals to social identity
(cf. Hogg & Mullin, 1999), compensatory conviction (cf. McGregor et al., 2001),
and individual differences in uncertainty orientation (cf. Sorrentino et al., in press).

Furthermore, there is evidence that fairness is a social organizing principle that
may well be “built into the brain.” That is, research by De Waal (1996) and others
(e.g., Wright, 1994) shows that humans and other social mammals seem to share
a concem for morality and justice: Not just social primates, but all species that
five in groups, from marine mammals to dogs, respond to social rules and develop
at least a crude sense of justice and fairness. Research findings by De Waal and
his colleagues make a compelling case that natural selection has produced some
highly successful species that survive through adhering to principles of fairness,
Jjustice, and morality. This suggests an evolutionary account of fairness, justice, and
morality. Principles of fairness, justice, and morality may be crude or sophisticated,
but the point is that the evolutionary success of various social species (including
humans) depended and continues to depend on members following norms and
values of faimess and related concepts. This suggests that faimess—and related
concepts such as justice and morality—have a very special role in the life of humans
and other social animals.

Related to this are research findings by Bobocel et al. (1998) that suggest that
people’s opposition to affirmative action can be rooted in a genuine concern with the
violation of justice principles (see also Bobocel, Son Hing, Holmvall, & Zanna,
2002; Lerner, 1977). Several theories of social justice have recognized that
fairness, because it is a relatively straightforward and sensitive indicator of one’s
relationship with the external world, can give one confidence that whatever current
uncertainty exists will not work against one’s long-term well-being. Fair treatment
implies that one is well positioned with respect to one’s social environment (Lind &
Tyler, 1988; Lind, 1992, 1995, 2001), and there is evidence that this generalizes to
enhanced self-esteem (Koper et al., 1993). We suggest that faimess helps manage
uncertainty because it gives people a feeling of general security with respect to
their social milieu and indeed that this feeling of security may generalize beyond
social contexts. In addition, psychological theorists concerned with social justice
have pointed out that fairness carries a promise of predictability and controlla-
bility that also diminishes the long-term risk associated with current uncertainty
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(e.g., Adams, 1965; Lind & Tyler, 1988; Thibaut & Walker, 1975; Walster et al.,
1978). If one’s environment and the people in it are fair, then one can expect to be
able to control one’s destiny and transient uncertainties are less threatening than
they might otherwise be.

Fairness is a powerful antidote for uncertainty because it saves people the time
and effort of analyzing complex policy or legal outcomes and of worrying about
whether the outcomes were optimal, or even favorable, to them (Lind, 2001). A
general implication of much of the field of behavioral decision making is that
individuals are cognitively lazy and will utilize heuristics (among which are fair-
ness heuristics; e.g., Lind, 2001; Messick, 1993) in order to judge a situation and
simplify a decision task. The findings reviewed here suggest that, in addition to
conserving cognitive resources, perceived fairness also substitutes for basic lack
of subject matter knowledge (See, 2000; Van den Bos, Wilke, & Lind, 1998). In
terms used by Kelley and Thibaut (1978) in their interdependence theory, fairness
judgments are the basis of a powerful transformation of objective outcomes and
process, which enables people to decide whether to accept a given procedure or
outcome not only on the basis of whether they can expect maximum benefit but
instead on the basis of whether they view the social unit within which the author-
itative decision is made as fair. In this sense, using fairness to manage uncertainty
functions almost by definition. If the person believes that fair treatment will result
in good, decent consequences, then almost any uncertainty can be ignored because
the fair treatment implies that in the long run one can be certain of a good resolution
of the uncertain issues. Of course, other social motives are important as well, but
we think it is safe to conclude here that all this suggests that fairmess and justice
serve crucial and key roles in human life.

There are some interesting questions prompted by this view of the relationship
between fairness and uncertainty, questions that might be fruitfully examined in
future research. For example, one might ask whether faimess is useful in managing
uncertainty because it eliminates uncertainty or because it makes uncertainty more
tolerable. The long-term self-interest interpretation of the role of fairness suggests
that feeling that one is treated fairly might make one confident of good outcomes
in the long rum, but there are interesting examples that suggest that fair treatment
might render uncertainty not only nonaversive but even a positive experience.
Consider, for example, the role of fairness in gambling, which we mentioned
briefly earlier in the chapter. For many, a fair gamble is exciting precisely because
of the combination of fairness and uncertainty. That there are credible arguments
on both sides of this question makes it all the more intriguing.

2. The Cognitive Origins of Social Justice Concerns

An important implication of the research findings reviewed here is that they
suggest that the origins of social justice concerns are far more cognitive than
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was previously assumed. For example, the studies reviewed above indicate that
information uncertainty (e.g., Van den Bos, Wilke, & Lind, 1998) or even subtle
reminders of uncertainty (e.g., Van den Bos, 2001a) are sufficient to make fairness
an important concern for people. Other aspects of social justice are important, of
course,’ but we advance the hypothesis here that this is because of those aspects’
relationship with uncertainty. For example, affect probably has an important role in
the psychology of fairness judgments, but we propose here that this is because affect
helps people to form judgments under conditions of uncertainty (cf. Forgas, 1995;
Schwarz & Clore, 1983). Similarly, relational aspects and group identification are
demonstrably important to understand the social psychology of fairness judgments
(e.g., Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler & Lind, 1992), but this is, we argue, because of
their link with uncertainty (in this case uncertainty about standing in the group).
Previous justice theories have focused on faimess as an organizing principle for
group life, but they have ignored that the reason that such an organizing princi-
ple is needed is that social life is rife with uncertainty. Uncertainty describes and
explains in a more direct and parsimonious way the social psychology of fairness
judgments.

This hypothesis explains how fairness judgments, which social psychologists
tend to think of as purely social beliefs, can be generalized to nonsocial aspects of
life. If we think of fairness as an indicator of good positioning and predictability in
our social environment, it is a short step to apply the concept to nonsocial events
and processes. Thus, people tend to look for “fairness” in such things as a good re-
turn on their labor, even when the labor is done in an individual, nonsocial context
and the return is not payment but a successful product. For example, it is “unfair”
somehow when a computer failure deprives one of one’s work product. Similarly,
people sometimes see it as unfair when the weather on their vacation is bad (after
all, they worked hard all year, so they deserve a sunny vacation!).® The theory pre-
dicts that nonsocial fairness judgments should show the same dynamic—not nec-
essarily of the same strength, but yielding qualitatively the same effects—as social
fairess judgments: Nonsocial fairness judgments should become more important,
receive more attention, and be moved to closure more rapidly under conditions
of uncertainty as opposed to certainty. Our model yields research predictions that
emphasize the importance of thinking about both social and nonsocial fairness
judgments as truly subjective judgments; subj ective judgments that are driven by
uncertainty concerns. To be sure, we have a great deal yet to learn about nonsocial
fairness judgments, but we predict here that they do not function much differently
than social fairness judgments.

TTherefore, we are advancing a social-cognitive model—not just a cognitive model—here, encom-
passing not only cognitive aspects of the psychology of fairness judgments, but other aspects, such
as group aspects (e.g., Lind & Tyler, 1988), relational aspects (e.g., Tyler & Lind, 1992), and affect
aspects (e.g., Tanaka & Takimoto, 1997), as well.

8%We have been informed, by the way, that one of our justice colleagues strongly shows this effect.
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Although fairness judgments are subjective judgments they are quite real to the
person holding the judgment. In fact, we have argued repeatedly throughout this
chapter that there is good evidence to argue that people genuinely are concerned
with fairness principles and honestly are trying to arrive at reasonable judgments
about what is fair or unfair (e.g., Bobocel et al., 1998; De Waal, 1996; Lerner,
1977). However, we suggest here that the cognitive origins of faimess judgments
make people genuinely believe in their fairness judgments without them realizing
that these judgments are really in the eye of the beholder and without them having
good insights into the biases in their construction of these judgments (cf. Nisbett &
Ross, 1980). Future research might profitably explore this subtle paradox of fair-
ness judgments: the fact that they are at once subjective and yet treated as though
they had objective reality. This may reveal, among other things, conditions un-
der which people treat “fairness™ as virtually synonymous with “satisfaction” and
“goodness” and conditions under which these constructs have very different conno-
tations to people and hence have very different effects on their cognitions, feelings,
judgments, and behaviors (cf. Van den Bos, Wilke, Lind, & Vermunt, 1998).

Our model also raises the possibility of other categories of cognition that might
serve the same function as fairness judgments and that might be similarly af-
fected by uncertainty. Our uncertainty management model leads us to predict
that cognitions that give one an indication of either positioning or controllability
would receive more attention under uncertainty. Two possibilities are judgments
about social identity (cf. Hogg & Mullin, 1999) and judgments about self-efficacy
(cf. Bandura, 1986). Social identity positions one in a social category and gives
some certainty about what sort of person one is; self-efficacy gives reassurance that
however the uncertainty in question works out, one can probably deal with it. Qur
model yields the testable prediction that these cognitions will show the same en-
hanced uncertainty-moderated attention effects that fairmess judgments do. Inter-
estingly, research by Hogg and colleagues does in fact suggest that uncertainty
reduction is a central goal of group membership and is a major force behind the
need for perceptions of group entativity and feelings of belongingness (Hogg, in
press; Hogg & Abrams, 1993; Hogg & Mullin, 1999). As we noted above, however,
we think fairness judgments are probably more useful and convincing (cf. Mikula &
Wenzel, 2000) in processes of uncertainty management than group membership
or self-efficacy.

The findings we have described here show that the origins of social justice are
far more cognitive than has been assumed in the past. If our analysis is correct, then
one of the main reasons that people care about fairness is because it gives them
a way to manage uncertainty, a quintessentially cognitive motive. The change
in emphasis (compared to older, more group-oriented theories of fairness) we
propose with our social-cognitive model calls for a new motivational emphasis
in the social psychology of fairness: an epistemic motivation to reduce subjective
uncertainty.
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B. HOW PEOPLE FORM FAIRNESS JUDGMENTS IN
AN UNCERTAIN WORLD

With regard to the question of how fairness judgments are formed, the findings
reviewed here show that in situations where people are uncertain about their fair-
ness judgments they tend to rely on fairness substitution heuristics. Furthermore,
the findings show that as people form fairness judgments they overcome uncer-
tainty in this process by seizing on early indicators that things are fair or unfair.

It is interesting to speculate about whether substitution and anchoring processes
exist within other cognitions that help people deal with uncertainty. It is intriguing
to speculate that social identity and self-efficacy information might show effects
similar to those that we have seen in fairness judgments. Might not social identity
information be especially potent immediately after uncertainty is confronted and
less potent later? Might there not be substitutability among various dimensions of
social identity or self-efficacy, along the same lines as the fairness substitutabil-
ity effects we have seen in a number of experiments? It might even be the case
that substitution works across uncertainty-resolving cognitions. Might it be the
case, for example, that—especially when the context is uncertain—indications of
fair treatment are especially likely to enhance social identity or self-efficacy judg-
ments? Investigating these research propositions may contribute to integration of
social psychological research domains.

The findings discussed here indicate that cognitive processes—such as substi-
tution and anchoring processes—play a major role in the construction of fairness
judgments. Previous justice research tended to focus on the social aspects of fair-
ness judgments and have for this reason, we would contend, missed some interest-
ing fairness phenomena. Clearly our contention is that the findings presented here
show that the construction of fairness judgments can best be understood by means
of a social-cognitive model. We have sought to present such a model here, and
we hope that this model will stimulate future research to explore both the socially
situated and cognitive aspects of faimess judgments and more theoretical work on
the social and cognitive sides of fairness.

Our model suggests that uncertainty plays a far more important role in the
psychology of fairness judgments than previous theories have assumed. That is,
previous justice theories tended to predict that particular aspects of social life—
such as trust, neutrality, standing, and social identity (Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler
& Lind, 1992)—always led to positive faimess judgments. Our model suggests,
however, that people can be, and perhaps frequently are, uncertain about these
aspects and that quite different effects are to be expected depending on whether
the person forming the faimess judgment feels certain or uncertain (see, e.g., Van
den Bos, Wilke, & Lind, 1998). This reveals important boundary conditions under
which the effects predicted by previous theories may not hold.
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In a way, our model goes a step beyond Festinger’s (1954) social comparison
theory. Festinger proposed that when objective information is not available people
start using information that they glean from comparisons to the beliefs, actions,
or outcomes of others. We go further by suggesting that when objective and so-
cial comparison information is absent—that is, when information uncertainty is
present—people start to rely on other, more subjective information (specifically
information about how fairly they have been treated) to deal with their lack of
knowledge (e.g., Van den Bos, Lind, et al., 1997). Thus, we argue that the use
of faimess as an uncertainty management technique may occur not only when
people are uncertain about objective information but also when they are uncertain
about social comparison information. This in turn suggests that uncertainty plays
a more fundamental role in the fairness judgment process than has been contem-
plated by previous social comparison-based theories of justice (for an overview,
see Messick, 1993), which have seen social comparison as a fairness judgment
process rather than fairness as a solution to weak social comparisons. This brings
us to the implications of our work for previous theories of fairness judgments. We
discuss these implications in the next section.

C.RECASTING THE SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY OF JUSTICE

In this section we argue that, interestingly, a number of previous justice theories
implicitly have assumed uncertainty to be an important construct in the processes
these theories were proposing. With this in mind, it may be time to start recasting
these frameworks to make explicit the important, but hitherto only implicit, role
that uncertainty has had in the theories’ explanations of the social psychology of
fairness judgments.

Equity theory (e.g., Adams, 1965; Walster et al., 1973, 1978), relative depri-
vation theory (e.g., Crosby, 1976; Stouffer et al., 1949), and referent cognitions
theory (e.g., Cropanzano & Folger, 1989, 1991; Folger, 1986, 1987; Van den Bos
& Van Prooijen, 2001) differ in a number of ways but all emphasize that fair-
ness judgments are made relative to referents, such as social comparison others.
These theories all incorporate, in one way or another, Festinger’s (1954) line of
reasoning that frequently people need social comparisons because they have no
objective information. We argue that these theories in fact all implicitly assume
that people are uncertain whether the events they have experienced are fair or un-
fair and hence turn to referential information, such as social comparisons, in the
fairness judgment process. Thus, we argue here that all of these theories make use
of some uncertainty reduction process in the way they explain the how of fairness
judgments. These theories also make implicit use of the concept of uncertainty
reduction in their accounts of the why of fairness judgments. Equity theory can be
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seen as a special theory of uncertainty reduction in that equity gives people a way
to resolve uncertainty about the meaning of outcomes {(cf. Adams, 1965).

We argue that the Thibaut and Walker (1975) instrumental model,’ Lind and
Tyler (1988) group-value model, and Tyler and Lind (1992) relational model all
implicitly assume fairness serves to reduce uncertainty. The Thibaut and Walker
model suggests that people want to have control over the decision or over the
processes that lead to a decision so that they can make sure that the ultimate
outcome is fair. Although Thibaut and Walker do not directly or indirectly address
feelings of uncertainty, the idea that people do not willingly surrender control over
important social processes, which is one of the central tenets of their model, is
certainly consistent with our position that people define and use fairness in ways
that help them deal with uncertain situations.

‘We argue here that the instrumental model is more restricted to outcome consid-
erations of fairness judgments than our model is. Our model definitely incorporates
outcome aspects but also encompasses other aspects. Furthermore, our concept of
uncertainty is broader than Thibaut and Walker’s conceptualization of control. For
example, our model suggests that less obvious things than control-—such as sub-
tle reminders of uncertainty (cf. Van den Bos, 2001a)—are sufficient to stimulate
fairness concerns. Our work definitely has been inspired by Thibaut and Walker’s
work (in fact, one of us did his Ph.D. thesis with these founders of procedural
justice), but also goes beyond where they stopped.

The group-value and relational models see fairness as reducing uncertainty about
one’s position and inclusion in groups (Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler & Lind, 1992).
Thus these two models are congruent with, but more limited than, our present
theory. The use of fairness to reduce uncertainty about social standing can be seen
as a special case of the idea that fairness is used to reduce uncertainty across a
wider variety of questions, including but not limited to questions of social standing
(cf. Van den Bos et al., 1999). The group-value and relational models, as well as
the Thibaut and Walker (1975) instrumental model, have been very important for
the social psychology of fairness, but because we incorporate in one theory the
social, cognitive, and subjective aspects of faimess judgments, we think our model
is broader than any of these previous models.

Work by Lerner and colleagues (e.g., Hafer, 2000; Lerner, 1980; Lerner & Miller,
1978) assumes that people use just world beliefs to resolve cognitive uncertainty
in person perception. One could argue that a ubiquitous belief in a just world
provides a psychological justification for using fairness to reduce uncertainty. In
particular, holding strongly to the belief that the world is just and derogating
victims in service of this belief can reduce uncertainty about why individuals get

SWe emphasize here that we think an important aspect of the Thibaut and Walker (1975) model
was the focus on whether people received fair outcomes and not so much on how favorable outcomes
were to people. We are therefore referring to these authors’ theory as the “instrumental model,” and
we think it is wrong to label this the “self-interest model,” as is often done in the current literature.
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bad outcomes. The belief in a just world may lead people to not see injustice done
to others. A related phenomenon is seen in the fact that people who themselves
are disadvantaged often fail to see their disadvantages as an instance of injustice
(e.g., Crosby, 1982, 1984; Major, 1994; Taylor, Wright, & Porter, 1994). Thus
our current analysis is congruent with the Lerner just world hypothesis. There is,
if one considers the Lerner hypothesis in conjunction with our current analysis,
an interesting prediction: It may well be the case that people who feel uncertain
have a stronger tendency to legitimize injustice and hence have more difficulty
acknowledging that the way they or others were treated was unjust. We think that
the model we have presented here has the potential to inspire researchers who thus
far have held different theoretical perspectives to try to integrate their perspectives
with the uncertainty management model. This will broaden both our model and
other fairness theories.

Our analysis suggests that uncertain individuals will make more use of the
equality heuristic (Messick, 1993; Messick & Schell, 1992). Messick argues that
equality is often a useful heuristic that is used to facilitate decision making in
situations involving the allocation of good and bad outcomes. There are a number
of different reasons for this. These reasons include, first, that equality is a simple
rule to apply. An allocator typically only needs to know the number of individuals to
share whatever is being divided. Second, equality is a rule that does not require the
identity, qualities, or contributions of the parties involved in the allocation process.
Third, even in situations in which all involved agree that equality constitutes an
inappropriate allocation, it can nevertheless be a very useful anchor from which
adjustments can be made. In the context of our analysis here, we argue that the
equality heuristic is used to reduce an allocator’s uncertainty about whether the
outcomes that are to be allocated are fair or unfair.

Fairness heuristic theory—an account of social fairness judgments that shares
many ¢lements with our current, more general, theory—also posits that people
often process fairness-related information by relying on heuristics (for an overview
of different heuristics people use, see Van den Bos et al., 2001; for overviews of
fairness heuristic theory, see, e.g., Lind, 2001; Van den Bos, 2001b). Fairness
heuristic theory can, to a large extent, be viewed as special case of our current the-
ory. In fact, many of the studies reviewed in the previous sections originated from
the fairness heuristic framework. Fairness heuristic theory links fairness judgment
processes to uncertainty, but its main focus has been on heuristic processing of
fairness information, especially in social contexts. What we have tried to do in the
current chapter is to argue more explicitly than we have in our previous writings
{e.g.,Lind, 2001, Van den Bos, 2001b; Van den Bos et al., 2001) that uncertainty is
a crucial assumption in the processes that fairness heuristic theory has stipulated.
In many ways, what we are attempting in this chapter is to expand fairness heuristic
theory to be a theory of uncertainty management. We think this is important be-
cause the psychology of fairness and justice encompasses more than just heuristic
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processes. Our aim in the current chapter, therefore, was to build a broader theory
of fairness judgments.

Most studies that were reviewed here were driven by a motivation to try to
integrate procedural and distributive justice orientations. In the past, procedural
justice researchers focused on the finding that perceived procedural fairness often
affects people’s reactions more strongly than outcome fairness perceptions (see,
e.g., Lind & Tyler, 1988, p. 1), and this led them to focus on only one type
of fairness-relevant information and only one dimension of fairness judgment:
procedures and procedural fairness. Distributive justice researchers, on the other
hand, also tended to focus on only one type of fairness-relevant information and
only one dimension of fairness judgment: outcomes and distributive fairness (e.g.,
Lerner & Whitehead, 1980; Rutte & Messick, 1995). Thus, both procedural and
distributive justice research have tended to focus on only one aspect of the fairness
judgment process, at the expense of other fairness dimensions. However, as several
authors have pointed out, our field would certainly be more comprehensible if
procedural and distributive justice orientations could be integrated (e.g., Brockner
& Wiesenfeld, 1996; Cropanzano & Folger, 1991; Greenberg, 1990).

We believe that our research has contributed to an integration of procedural and
distributive justice orientations. Our work has shown, for example, thathow people
form procedural and distributive fairness judgments depends on both the procedural
information and the outcome information they are reacting to (Van den Bos, 1999;
Van den Bos, Lind, et al., 1997; Van den Bos, Wilke, Lind, & Vermunt, 1998)
and the order in which they receive information about procedures and outcomes
(Van den Bos, Vermunt, & Wilke, 1997). In fact, we think integration of the two
dimensions of the psychology of justice has been so successful that it is now time
to start developing general theories about fairness judgments, encompassing both
procedural and distributive fairness judgments and both procedural and distributive
justice considerations. We therefore have proposed such a general theory here. We
view procedural and distributive justice not as wholly different constructs, but
rather as two aspects of overarching general fairness beliefs. Indeed, the fact that
we offer a theory of all types of fairness judgments and the fact that we address
explicitly the role of uncertainty in motivating and shaping fairness judgments are
what distinguish our theory from those that have come before.

Now that we have developed a general theory of fairness judgments we think it is
time to start investigating the specific psychological processes we have proposed
here. This may yield greater insights into how precisely fairness contributes to
processes of uncertainty management. In the current chapter we have used a broad
conception of uncertainty. This was useful for developing our theory of uncertainty
management, we think, because it allowed us to draw on various research traditions,
including theories of uncertainty resolution, human judgment under uncertainty,
and anchoring effects in uncertain situations, in ways that we found useful for the
thinking about the psychology of fairness judgments. However, we can see value in
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future research that focuses on differences between different forms of uncertainty
and differences between various research traditions related to uncertainty and
fairness. After all, different conceptions of uncertainty may yield different fairness
processes. For example, uncertainties that are threatening to people’s selves (we
call this “hot uncertainty””) may lead them to start relying on whatever information
is available, regardless of whether this information is relevant (cf. Tesser, 2000),
whereas uncertainties that are not threatening to people’s selves (we label this
“cold uncertainty”) may lead them to use only information which is relevant to the
uncertainty at hand and to be less affected by irrelevant information (cf. Van den
Bos & Lind, 2001).

In this section, we have speculated about the implications our uncertainty man-
agement model may have for other theories about social justice. In the next section,
we discuss the implications of our model for the social psychology of managing
uncertainty.

D. THE SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY OF MANAGING UNCERTAINTY

The previous sections suggest that uncertainty and how people manage uncer-
tainty are important issues in the social psychology of faimess judgments and that
fairness judgments are subjective constructions that are used in processes of un-
certainty management. Here we discuss the implications of our work on fairness
judgments for some of the literatures in social psychology that address uncertainty
and how people deal with uncertainties in social life.

As noted previously in this chapter, uncertainty plays an important role in human
life. As we have also noted, this is not to say that people want to reduce uncer-
tainty all the time. But even when uncertainty is sought, it is still managed. In
addition, diverse research traditions within social psychology have demonstrated
convincingly that there are clearly situations in which the reduction of uncertainty
is important in people’s lives. These include the social psychological literatures
on human judgment under uncertainty (e.g., Kahneman et al., 1982), human in-
ference (e.g., Nisbett & Ross, 1980), social dilemmas (e.g., Van Dijk et al., 1997),
individual differences in uncertainty orientation (e.g., Sorrentino et al., 1984, in
press), self-categorization aspects of uncertainty (e.g., Hogg, in press; Hogg &
Abrams, 1993; Hogg & Mullin, 1999), and uncertainty as a general psychological
concept (e.g., Garner, 1962; Kagan, 1972).

Hogg (in press) has noted that epistemic motives related to uncertainty have a
high profile in social psychology. For example, epistemnic motives are important in
research on the self (e.g., Banaji & Prentice, 1994; Sedikides & Strube, 1995, 1997;
Swann & Schroeder, 1995) and in Festinger’s (1954) work on social comparison.
Communication researchers believe that people communicate to reduce uncertainty
and that effective communication itself requires a substantial level of interpersonal
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certainty (e.g., Berger, 1987; Berger & Bradac, 1982; Gudykunst & Shapiro, 1996;
Gudykunst, Yang, & Nishida, 1985). Many social psychologists study individ-
ual differences in uncertainty-related motives. These include Adorno, Frenkel-
Brunswik, Levinson, and Sanford’s (1950) description of the authoritarian person-
ality; Rokeach’s (1948, 1960) notion of a dogmatic or close-minded personality;
Sorrentino’s work on uncertainty orientation (e.g., Brouwers & Sorrentino, 1993;
King & Sorrentino, 1988; Roney & Sorrentino, 1995; Sorrentino, Bobocel, Gitta,
Olson, & Hewitt, 1988; Sorrentino, Holmes, Hanna, & Sharp, 1995; Sorrentino &
Short, 1986); and research by Kruglanski and others on the needs for structure and
closure and the fear of invalidity (e.g., Kruglanski, 1989; Kruglanski & Webster,
1996; Thompson & Zanna, 1995).

Uncertainty and how people manage uncertainty in their lives play a central role
in theories focusing on interpersonal relations, individual differences, and groups
(Hogg, in press; Sorrentino et al., 1984, in press). In the interpersonal relations
domain, Berger and Calabrese (1975) argue that the entire goal of interpersonal
communication is to reduce uncertainty about the message being conveyed and
about the relations between communicators. Holmes and Rempel (1989) perceive
uncertainty reduction as the central goal in establishing trust between partners.
Sorrentino and associates have explored the role of uncertainty orientation as an
individual difference variable (e.g., Sorrentino et al., 1984, in press). Uncertainty-
oriented people seek out uncertainty. Especially relevant for the current purposes
are certainty-oriented persons, who tend to look for certainty in their lives. We pro-
pose here that certainty-oriented individuals will show more strongly the fairness
effects reviewed in this chapter. Sorrentino et al. (in press) argue convincingly
that research has focused on uncertainty-oriented individuals to the relative, or
indeed absolute, neglect of certainty-oriented persons, and they make a plea that
this must change. Work by Hogg and others suggests that an important way to
reduce feelings of uncertainty is through self-categorization and that uncertainty
reduction is a core motive for social identity processes (Hogg, in press; Hogg &
Abrams, 1993; Hogg & Mullin, 1999). This line of work suggests that uncertainty
reduction is a central goal of group membership and is a major force behind the
need for perceptions of group entativity and feelings of belongingness.

System justification theory (Jost, 1995; Jost & Banaji, 1994) suggests that un-
certainty is aversive and that, to avoid uncertainty, people try to justify rather than
challenge an existing status quo. Jost and his colleagues argue that this idea is
consistent with research in a number of areas such as the failure to perceive injus-
tice (Crosby, 1982), the just world hypothesis (Lerner, 1980), institutional loyalty
(Tyler, 1990), stereotypic rationalization (Hoffman & Hurst, 1989), hierarchy en-
hancement (Pratto, Sidanius, Stallworth, & Malle, 1994), false consciousness (Jost,
1995), and legitimacy of inequality (Major, 1994). We think it is fair to say that our
model also has much to say about precisely why people tend to justify the existing
status quo (and about other fairness-related ways of dealing with uncertainty) and
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in this we see a convergence of our concerns with those of Jost and his colleagues.
System justification theory is important to our current discussion also because
it brings us back to fairness judgments—the primary focus of attention in this
chapter.

Turning to the relationship between our fairness perspective on uncertainty man-
agement and the group and individual differences perspectives (Hogg & Mullin,
1999; Sorrentino et al., in press), we propose that, for the reasons described previ-
ously (see, e.g., Mikula & Wenzel, 2000), fairness judgments are more powerful
and convincing in processes of uncertainty management than are group member-
ship or individual differences in uncertainty orientation. Furthermore, interestingly,
our fairness research represents a middle position between the group orientation
of Hogg and colleagues (e.g., Hogg & Mullin, 1999) and the individual orientation
of Sorrentino and associates (e.g., Sorrentino et al., in press). That is, our model
concentrates on the role of interpersonal uncertainty, but also tries to incorporate
both group and individual aspects. Perhaps then our model will contribute to an
integration of previous uncertainty reduction models. We do not intend to propose
here that our work encompasses all previous models of resolving uncertainty, but
we hope to have shown in this chapter that uncertainty management by means of
fairness judgments deserves special attention in the social psychology of managing
uncertainty. This brings us to our conclusions.

VHI. Conclusions

In this chapter we argued that why and how faimess judgments are formed are
tied profoundly to processes of uncertainty management. We reviewed research
findings that showed that fairness is important for people because they use fairness
judgments in processes of uncertainty management. We reasoned that fairness and
justice may play a more important role in human life than other social motives
and that the origins of social justice are far more cognitive than was assumed
thus far. Furthermore, we argued that when forming fairness judgments people are
busy resolving uncertainties they encounter in the fairness judgment process itself.
Findings were discussed that indicate that as people form fairness judgments they
overcome uncertainty in this process by using information on one form of justice
to assess others and by seizing on early indicators that things are fair or unfair.

We discussed the implications of the research findings we have reviewed with
respect to why and how people are in need for fairness judgments in an uncertain
world. Most of these implications followed directly from data that were discussed
here. Some implications followed logically from the research findings but still
require empirical validation. Thus, we want to emphasize explicitly that some of
our statements have to be interpreted as research propositions for future studies.
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Nevertheless, we think there are some good reasons to explain and describe the
psychology of fairness judgments by explicitly referring to processes of uncertainty
management. We therefore proposed a model of uncertainty management by means
of fairness judgments. Furthermore, we presented questions for future research
and suggestions for how these questions may be answered. We discussed the
implications of our position for the social psychology of justice and fairness and
discussed future directions the field may want to take. We also discussed the
relevance of our model for the social psychology of uncertainty management in
general.

We want to make a point here on the methodology used in most of the studies
reviewed. In this chapter we argued that because much of the existing empirical
literature on the psychology of fairness has employed correlational research meth-
ods within real-life situations, social psychologists know quite a lot of the effects
fairness judgments can have on people in a multitude of situations. However, this
knowledge may have been achieved at the expense of thorough insights into the
two most fundamental issues of social justice: why do people care about fairness
and how are fairness judgments formed? We hope to have shown here that the
fundamentals of the why and how of social justice are probably better investigated
by means of research methods that are best equipped to study fundamental is-
sues: laboratory experiments. In the current chapter, we tried to illustrate that it is
important to do fundamental research by means of laboratory methodologies and
that laboratory experiments serve an essential, crucial role in the study of social
fairness.

In this chapter we have discussed a new perspective on the social psychology
of fairness, a perspective that leads to a number of novel insights and predictions.
First and foremost, of course, is the insight that fairness matters to people to a
greater or lesser extent as a function of their feelings of uncertainty. As we noted
above, we believe that the search for faimess information is a general response to
uncertainty. Our analysis suggests that many of the standard faimess phenomena
will be stronger in the face of uncertainty, and similarly it predicts that the new fair-
ness effects we have described in this chapter—effects like the substitutability of
one fairness dimension for another or the primacy effects in fairness judgments—
will be enhanced by uncertainty. Our analysis leads to testable predictions that
receiving fair treatment should reduce the anxiety that typically accompanies
uncertainty or should lead people to better tolerate the uncertainty.

There are other insights and predictions that flow from the model we have ad-
vanced in this chapter. Among the most novel are our suggestion that people often
apply fairness considerations to nonsocial events and our prediction that different
processes involved in uncertainty management—dimensions such as fairness, so-
cial identity, or self-efficacy—might show the same sort of mutual substitutability
effects we have seen occur across different justice dimensions. If we are right
that attention to fairness judgments is perhaps the most common response to
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uncertainty, across both social and nonsocial contexts, then the existing research
literature on the social psychology of justice and fairness has much wider applica-
bility than has been thought. If we are correct about cross-process substitutability,
involving faimess and other uncertainty management processes, then processes
involving fairness, social identity, and self-oriented judgments are far more inti-
mately connected than one would have thought from existing theory on any of these
processes. These implications are now open to empirical tests, and if the theory
fares well when these tests are conducted, we may end up with a remarkably diff-
erent understanding of the role of fairness in social psychology. This would imply
that managing uncertainty by means of fairness judgments is perhaps even more
important than we proposed it to be in this chapter.
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