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This paper focuses on the question of why fairness matters to people. Extending
on terror and uncertainty management theories and the literature on the self, it
is proposed here that fairness can be a means of self-defense. Thinking of a
situation that is threatening to the self therefore should make fairness a more
important issue to people. The findings of two experiments support this line of
reasoning: Asking participants to think about things that are threatening to
themselves led to stronger reactions to manipulations of both procedural and
distributive fairness. In the discussion it is argued that these findings suggest
that fairness especially matters to people when they are trying to deal with
threats to their selves.
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INTRODUCTION

The norms and values of fairness and justice constitute a fundamental
feature of human life. The issue of justice has received substantial attention
from diverse scientific domains, such as philosophy, politics, sociology, law,
economy, and psychology, among others. Social psychological research has
shown convincingly that when people feel they have experienced a fair or
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unfair event this may strongly influence their subsequent reactions (see, e.g.,
Brockner and Wiesenfeld, 1996; Folger and Cropanzano, 1998; Lind and
Tyler, 1988; Tyler and Lind, 1992; Van den Bos and Lind, 2002). This
indicates that perceived fairness is a crucial factor in social behavior. As
Folger (1984) put it: ‘‘the importance of justice cannot be overstated�� (p. ix).
It is therefore imperative to study why and when fairness matters to people
(Tyler, 1990, 1997).

In several reviews of the justice literature it has been suggested that in
order to understand the frequently replicated effects of perceived fairness,
such as the voice effect (see, e.g., Folger, 1977; Folger et al., 1979; Van den
Bos et al., 1997), fair process effects (see, e.g., Folger and Cropanzano, 1998;
Lind and Tyler, 1988; Van den Bos and Lind, 2002), or fair outcome effects
(see, e.g., Adams, 1965; Van den Bos 1999) on people's reactions we have to
thoroughly study the psychological processes underlying these effects (Folger
and Cropanzano, 1998; Lind and Tyler, 1988; Tyler and Lind, 1992; Van den
Bos and Lind, 2002). In this paper, we try to do this by focusing on the
question of why fairness matters to people (cf. Tyler, 1990, 1997). More
specifically, earlier research has shown that self-related threats, such as sal-
ience of personal uncertainties (see, e.g., Van den Bos, 2001; Van den Bos
et al., 2005a) and reminders of one's own mortality (see, e.g., Van den Bos
and Miedema, 2000), can have a profound influence on people's perceptions
of, and reactions toward fairness. We argue here that these results are
indicative of why and when fairness matters to people, because fairness may
provide people with a means to re-establish a positive self-evaluation. After
experiencing a self-threatening event, people may try to reinforce their selves
by falling back on something else (see also Tesser, 2000): fairness is a uni-
versally accepted social rule, and may therefore be used as a tool to re-
establish their self (for a more elaborate explanation, see below).

Fairness judgments are subjective judgments (cf. Mikula and Wenzel,
2000; Van den Bos and Lind, 2002). This subjective idea—sometimes feel-
ing—of what is and is not fair, is not the same as objective, normative
descriptions of fairness and justice as put forward by, for instance, philos-
ophers or economists (see, e.g., Cohen, 1986; see also Van den Bos and Lind,
2002). The subjectivity of fairness could well lead to changes in what is
considered fair: Not only could fairness judgments vary from person to
person, but a person may well evaluate the fairness of one allocation event
differently from the fairness of another event depending on the specific
characteristics of the allocation event. In the current paper, we aim to further
our insights into the issue of why fairness matters to people (cf. Tyler, 1990,
1997) by directly examining the effects of threats that are directly related to
people's selves. To investigate this proposed strong relationship between the
concepts of self and fairness, the current studies were designed to elicit
responses that are focused on the participants' own outcome or procedure.
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To this end, we will explore whether different threats to the self influence
reactions toward both voice and no-voice procedures (Experiment 1) and
equal and unequal outcomes (Experiment 2). We will now briefly outline
why we think this research is needed and why previous work on the self and
self-enhancement is important in the empirical study of why and when
fairness matters to people.

HOW FAIRNESS JUDGMENTS ARE FORMED: A CLOSER LOOK
AT THE SELF

Achieving a positive self-evaluation is one of the most important
motivations in social psychology (Baumeister, 1998; Koole, 2000; Tesser and
Martin, 1996). Previous research on justice and fairness has shown that the
social psychology of fairness judgments is a self-related process. Fairness,
assessed with an interactional justice scale, has a positive influence on
people's affective commitment to their organization—but this is only the
case when employees have low self-esteem (De Cremer et al., 2004). Smith et
al. (1998) showed that when people are treated fairly by an authority, they
show higher levels of state self-esteem. These authors further found that this
effect is enhanced when the authority is important to them (e.g., belongs to
their ingroup). Koper et al. (1993) also studied the effects of fair and unfair
procedures on self-esteem. Their experiments showed that people reported
having lower levels of state self-esteem after an unfair procedure than after a
fair procedure. Koper et al. (1993) explained that evaluations of fairness are
influenced by self-reflective evaluations: People see or evaluate themselves in
accordance with how they think others see or evaluate them (‘‘they think I�m
great, so I must be great’’). Vermunt et al. (2001) found that people with low
self-esteem are more influenced by variations in procedural justice than
people with high self-esteem. Brockner et al. (1998) found that high self-
esteem persons are more affected by their perceived level of voice than low
self-esteem persons (we will return to these seemingly conflicting results in
the General Discussion; see also Van den Bos et al., 2005b). Thus, fairness
can have a profound influence on how people think and feel about them-
selves (see, e.g., Koper et al., 1993; Smith et al., 1998), and self-esteem can
have considerable effects on how fairness judgments are formed. We argue
here that these results can be interpreted as providing tentative support for
what we currently propose as the underlying psychological process: fairness
can be conceived of as a means of self-maintenance (cf. Tesser, 2000).

There are at least two important lines of research that also have ad-
dressed the importance of fairness and the function it provides for people.
The research on terror management theory (e.g., Van den Bos and Miedema,
2000) and the uncertainty management model (Van den Bos and Lind, 2002;
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Van den Bos et al., 2005a) clearly shows that fairness becomes more
important to people when they feel threatened by, for instance, thoughts of
their own mortality (Van den Bos and Miedema, 2000) or a lack of control
over a situation (Van den Bos, 2001).

Terror management theory (for overviews, see, Greenberg et al., 1997;
Pyszczynski et al., 1999; Solomon et al., 1991) proposes that people are
aware of the inevitability of death, and that this creates the potential for
terror. This terror, in turn, is managed by a cultural anxiety buffer, a social
psychological construct that consists of things like one's worldview and self-
esteem. As the cultural anxiety buffer protects people against death con-
cerns, a reminder of their mortality increases people's need for that buffer.
That is, reminders of death should lead to strong negative evaluations of
persons whose behaviors or beliefs impinge on the cultural worldview, and
lead to strong positive evaluations of persons who uphold or bolster the
worldview. A more elaborate introduction to terror management theory and
the supporting empirical findings is beyond the scope of the current paper,
(for more complete descriptions, see e.g., Arndt et al., 1999; Greenberg et al.,
1990; Harmon-Jones et al., 1997; Pyszczynski et al., 1999; Rosenblatt et al.
1989; Solomon et al., 1991), but it should be noted here that results are in
agreement with the theory's line of reasoning.

The uncertainty management model (Van den Bos, 2001; Van den Bos
and Lind, 2002) states that because the world is an uncertain place and other
people are unpredictable, people use fairness as a means to cope with
uncertainties in their daily lives. The model argues that people have a fun-
damental need to feel certain about the world and their place in it, that
uncertainty can be threatening, and that people feel a need to reduce,
eliminate, or somehow manage this uncertainty (Van den Bos et al., 2005b).
This model further proposes that the experience of fairness can reduce
uncertainty by making the uncertainty more tolerable, or by making things
seem more certain. Experimental results (Van den Bos, 2001; Van den Bos,
et al., 2005a) indicate that when people feel uncertain, or when they think of
uncertain aspects of their world, they indeed react quite strongly to fair and
unfair events.

We note here that the above-mentioned studies on fairness, mortality
salience and personal uncertainty refer to self-related processes. The will to
think positively of oneself is one of the most fundamental and widespread
motivations in human psychological functioning (Leary and Baumeister,
2000) and negative information therefore poses a threat to the self. Personal
uncertainty (see, e.g., Van den Bos, 2001; Van den Bos et al., 2005a) and own
mortality concerns (Van den Bos and Miedema, 2000) can easily be expe-
rienced as threats to people's self-concepts and people want to protect
themselves against these threats. What we propose here is that mortality and
uncertainty have those profound effects on perceived fairness, because they
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are threatening to the self and thus motivate people to make use of self-
esteem maintenance mechanisms (Tesser, 2000). Fairness may in this light be
seen as a means of self-esteem maintenance, as it provides people with a
strong and often effective argument to manage self-threatening situations.

THE CURRENT RESEARCH

In the current paper, two experiments will be presented. In the first
experiment, we will explore whether a self-threat other than mortality or
uncertainty can yield comparable effects as those reported in earlier research
(e.g., Van den Bos, 2001; Van den Bos and Miedema, 2000). If self-threats
are indeed important in understanding why fairness matters, directly
inducing a self-threat should lead to stronger reactions to perceived fairness.
The idea that fairness can be seen as a means by which people can manage or
handle self-threats needs to be tested against (and compared with) other
good explanations for why people are interested in fairness. There are
indications (see, e.g., McGregor et al., 2001; Mikulincer et al., 2002) that
mortality salience manipulations are rather broad, and can evoke not only
thoughts of someone's own mortality, but of other topics as well, such as
uncertainty, or concerns about how others will cope with the loss. Therefore,
in the second experiment to be presented here, we will compare one threat to
the self to another type of self-threat (mortality salience) to see whether these
two concepts result in effects of comparable or different magnitude.

EXPERIMENT 1

On the basis of the line of reasoning outlined above, it was argued in
Experiment 1 that a threat to the self would lead participants to show
variations in their reactions toward perceived fairness. Thus, it was predicted
that a self-threat would evoke stronger fair process effects than no self-
threat: We expected that, compared to the control condition, after a self-
threat a voice procedure would be judged to be more fair, and a no-voice
procedure would be judged as less fair.

In Experiment 1, following and expanding on previous terror man-
agement and uncertainty management studies (for overviews, see Greenberg
et al., 1997; Pyszczynski et al., 1999; Solomon et al., 1991; Van den Bos,
2001, respectively), the self-threat condition was induced by having partici-
pants write down their responses to two questions about their being per-
ceived as being not intelligent. The reason behind this was that, because all
our participants were university students, intelligence is a trait that can be
assumed to be very central to the participants' selves. The no-threat
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condition was induced by having participants write down their responses to
two questions about being perceived as intelligent. The fairness manipula-
tion of Experiment 1 consisted of the best-documented and most generally
accepted manipulation in procedural justice experiments: Participants re-
ceived or did not receive an opportunity to voice their opinion about a
decision (cf. Van den Bos et al., 1997; Van den Bos and Miedema, 2000).
Following previous studies (e.g., Folger, 1977; Stroessner and Heuer, 1996;
Van den Bos et al., 1996), the dependent variables of this experiment were
ratings of perceived procedural fairness.

Method

Participants and Design

Sixty-two students (eight men and 54 women) at Leiden University
participated in the experiment and were paid for their participation. Par-
ticipants were randomly assigned to one of the conditions of the 2 (salience:
self-threat vs. no-threat) · 2 (procedural fairness: voice vs. no voice) factorial
design. Fifteen to sixteen participants took part in each of the conditions.

Experimental Procedure

Students at Leiden University were invited to the laboratory to par-
ticipate in a study on how people perform tasks. On arrival at the laboratory,
participants were asked to take a seat in separate cubicles, each of which
contained a computer with a keyboard. Participants were told that all
instructions would be given by means of the computer. Next to the monitor,
participants found a piece of paper and a pencil. Participants were told that
the computers were connected to a computer network and that the experi-
menter could communicate with them by means of this network. The
computers were used to present the stimulus information and to collect data
on the dependent variables and the manipulation checks. Participants par-
ticipated in the experiment after participating in another, unrelated experi-
ment. The experiments lasted a total of 100 min and participants were paid
17.50 Dutch guilders for their participation (one Dutch guilder equals
approximately e 0.45, and equaled approximately $0.45 U.S. at the time the
experiments presented here were conducted).

In the first part of the instructions participants were informed that they
participated in the experiment with another person, referred to as Other. The
experimental procedure was then explained to the participants. After an
explanation of the experimental tasks, participants were to practice the tasks
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for two minutes, after which they would work on the tasks for 10 min.
Participants were also informed that after all participants were run, a lottery
would be held among all participants. The winner of this lottery would
receive 100 Dutch guilders (actually, after all participants had completed the
experiment, the 100 Dutch guilders were randomly given to one participant;
none of the participants objected to this experimental procedure upon
debriefing). Participants were told that a total of 200 lottery tickets would be
divided among all participants. Furthermore, participants were told that
after the work round the experimenter would divide some lottery tickets
between them and Other. Seven practice questions were asked to ensure
comprehension of the lottery. If a participant gave a wrong answer to a
question, the right answer was shown and the main characteristics of the
lottery were repeated.

The task was then explained to the participants. The task was the same
as in the studies conducted by Van den Bos and his colleagues (e.g., Van den
Bos et al., 1997): Figures would be presented on the upper right part of the
computer screen. Each figure consisted of 36 squares and each square
showed one of eight distinct patterns. On the upper left side of the screen one
of the eight patterns would be presented. Participants had to count the
number of squares with this pattern in the figure on the right side of the
screen. After indicating the correct number of patterns in the figure, another
figure and another pattern were presented to the participants. In both the
practice round and the work round, the number of tasks a participant had
completed (the number of figures that the participant had counted) in the
present round was presented on the lower right side of the screen. The time
remaining in the present round was presented on the lower left side of the
screen.

The practice round and the following work round then took place. After
the work round had ended, the participants were told the number of tasks
they had completed in the work round (cf. Van den Bos et al., 1997). In order
to ensure that participants compared themselves to Other, the participants
were informed that Other had completed an equivalent number of tasks. To
assess whether participants thought of Other as a person who was compa-
rable in the amounts of inputs he or she provided, they were asked to
what extent Other had performed well in the work round relative to the
performance of the participants themselves (1 = much worse, 4 = equally,
7 = much better), to what extent Other did his or her best in the work
round relative to the participants themselves (1 = much worse, 4 = equally,
7 = much better), and to what extent Other was good in performing the tasks
in the work round relative to the participants themselves (1 = much worse,
4 = equally, 7 = much better). After this, participants were asked to think for
one minute about the percentage of lottery tickets that they should receive
relative to Other.
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Participants were then informed that before the experimenter would
divide the lottery tickets between them and Other, they would be asked to
complete two questionnaires and that after the questionnaires were
completed, the study would continue. Self-threat salience was manipulated
by means of the first questionnaire. Following previous studies on terror
management theory (e.g., Van den Bos and Miedema, 2000) and the
uncertainty management model (e.g., Van den Bos, 2001) self-threat sal-
ience was manipulated by having participants respond to two questions
and a scale measuring how participants felt at the moment. In the self-
threat salient condition, participants were asked to write down their an-
swers to the questions (1) ‘‘Please briefly describe the emotions that arise
in you when you think of other people believing you are not at all
intelligent’’ and (2) ‘‘Please briefly describe the emotions that arise in you
when you think of an actual situation in which you did not act intelli-
gently at all.’’ Participants in the no-threat salient condition were asked
to write down their answers to the questions (1) ‘‘Please briefly describe
the emotions that arise in you when you think of other people believing
you are intelligent’’ and (2) ‘‘Please briefly describe the emotions that
arise in you when you think of an actual situation in which you acted
intelligently.’’

After this, all participants completed the Positive and Negative Affect
Schedule (PANAS; Watson et al., 1988), on which they reported on 20 items
how they felt at the moment. Following previous terror and uncertainty
management studies (see Greenberg et al., 1997; Solomon et al., 1991; Van
den Bos, 2001; Van den Bos et al., 2005a; Van den Bos and Miedema, 2000),
we included the PANAS as a filler task and to determine whether the
manipulation of self-threat engendered positive and negative affect. The
PANAS consists of two ten-item subsets (Watson et al., 1988), one mea-
suring positive affect (PA) and one measuring negative affect (NA), and both
subsets were averaged to form reliable scales (as = 0.86 and 0.70, respec-
tively). After completion of the PANAS, participants were told that by
pushing the return button on the keyboard the study would continue.

Then, procedural fairness was manipulated. In the voice condition, the
experimenter allegedly asked participants, by means of the computer net-
work, to type in their opinion about the percentage of tickets that they
should receive relative to Other. (In reality, however, all stimulus information
was preprogrammed). 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 Other.

After this, participants were asked questions pertaining to the
dependent variables and manipulation checks. All ratings were made on
7-point scales. Participants' ratings of procedural fairness were assessed
by asking participants how fair (1 = very unfair, 7 = very fair) and
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justified (1 = not at all justified, 7 = very justified) they thought the
procedure they received was and how biased they thought the experi-
menter was (1 = not at all biased, 7 = very biased). After recoding the
last item, these three dependent variables were averaged to form a reli-
able scale of perceived fairness (a = 0.92). To check whether the voice
procedure manipulation had been induced as intended, participants were
asked to what extent they agreed with the statement that they had been
given an opportunity to voice their opinion about the percentage of
tickets that they should receive relative to Other (1 = strongly disagree,
7 = strongly agree) and to what extent they agreed with the statement
that they had not been given an opportunity to voice their opinion
about the percentage of tickets that they should receive relative to Other
(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). (Following previous work on
terror management (e.g. Arndt et al., 1999; Greenberg et al., 1990) and
uncertainty management (e.g., Van den Bos, 2001) the manipulations of
self-threat were not explicitly checked, but debriefing interviews and
checking what participants wrote down during the self-threat salience
manipulation indicated that this manipulation was induced as intended.
Furthermore, results to be presented below show that this manipulation
had the intended effects on the dependent variables.) When the partici-
pants had answered these questions, they were thoroughly debriefed,
paid and thanked for their participation.

Results

Manipulation Checks

A two-way multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) on the
two manipulation checks of the procedure manipulation yielded only a
main effect of procedure at both the multivariate level and the uni-
variate levels, multivariate F(2, 54) = 79.81, p < 0.001; for the voice
check, F(1, 58) = 77.24, p < 0.001; for the no-voice check, F(1,
58) = 160.15, p < 0.001. Inspection of the means indicated that partici-
pants in the voice condition agreed more with the statement that they
received an opportunity to voice their opinion (M = 5.8, SD = 1.5)
than participants in the no-voice condition (M = 2.0, SD = 1.8). Par-
ticipants in the no-voice condition agreed more with the statement that
they did not receive an opportunity to voice their opinion (M = 6.1,
SD = 1.5) than did the participants in the voice condition (M = 1.8,
SD = 0.9). This indicates that the procedure manipulation was suc-
cessfully operationalized.
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PANAS Findings

The PANAS questionnaire was included as a filler task, and to find out
whether self-threat had an effect on participants' affective reactions. In line
with most terror- and uncertainty management studies, such as Van den Bos
and Miedema (2000), or Van den Bos et al. (2005a), the PANAS question-
naire was administered immediately after the self-threat manipulation and
before the manipulation of procedure. As expected, a two-way multivariate
analysis of variance (MANOVA) yielded no significant effects on partici-
pants' scores on the PANAS scales (PA scale M = 3.1, SD = 0.7; NA scale
M = 1.4, SD = 0.4). This suggests that the self-threat manipulation alone
had no effects on participants' affective states.

Salience Manipulation Responses

In the threat conditions, participants were asked to write down their
responses when they thought of their being perceived as not at all
intelligent. To assess whether these questions did not lead participants to
think about death-related issues or general uncertainty, two judges coded
whether the answers that participants wrote down had anything to do
with mortality or uncertainty. Independently of each other the judges
agreed that none of the answers were related to mortality. Furthermore,
the judges agreed that in both salience conditions some participants wrote
down answers about self-related uncertainty: In the self-threat conditions
four participants did so, and in the no-threat conditions three partici-
pants. Removing the data of these participants did not change the con-
clusions drawn from the dataset, and therefore data from these
participants were not removed. These findings indicate that, as expected,
general uncertainty or death-related thoughts cannot explain the findings
reported here.

Comparability Measures

Participants' comparability judgments yielded no significant effects at
either the multivariate level or the univariate level. Participants indicated
that the other participant had performed equally well in the work round
(M = 3.9, SD = 0.5), that the other participant equally did his or her best in
the work round (M = 3.9, SD = 0.5) and that the other participant was
equally good in performing the tasks in the work round (M = 4.0,
SD = 0.4). These means did not differ significantly from ‘‘4’’, the midpoint
of the scale.
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Percentage Findings

Participants who were allowed voice (n = 32) typed in their opinion
about the percentage of lottery tickets that they should receive relative to the
other participant. An analysis of variance (ANOVA) yielded no significant
effect of the self-threat manipulation. Inspection of the means indicated that
participants typed in that the lottery tickets should be equally divided be-
tween themselves and the other participant: the mean percentage (M = 52.7,
SD = 18.3) did not differ significantly from 50%. These findings corroborate
equity theory (cf. Adams, 1965): Participants preferred to divide outcomes
equally between themselves and the other participant (who contributed an
equal amount of inputs and hence deserved—according to equity theory—to
receive the same amount of outcomes as the participants themselves).

Dependent Variables

Main dependent variables in this experiment were participants' ratings
of fairness. The means and standard deviations of the procedural fairness
scale are displayed in Table I. A two-way MANOVA showed a main effect of
the procedure manipulation, F(1, 58) = 47.47, p < 0.001, indicating that
participants' ratings of fairness were higher in the voice conditions than in
the no-voice conditions. This main effect was qualified by the predicted
significant interaction between procedural fairness and self-threat salience,
F(1, 58) = 11.09, p < 0.005. In accordance with our predictions, the effect of
procedure was stronger in the self-threat salient condition, F(1, 58) = 52.32,
p < 0.001, g2 = 0.47, than in the no-threat salient (control) condition,
F(1, 58) = 6.29, p < 0.02, g2 = 0.10.

It can also be noted that significant effects of salience were found within
the voice as well as the no-voice conditions. The effect of self-threat within

Table I Means and Standard Deviations of Perceived Fairness as a Function of Salience
and Procedure Manipulations

Procedure

Salience

Self-threat No self-threat

M SD M SD

Voice 4.9 0.8 4.2 1.1
No voice 2.7 0.7 3.4 0.8

Note. Entries are means on 7-point scales, with higher values indicating higher ratings of per-
ceived procedural fairness.
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the voice condition, F(1, 58) = 6.59, p < 0.02, g2 = 0.10, was slightly
stronger than the effect within the no-voice condition, F(1, 58) = 4.62,
p < 0.04, g2 = 0.07. We will further discuss these findings in the General
Discussion.

Discussion

These findings support our line of reasoning: As expected, the effect of
procedure was stronger in the self-threat salient condition than in the no-
threat salient condition. The interaction effect we intended to find is driven
by both a more positive reaction to voice procedures and a more negative
reaction to no-voice procedures: In the self-threat conditions, people who
received the opportunity to voice their opinion were more positive, and in
the no-voice condition more negative in their fairness judgments, as com-
pared to participants in the no-threat conditions. This suggests that under
conditions of self-threat, people react stronger toward fair and unfair
treatment. To explore whether different types of self-threats evoke different
reactions, a second experiment was necessary.

EXPERIMENT 2

In Experiment 1 we used a manipulation of procedure as our fairness
manipulation. Because fairness constitutes not only the process leading to
outcome distributions, but the actual outcome distribution as well, it was
important to show that similar results could be found using a manipulation
of distributive justice. Participants in Experiment 2 were therefore informed
that they received the same outcome as a comparable other or a worse
outcome than a comparable other. The same argument goes for the
manipulation of self-threat. In order to see whether this manipulation has
robust effects, we used a different manipulation of self-threat: Participants in
the threat conditions were asked to write down their responses to two
questions about being judged by others in a negative way.

Furthermore, we will investigate whether different self-threats influence
reactions to fairness to the same extent. Previous research suggests that
uncertainty salience (Van den Bos, 2001; Van den Bos et al., 2005a) has a
greater impact on people's reactions to variations in fairness manipulations
than did mortality salience. For example, the five experiments reported by
Van den Bos et al. (2005a) consistently showed that uncertainty salience had
a bigger impact on people's fairness-related reactions than mortality salience.
This would suggest that uncertainty could be a more important factor in
predicting behavior, related to cultural norms and values such as fairness,
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than mortality salience. These studies further indicated that reactions to
norms and values were stronger among mortality salient participants who, as
a result of the mortality salience manipulation, thought of uncertainty than
mortality salient participants who did not think of uncertainty following this
manipulation. Uncertainty salience did not instigate death-thoughts in these
studies.

However, as Van den Bos and Lind (2002) pointed out in their dis-
cussion of the uncertainty management model, the conceptualization of
uncertainty, as it was used in previous theorizing and empirical studies, was
perhaps too vague. As these authors point out, there may be a wide range of
uncertainties, which could vary greatly in importance and in level of
uncertainty. We agree with Van den Bos and Lind (2002) that this concept
needs to be specified. More specifically, in the current paper, we attempted to
further specify the broad concept of uncertainty to information that is
threatening to the self. Experiment 2 was intended to see whether a direct
threat to the self could have a bigger impact on people's reactions toward a
fair or unfair outcome than an important alternative concept (i.e., mortality
salience).

To make sure the salience manipulations were induced as intended, we
added extra manipulation checks. Not only were the written answers
inspected by two independent judges to assess whether there were self-threat
and mortality-related thoughts in the two salience conditions, we also fur-
ther checked the salience manipulation by asking all participants to indicate
on a 7-point scale whether they had been thinking of mortality or being
judged in a negative way during the experiment.

As in Experiment 1, we constructed a threat salience manipulation that
closely resembled the mortality salience manipulations most often used in
terror management studies (for overviews, see, e.g., Greenberg et al., 1997;
Pyszczynski et al., 1999; Solomon et al., 1991). Following previous terror
management studies (cf. Arndt et al., 1999; Harmon-Jones et al., 1997; Van
den Bos and Miedema, 2000) the mortality salient condition was induced by
asking participants two open-ended questions concerning their thoughts and
feelings about their death. Participants in the self-threat salient conditions
were asked two questions that were similar in format but that asked par-
ticipants about their thoughts and feelings of their being judged in a negative
way. The self-threat salience manipulation was constructed such that it
closely resembled the mortality salience manipulation and that, as a result,
the effects of these manipulations on people's responses toward fair and
unfair outcomes could be investigated in a way that scientifically made sense.

In Experiment 2 we used two dependent variables: the scale of perceived
fairness, which was similar to Experiment 1, and a scale of negative affect.
Because it is important to measure affective reactions to perceived justice
(Tyler and Smith, 1998), and following previous justice research (e.g., Folger
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et al., 1979; Van den Bos and Miedema, 2000) we added ratings of affect to
our dependent variables. More specifically, because it is important to assess
negative affect following perceived fairness (Folger and Cropanzano, 1998;
Folger et al., 1979), and because findings of Van den Bos and colleagues
(Van den Bos and Miedema, 2000; Van den Bos et al., 2005a) showed strong
effects of mortality salience on participants' ratings of negative affect, we
asked participants to what extent they were in a negative mood and to what
extent they were in a hostile mood (cf. Van den Bos, 2001).

An additional aim of this second experiment was to use a less disruptive
experimental procedure than in Experiment 1. In Experiment 1, participants
read instructions, completed a series of tasks, and answered questions about
another participant. Then the experiment was stopped, self-threat was
manipulated, and the PANAS was administered. After completion of the
PANAS, the experiment continued. To be able to control for possible effects
of this procedure, in Experiment 2 we decided to use another experimental
procedure. To achieve this aim, we presented the experiment as two unre-
lated studies. In the first study, we manipulated self-threat or mortality
salience, after which participants filled out the PANAS. The second study
was ostensibly unrelated to the first and in it participants received stimulus
materials that included the manipulation of outcome and questions per-
taining to the dependent variables and manipulation checks.

Method

Participants and Design

Eighty-three students (22 men and 61 women) at Leiden University
participated in the experiment and were paid for their participation. Par-
ticipants were randomly assigned to one of the conditions of the 2 (salience:
self-threat vs. mortality) · 2 (outcome: equal vs. unequal) factorial design. A
minimum of nineteen and a maximum of 22 participants took part in each of
the conditions.

Experimental Procedure

Students at Leiden University were invited to the laboratory. On arrival
at the laboratory, participants were asked to take a seat in one of the sep-
arate cubicles, each of which contained a computer with a keyboard. Next to
the monitor participants found a piece of paper and a pencil. The experi-
menter informed the participants that all instructions would be given by
means of the computer and left the cubicle.
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In the first part of the experiment, salience was manipulated. This
manipulation was again induced by asking the participants two questions.
Participants in the self-threat salient conditions were asked to write down on a
piece of paper their answer to the questions (1) ‘‘Please briefly describe the
emotions that arise in you when you think of other people judging you in avery
negative way’’ and (2) ‘‘Please briefly describe the emotions that arise in you
when you think of an actual situation in which you were judged very nega-
tively." Following previous terror management studies (e.g. Arndt et al., 1999;
Greenberg et al., 1990; Van den Bos and Miedema, 2000), participants in the
mortality salient conditions were asked to write down on their piece of paper
their answers to the questions (1) ‘‘Please briefly describe the emotions that the
thought of your death arouses in you’’ and (2) ‘‘Please write down, as specif-
ically as you can, what you think will happen to you as you physically die.’’

After this, all participants completed the PANAS (Watson et al., 1988).
Both the ten-item positive affect subset (PA) and the ten-item subset of
negative affect (NA) were averaged to form reliable scales (a = 0.82 and 0.89,
respectively).

After filling out the PANAS, participants read the scenario. They were
asked to imagine the following situation:

Together with a fellow student, you have had a summer job. The two of you were
working as a pair. The organization you worked for has a lot of employees work-
ing in pairs. You and your fellow student have worked equally hard and have per-
formed equally well. Because the organization has done very well that summer, it
is announced at the last workday of the summer that a bonus of 10,000 Dutch
guilders will be divided amongst all employees. A certain amount of bonus money
has been set aside for your pair (you and your fellow student). Your supervisor
still has to decide how the money, reserved for you and your fellow student, will
be divided. A week later, payment of the bonus money takes place.

This was followed by the manipulation of outcome. Participants read the
sentence (manipulated information is in italics):

You receive 450 Dutch guilders; Your fellow student receives 450/900 Dutch
guilders.

After this we solicited the dependent variables. We assessed the same scale of
perceived fairness as in Experiment 1, adapted to fit distributive justice:
Participants were asked how just (1 = very unjust, 7 = very just) and how
justified (1 = not at all justified, 7 = very justified) they thought their out-
come was, and how biased they thought the supervisor was (1 = not at all
biased, 7 = very biased). After recoding the last item, these three questions
were averaged to form a reliable scale of perceived fairness (a = 0.93).

Furthermore, we asked participants questions pertaining to their
affective state: Participants were asked to what extent they were in a negative
mood (1 = not at all, 7 = very much so) and to what extent they felt hostile
(1 = not at all, 7 = very much so). These two questions were averaged to
form a reliable scale of negative affect (a = 0.85). To check whether outcome
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was manipulated as intended, participants were asked the amount of money
they received and the amount of money the fellow student received. Finally,
to check whether the salience manipulations were induced as intended,
participants were asked whether they had been thinking about being judged
negatively during the experiment, and whether they had been thinking about
their mortality during the experiment. These two questions were both an-
swered on 7-point scales, ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much so). A
further check consisted of analyzing what participants wrote down during
the salience manipulation. After answering all questions, participants were
thoroughly debriefed, paid, and thanked for their participation.

Results

Manipulation Checks

Almost all participants answered the question about the amount of
money they received (450) correctly (M = 448.2, SD = 9.4); this mean did
not differ significantly from 450. All participants answered the other ques-
tion, pertaining to the amount of money the fellow student received, cor-
rectly (for the unequal outcome conditions M = 900, SD = 0.0; for the
equal outcome conditions M = 450, SD = 0.0). This indicates that the
manipulation of outcome was induced as intended.

A two-way MANOVA on the two manipulation checks of self-threat
and mortality salience yielded only a main effect of salience at both the
multivariate level and the univariate levels, multivariate F(2, 76) = 78.36,
p < 0.001; for the check of whether participants had thought about being
judged negatively, F(1, 79) = 12.96, p < 0.001; for the check of how much
participants had thought about their mortality, F(1, 79) = 140.74, p < 0.001.
As expected, participants in the self-threat conditions thought more about
being judged negatively (M = 3.8, SD = 2.0) and less about their mortality
(M = 1.4, SD = 1.1) than participants in the mortality salience conditions
(Ms = 2.4 and 5.4, SDs = 1.5 and 1.8, respectively).

In the self-threat salient conditions, participants were asked to write
down their responses when thinking of being judged very negatively. To
assess whether this did not lead participants to think about death-related
issues, two judges coded whether the answers, which had been written down
by the participants, had anything to do with death. The two judges agreed,
independently of each other, that all answers had nothing to do with death
but with emotional responses to being judged negatively. Thus, death-related
thoughts did not occur in the self-threat conditions. These findings are in
line with Experiment 1 and those of Van den Bos et al. (2005a) and suggest
that death-related thoughts cannot explain the effects within the self-threat

243Self-Threats and Fairness Reactions



salient conditions. The judges also checked whether the participants in the
mortality salient conditions had written down any answers related to being
judged in a negative way. The judges agreed that this was not the case: The
answers described thoughts and feelings about mortality. This, too, suggests
that the salience manipulation was induced as intended.

Furthermore, some uncertainty-related answers were given in both the
self-threat and the mortality salient conditions. In the self-threat conditions,
the answers were on thoughts and feelings about self-threats, but because
self-threats evoke self-related uncertainty, 15 participants in the self-threat
salient conditions reported not only threat-related feelings and thoughts, but
also some feelings of uncertainty. Interestingly, in the mortality salient
conditions 12 participants also wrote down uncertainty-related answers.
Removing the data of participants who had written down uncertainty-related
answers did not lead to different conclusions, and therefore data of these
participants were included in the analyses. Moreover, the manipulation
checks of salience and the checks of the written answers indicate that sal-
ience was induced as intended.

PANAS Findings

As expected, participants' scores showed no significant effects at both
the multivariate and the univariate levels. This shows that, in correspon-
dence with earlier studies (e.g., Van den Bos and Miedema, 2000) and
Experiment 1, salience had no effect on the PA scale (M = 2.8, SD = 0.7)
or the NA scale (M = 1.3, SD = 0.5), and that, as expected, outcome had
no effect on the PANAS scales (which were assessed before outcome was
manipulated).

Dependent Variables

The main dependent variables in this experiment were participants'
ratings of fairness and negative affect. The means of the two scales are
displayed in Table II. Both scales were measured after salience and outcome
had been induced. We first inspected the multivariate effects on these two
scales. This yielded only a multivariate main effect of outcome, F(2,
76) = 474.07, p < 0.001, and a multivariate interaction effect, F(2,
76) = 4.55, p < 0.02, showing that the multivariate effect of outcome was
stronger in the self-threat salient condition, F(2, 78) = 50.65, p < 0.001,
g2 = 0.56, than in the mortality salient condition, F(2, 78) = 25.03,
p < 0.001, g2 = 0.39. After this, we inspected the univariate effects on the
two scales.
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Participants' ratings of fairness showed only a main effect of outcome,
F(1, 79) = 960.28, p < 0.001, and an interaction effect, F(1, 79) = 7.73,
p < 0.01. The main effect of outcome indicated that participants rated
receiving an equal outcome as more fair than receiving an unequal outcome.
More interestingly, the interaction effect showed that the effect of outcome
was stronger in the self-threat salient condition, F(1, 79) = 99.51, p < 0.001,
g2 = 0.55, than in the mortality salient condition, F(1, 79) = 48.60,
p < 0.001, g2 = 0.38. This is supportive of our line of reasoning.

Participants' ratings of negative affect yielded only a main effect
of outcome, F(1, 79) = 141.87, p < 0.001, and an interaction effect,
F(1, 79) = 4.78, p < 0.04. The main effect of outcome indicated that partic-
ipants' ratings were less negative in the equal outcome condition than in the
unequal outcome condition. The interaction effect showed that, as expected,
the effect of outcome was stronger in the self-threat salient condition,
F(1, 79) = 64.96, p < 0.001, g2 = 0.45, than in the mortality salient condi-
tion, F(1, 79) = 21.48, p < 0.001, g2 = 0.21. This, too, supports our expec-
tations.

It can also be noted that for both dependent variables, the effects of the
salience manipulation within both outcome conditions did not reach con-
ventional levels of significance on either the multivariate or univariate levels.

Discussion

The results of Experiment 2 reveal that stronger effects of outcome were
found after a self-threat than after mortality salience. These results thus
support the current line of reasoning that threats to the self may be a major
cause of people's reactions toward fairness manipulations and even suggest
that threats to the self could be a more important cause of reactions to

Table II. Means and Standard Deviations of Perceived Fairness and Negative Affect as a
Function of Salience and Outcome Manipulations

Outcome

Salience

Self-threat Mortality

M SD M SD

Perceived fairness Equal 6.4 0.6 6.0 0.8
Unequal 1.7 0.5 3.4 0.6

Negative affect Equal 1.3 0.5 1.7 1.5
Unequal 5.1 1.3 4.3 1.4

Note. Entries are means on 7-point scales, with higher values indicating higher ratings of dis-
tributive justice or higher ratings of negative affect.
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experienced fairness than a strong other theoretical account: mortality
salience.

The self-threat salience manipulation was constructed in such a way
that it paralleled the mortality salience manipulation most commonly used
in terror management studies (cf. Arndt et al., 1999; Greenberg et al., 1990;
Harmon-Jones et al., 1997; Van den Bos and Miedema, 2000). This made it
possible to scientifically investigate the impact of these two salience
manipulations.

The self-threat manipulations used in the current research presumably
are more precise and more specifically self-related manipulations than
mortality salience manipulations, which can evoke thoughts and feelings not
only about the participants' own mortality, but also thoughts and feelings
concerning other topics (such as uncertainty about the self, or concern about
how friends and family will cope, among others). Because mortality salience
manipulations are likely to instigate more than self-related feelings and
thoughts (see, for instance, McGregor et al., 2001; Mikulincer et al., 2002,
Van den Bos et al., 2005), the effects of mortality salience on subsequent
fairness manipulations will be not as straightforward and impactful as
manipulations that are more directly focused on the self, such as the direct
self-threats used in the self-threat conditions of our two experiments.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Our line of reasoning was corroborated by the results of two experi-
ments. The findings of Experiment 1 reveal that people react more strongly
to fairness manipulations under conditions of self-threat, compared to a no-
threat situation. Experiment 2 showed that the effects of self-threat on
people's reactions to variations in distributive fairness can be stronger than
effects of mortality salience. These are important findings, we think, because
for the first time it was shown that a self-threat other than mortality or
uncertainty salience, has a strong influence on people's perceptions of fair-
ness.

A close inspection of the findings reported in the current paper shows
that in Experiment 1 significant effects of the threat manipulations were
found on participants' fairness ratings within the voice, as well as the no-
voice conditions. In Experiment 2, effects of the salience manipulations did
not reach conventional levels of significance within either the equal or un-
equal outcome conditions. The dissimilarity between these two findings may
have been caused by the difference in psychological impact of the different
fairness manipulations of Experiments 1 and 2.

People have long been fascinated and have puzzled about the chal-
lenging question of why fairness matters. Both experiments reported here

246 Miedema et al.



indicate that self-threats can lead to interaction effects with fairness
manipulations, thus providing more insight into why people sometimes react
more strongly to variations in perceived fairness.

The findings of the experiments presented here show that self-threats
affect reactions to perceived fairness: Asking people to think about being
perceived as not intelligent (Experiment 1) or being judged in a negative way
(Experiment 2) leads to stronger effects of perceived fairness on fairness
judgments and negative affect. Taken together, these experiments reveal that
fairness especially matters to people when their selves have been threatened.

In the experiments reported here, we aimed to further specify the gen-
eral concept of self-related uncertainty as was put forward by Van den Bos
(2001) and Van den Bos and Lind (2002). The uncertainty manipulations
used in the experiments reported by Van den Bos (2001), for instance, made
general personal uncertainties salient. However, as Van den Bos and Lind
(2002) pointed out, not all uncertainties are the same. Presumably, making
such a broad concept salient may instigate salience of several types of
uncertainty, which could range from positive uncertainty (e.g., the thrill of a
fair gamble), relatively neutral uncertainty (e.g., pondering on whether to
order chicken or beef for lunch), to negative uncertainty (for instance, not
knowing whether an authority is to be trusted). These different types of
uncertainty cannot be expected to have the same effects, and making the
general concept of uncertainty salient could therefore have less distinct
effects than the more precise and specifically self-related manipulations used
in the current research.

As noted previously in the discussion of Experiment 2, making mor-
tality salient could make other topics salient as well. The effects of mortality
salience manipulations on reactions to procedural or distributive fairness
may therefore be less clear-cut than the self-threat manipulations used in the
current research. This line of reasoning does, of course, not mean that death
and mortality are not important, as our findings clearly show strong effects
on people's reactions in the mortality salient conditions. We would like to
make a plea for broadening the scope to include other threatening issues as
well (see also Jost et al., 2003).

Furthermore, we would like to point out that in earlier research on
fairness and mortality salience (e.g., Van den Bos and Miedema, 2000; Van
den Bos et al., 2005a) and uncertainty salience (Van den Bos, 2001), the main
dependent variable were participants' affective reactions toward the way they
were treated or the outcome distribution they received. In the experiments
described by Van den Bos (2001) and Van den Bos and Miedema (2000)
there were no reliable interaction effects on fairness judgments. In the two
experiments described above, the main dependent variable was a scale of
perceived fairness (Experiments 1 and 2), as well as affect (Experiment 2).
The fact that effects on perceived fairness were stronger under conditions of
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self-threat than under conditions of mortality salience is, in our view, sup-
portive of the idea that these effects can be explained as a self-enhancing
social psychological process.

The current line of reasoning needs to be corroborated by further
studies, in which for instance different dependent variables, and other cul-
tural concepts such as norms and values are used to investigate the re-
lationship between terror management, uncertainty management and the
self, (for suggestions, see, e.g., Greenberg et al., 1997; McGregor et al., 2001;
Pyszczynski et al., 1999; Solomon et al., 1991; Van den Bos and Lind, 2002),
but findings of the studies presented here indicate that concerns for the self
are a key antecedent of reactions toward fair and unfair treatment. Terror
management theory focuses strongly on the importance of death to account
for social psychological effects and argues, among other things, that mor-
tality salience is a very important antecedent of people's reactions toward
transgressions and upholding of cultural norms and values (e.g., Greenberg
et al., 1997; Pyszczynski et al., 1999; Solomon et al., 1991). On the basis of
terror management theory one would therefore be inclined to expect mor-
tality salience to be a prime, perhaps even the main cause of people's reac-
tions to variations in procedural fairness. Reflecting on the findings reported
in the current paper the conclusion seems warranted that mortality salience
is important in predicting fairness effects, but that a self-threat seems to be
even more important.

However, these findings can only be interpreted to predict behavior
when someone's self is threatened, and when fairness is used to reduce the
threat to this person—and no other. Previous research has proven that
people after a mortality salience manipulation show more derogatory eval-
uations of someone who threatens their beliefs (Greenberg et al., 1990),
become more punitive toward moral transgressors (Rosenblatt et al., 1989),
see a victim of a crime as more deserving (Landau et al., 2004), or even
become more lenient toward a hate-crime perpetrator (Lieberman et al.,
2001). In other words, participants in these studies became less fair after a
self-threat. How do these results compare to the findings of Experiments 1
and 2? A very important difference between the current studies and the work
cited above is that in the previous research, people were reacting toward
someone else to reduce the self-threat. Participants in these studies reacted
objectively in less fair ways, but reactions to self-threats are probably
affective, rather than rational or objective (see also Tesser, 2000).

Miedema et al. (2005) investigated subjective reactions towards fairness-
related situations that are, objectively, less fair. According to equity theory
(Adams, 1965), fairness judgments depend on the comparison of the ratio of
one's own inputs and outcomes in a given situation with the inputs and
outcomes of another person (or persons) in the same situation, or of oneself
in a different situation (see e.g., Adams, 1965; Van den Bos et al., 1997).
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Earlier research on equity theory has shown that equitable outcomes usually
evoke positive reactions, and that disadvantageous unequal outcomes mostly
result in negative reactions (see, e.g., Austin et al., 1980; Austin and Walster,
1974; Buunk and Van Yperen, 1989; Van den Bos, 1999; Van den Bos et al.,
1998). Interestingly, advantageous unequal outcomes are oftentimes also
followed by negative reactions, although less strong as compared to disad-
vantageous arrangements. Because people prefer equity to inequity, it seems
as though self-interest is mostly not as important as fairness is.

Miedema et al. (2005) investigated the role of the self in the most
interesting equity-related situation: receiving a better outcome than a com-
parable other person (see also Adams, 1965; Van den Bos et al., 1997). When
taking an economic point of view, getting more for the same amount of work
seems very nice. However, people usually state that they think being
advantaged by inequity is not fair, and they show less positive reactions to
advantageous inequity than to equitable outcomes. Findings of both
experiments reported by Miedema et al. (2005) indicate that the dislikes of
being advantaged in an inequitable way disappear to a great extent when
people feel threatened. These results were interpreted to suggest that during
the formation of a response to advantageous inequity, fairness consider-
ations become inferior to the tendency of self-enhancement when people feel
threatened. As a result, people's reactions, and especially their affect ratings,
indicate that in these conditions people pay less attention to fairness. This
provides support for the notion that fairness can be used as a means of self-
enhancement. People want to act and, also very important, want to be seen
as fair and moral (cf. Rivera and Tedeschi, 1976), but when a threatening
situation emerges, people appear to care more about themselves than about
fairness (see also Van den Bos et al., in press).

The idea that fairness can be used as a self-enhancing mechanism, may
be able to explain the seemingly contradicting effects as reported by
Brockner et al. (1998), who found that persons with high self-esteem are
more influenced by procedural fairness, and Vermunt et al. (2001), who
reported that people with low self-esteem are more influenced by procedural
fairness. These two studies may refer to different self-related processes.
Brockner et al. (1998) manipulated the participants' beliefs about their
capability to provide meaningful input. This manipulation of a belief of high
capability may have worked as a self-affirmation, which resulted in stronger
reactions toward perceived fairness. Studies by Miedema et al. (2005) have
shown that affirming the self can indeed result in stronger reactions toward
perceived fairness. A belief of being capable of a high level of input could
have been self-affirming, and resulting in higher self-esteem, which led to
higher satisfaction ratings. Participants who, after the self-affirming high
capability manipulation, did not receive an opportunity to voice their
opinion reacted by reporting lower levels of self-esteem.
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Participants in the study reported by Vermunt et al. (2001) were pris-
oners in a correctional facility. Imprisoned people with low self-esteem may
be more influenced by procedural justice information because, knowing that
in Dutch prisons food, drink, and a place to sleep are guaranteed, they may
attempt to enhance (repair) their selves by focusing on procedural issues
(which provide clues on status, respect, and standing; see, e.g., Lind and
Tyler, 1988; Thibaut and Walker, 1975; Tyler and Lind, 1992). Detainees
with high self-esteem do not need to enhance their selves with procedural
fairness issues, and thus have a chance to further enhance themselves by
material gain (and are thus more influenced by distributive fairness infor-
mation). Although this line of reasoning is speculative, it seems that the
apparently contradicting results as reported by Brockner et al. (1998) and
Vermunt et al. (2001) can be explained by looking at the function of the self
in fairness perception and the formation of fairness judgments: Brockner
et al. (1998) and Vermunt et al. (2001) were tapping into different self-related
processes (see also Van den Bos et al., 2005).

We follow Van den Bos and Lind (2002) and Van den Bos et al. (2005a)
in suggesting that the management of uncertainty is a very important factor
in understanding why fairness matters. However, by showing effects of self-
threat on people's reactions to perceived fairness in ways that we predicted
on the basis of important social psychological theories (see, e.g., Baumeister,
1998; Leary and Baumeister, 2000; Koole, 2000; Kuhl, 2000), the present
findings provide more specific new insights into the antecedents of reactions
to social justice: fairness is more important to people when they feel
threatened by self-related uncertainty. The present findings suggest that
fairness matters to people when their selves have been threatened. This
suggests that having identified the influence of self-threat on reactions to
perceived fairness may help scientists in their progress toward understanding
why fairness matters.
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