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The Effects of Unfair Procedure on Negative
Affect and Protest

Riel Vermont,' 3 Arjaan Wit,1 Kees van den Bos,1 and E. Allan Lind2

The present study extends earlier research on procedural unfairness by assessing
subjects' reactions to a procedural change before they learn about the outcome
of the changed procedure. Subjects performed a series of four tests. After three
tests, the procedure to calculate the test scores was changed into a procedure
that was very inaccurate or slightly inaccurate compared to what subjects had
experienced until then. The very inaccurate procedure was judged as more
unfair as the slightly inaccurate procedure. As predicted, the unfair procedure
raised negative affect and motivated subjects to protest. Implications of the
results for procedural justice theory are discussed.
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In an allocation process a procedure and an outcome can be differentiated.
A decision maker applies a procedurea set of written and unwritten
rulesto allocate outcomes among recipients (e.g., citizens or subordi-
nates). There is a growing interest in the effects of (un)fair procedures on
attitudes and behavior of recipients of the allocation (Thibaut and Walker,
1975; Lind and Tyler, 1988; Tyler and Lind, 1992). Most of the studies in-
volving procedures focused on the combined effects of procedures and out-
comes, whereas studies on the effects of procedures focused solely on
attitudes and behavior of recipients were scant.

Why and how strongly people react to procedures solely can be ex-
plained in several ways. One explanation is that people compare things
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(e.g., an outcome or a procedure) they actually experience with things they
have experienced in the past with respect to such criteria as favorability,
correctness, and so on (see Crosby, 1976; Folger, 1987). Thus, when an
outcome an individual has received in the past is more favorable than the
actual outcome, he/she may experience a discrepancy between the past and
the actual outcome. Relative Deprivation Theory (Crosby, 1976) and Ref-
erent Cognitions Theory (Folger, 1987) predict, that the individual will
judge the actual outcome as unfair. In our view, the same reasoning can
be made with respect to procedures. We assume that individuals evaluate
the fairness of a procedure by comparing the actual procedure with an
imagined (or referent) procedure (see Folger, 1987). The referent proce-
dure may be the one individuals have experienced in the past, or a proce-
dure that is applied to other individuals, or some "ideal" procedure (see
Leventhal, 1980). If the actual procedure is evaluated as more incorrect
than the referent procedure individuals may feel they are being treated
unfairly. And the more discrepant the actual procedure is from the referent
procedure the more unfair the procedure will be evaluated.

Studies that focus on the issue of the effects of procedures per se on
individuals' reactions have to our knowledge not been carried out up till
now. With the present study we fill this gap and investigate the effects of
an unfair procedure in a situation in which individuals are informed about
the (in)correctness of the procedure while being uninformed about the
(un)favorability of the outcome.

Several experiments and field studies have been carried out to inves-
tigate the combined effects of (un)fair procedures and (un)fair outcomes
on subjects' reactions. Folger and his colleagues (e.g., Folger and Konovski,
1989; Folger and Martin, 1986; Folger et al., 1983) studied subjects' reac-
tions to procedural changes affecting the likelihood of obtaining a desired
outcome. Their subjects were faced with changed procedures under condi-
tions of high or low likelihood of getting a desired outcome. Subjects
showed more discontent (Folger et al., 1983), rated the experimenter lower
(Folger and Martin, 1986), and showed more protest (Folger and Konovski,
1989) when the experimenter changed the procedure under conditions in
which a positive outcome was likely than under conditions in which a posi-
tive outcome was unlikely.

Like in many other studies on procedural (un)fairness (Earley and
Lind, 1987; Konovsky and Cropanzano, 1991; Lind, Kanfer, and Earley,
1990; Lind, MacCoun, et aL, 1990; Thibaut and Walker, 1975; Tyler, 1990),
Folger et aL's subjects were asked to evaluate the procedure after they
learned about the procedure as well as about the outcome. For example,
in Folger et al. (1983), subjects first competed with another subject and all
subjects were informed that they had lost the competition and as a conse-
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quence would not get a bonus. Before they received this outcome infor-
mation, they were informed that the task they had performed was more
difficult than the other person's task (and, as a consequence, these subjects
expected to lose; low-referent condition) or that their task was easier than
that of the other person (and, as a consequence, these subjects expected
to win; high-referent condition). In each of the referent conditions, for half
of the subjects the change was justified (many reasons were given for the
decision to change the procedure), while for the other subjects the change
was hardly justified (only a few reasons were given for the decision to
change the procedure). After subjects learned about the procedural change
and about the outcome, subjects filled out a questionnaire with the de-
pendent measures. Only a significant Referent x Justification interaction
was found. It appeared that high-referent subjects showed more resentment
than low-referent subjects in the low-justification conditions, but this effect
was absent in the high-justification conditions. Folger et al., concluded that
"perceptions of procedural justice can affect perceptions of, and reactions
to, distributive justice" (p. 271). But this conclusion is at least premature
and the reverse conclusion, that perceptions of distributive justice affect
perceptions of procedural justice, is also likely: The information that (all)
subjects did not get the bonus may have had differential effects on justifi-
cation. In retrospect, the negative outcome information may have caused
a sense of unveraciousness in the high-justification conditions subjects (so
many reasons given for failing!), while subjects in the low-justification con-
ditions experienced none or low discrepancy between outcome information
and amount of reasons given for failing. It is therefore in the nonjustifica-
tion conditions only that the subject is focused on the chances (high or
low) of getting the bonus.

The results of these studies raised the question to what extent subjects
responded to the incorrectness of the procedure per se and/or to the un-
favorability of the outcome. We, therefore, taught subjects first to become
acquainted with a procedure (a method to calculate their score on three
identical tests) that they could use as a referent procedure for the later
introduced actual procedure: the (changed) calculation method was used
to decide whether the subjects passed a fourth test and whether they were
eligible for the bonus. The scores on the three (referent) tests were chosen
in such a way that subjects were not informed about whether or not they
would pass the decisive test and get the bonus.

Furthermore, in daily life the outcome of an allocation decision proc-
ess is often communicated to the party involved long after the procedure
has been completed (see Bies, 1985; Lind, 1994). In an application proce-
dure to select candidates for a vacancy, for example, it often takes a long
time before candidates are informed about the outcome of the selection
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procedure. In the meantime candidates evaluate several aspects of the pro-
cedure per se. If according to the candidate the procedure was not fair the
experience of unfair treatment per se may negatively affect the attitude
towards the organization in case he/she is hired (see also Tyler, 1990).
Therefore, we investigate the effects of unfair procedures in a situation
that subjects are still not informed about the favorability of the outcome.

Induction of feelings of procedural unfairness irrespective of the fa-
vorability of the outcome of the allocation process requires an operation-
alization in which changes in the procedure do not affect changes in
outcome expectation. Many changes in procedures are accompanied by
changes in outcome expectation. For example, receiving voice in an allo-
cation decision process may increase the subjective probability of a positive
or favorable outcome (see Thibaut and Walker, 1975). To solve this problem
we decided to let the subjects make an estimation task, consisting of four
subtasks of 10 items each. Because of the chance character of the task, the
number of items checked by the experimenter do not affect outcome ex-
pectation. In other words, for receiving a specific outcome, it does not mat-
ter how many items are checked. However, the decision of the experimenter
to deliberately diminish the number of items checked may be regarded as
a violation of an implicitly agreed upon set of rules. In terms of Leventhal's
six rules of procedural fairness one could argue that diminishing the num-
ber of items checked is an indication that not all information available from
the subject is taken into account. This would mean that the accuracy rule
is violated: " . . . that it is necessary to base the outcome allocation on as
much good information and informed opinion as possible" (Leventhal,
1980; p. 41). Hence we call this the (in)accuracy manipulation.

Concluding, we predict that subjects who do not know the outcome
of the procedure, when faced with a procedure that is inaccurate compared
to what subjects have experienced previously will show negative affect and
intentions to protest; the more the procedure is judged as inaccurate, the
more negative affect and protest intentions will be shown.

METHOD

Overview

Subjects took a set of four tests of 10 items each. The procedure for
calculating the test scores was applied accurately during the first three tests:
all 10 items were evaluated. The fourth test was decisive to earn a bonus.
After completion of the fourth test the procedure to calculate the fourth
test score was changed by the experimenter without justifications. The new
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procedure was very inaccurate (only 1 item was evaluated) or slightly in-
accurate (8 items were evaluated) compared to what subjects had experi-
enced in the first three tests. Before the outcome score on the fourth (and
decisive) test was communicated to the subjects, they were requested to
fill out a short questionnaire.

Subjects

Subjects were 99 high school pupils (55 male and 44 female, almost
evenly divided over the two experimental conditions to be described later),
recruited on a voluntary basis. They were invited to the laboratory to par-
ticipate in a study on task performance, and were promised 15 Dutch
guilders (about U.S. $9) for their participation. The mean age of the sub-
jects was 17 years.

Procedure

Subjects participated in groups of from 6 to 8 persons. They were
seated in separate cubicles behind a computer screen and a keyboard. All
stimulus information was presented to the subjects on the computer screen
and subjects were told that the experimenter communicated with them by
means of the computer network. Subjects were requested to perform a se-
ries of estimation tests (cf. De Gilder and Wilke, 1990): Rectangles of white
and black squares were shown on the screen for 5 sec and the subjects'
task was to estimate the number of black squares in the rectangle. They
were informed that the total number of white and black squares was 180
and that the number of black squares was in between 70 and 110. The
tests consisted of 10 trials each. The subjects were told that after each test
their estimations were compared to the actual number of black squares per
trial. The deviations were averaged over the 10 trials of a test. Subjects
who passed the fourth test would be eligible for the fifth test in which they
would earn a bonus, if their average deviation was 10 or less, otherwise
they would fail the test. In reality, subjects received bogus feedback about
their performance. All subjects learned that their average deviation was 13
in the first test (fail), 6 in the second test (pass), and 10 in the third test
(just pass). After completing the fourth test, but before receiving informa-
tion about their score, the experimenter announced that he had decided
to change the procedure of calculating their score on the fourth test. Sub-
jects in the Very Inaccurate Procedure (VIP) condition were informed that
the calculation of the score on the fourth test would not be based on all
10 items, but on the basis of only 1 item. Subjects in the Slightly Inaccurate
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Procedure (SIP) condition were told that their score would be calculated
on the basis of 8 of the 10 items. (In a pilot study it appeared that subjects
did not relate the number of items used for evaluation with their chances
to pass or fail the test.)

During the time in which the experimenter allegedly calculated the
scores on Test 4, subjects answered a short questionnaire presented to them
on the screen. The questions "How accurate is the procedure to calculate
the score on Test 4 in comparison with the procedure used in Tests 1 to
3?" and "Do you think that the experimenter has treated you fairly or un-
fairly?" served as checks of the manipulation. Control questions were "How
important is eligibility for the fifth test to you?" "Do you think you will
be eligible for the fifth test?" and "To what extent will you receive a bet-
ter/worse score on the fourth test as a consequence of the way the experi-
menter calculated your score?" Dependent variables were measured as
follows:

To measure negative affect, subjects answered, on 7-point Likert-type
scales ranging from 1 (certainly no) to 7 (certainly yes) whether they felt (i)
angry, (ii) irritated, (iii) insulted, (iv) furious; Cronbach's alpha for the
Negative Affect scale was = .72. Subjects' Protest Intentions were measured
by asking the following question: "To what extent are you willing to criticize
the experimenter?" (1 = I certainly will not, 7 = I certainly will). On the
same page, subjects could design a plan of action against the experimenter,
if they wished, in an open-ended question. The answers to the open-ended
question were not analyzed but merely served to make the preceding ques-
tion of intent less noncommittal.

After completion of the questionnaire, the experiment was termi-
nated. Subjects were debriefed about the bogus feedback on their test per-
formance and were paid the promised Dutch guilders. Because subjects
preferred a lottery to receive a bonus of 10 guilders (rather than dividing
the available money equally among all present subjects), we conducted such
a lottery. After this, subjects were dismissed.

RESULTS

Manipulation Checks

A one-way analysis of variance conducted on the answers to the ques-
tion "How accurate is the procedure to calculate the score on lest 4 com-
pared with the procedure on Tests 1 to 3?" (1 = very accurate, 5 = very
inaccurate) showed that the VIP condition was considered more inaccurate
(g = 4.2) than the SIP condition (x = 2.5), F(1, 97) = 54.32; p < 0.001.
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The answers to the question "Do you think that the experimenter has
treated you fairly or unfairly?" (1 = very fair, 7 = very unfair) showed
that VIP subjects evaluated the treatment more unfair (X = 4.4) than SIP
subjects (X = 3.0), F(1, 98) = 22.37; p < 0.001.

Control Questions

The answers to the question "How important is eligibility for the fifth
test to you?" (1 = very unimportant, 7 = very important) showed that VIP
subjects and SIP subjects considered their eligibility equally important (X
= 4.9), F(1, 97) < 1, ns.

The answers to the question "To what extent will you receive a bet-
ter/worse test score as a consequence of the way the experimenter calcu-
lated your score on the fourth test?" (1 = far better, 4 = unaffected, 7
far worse) showed that VIP subjects did not expect to get a worse or better
test score than SIP subjects (X = 3.9), F(1, 97) = 2.94, ns. (Irrespective of
Procedural Inaccuracy, 83 subjects indicated that their test would be unaf-
fected by the way the experimenter calculated their score, 7 subjects indi-
cated that their test score would be a little bit better, and 4 subjects that
their test score would be a little bit worse.)

A chi-square analysis of the answers to the question "Do you think
you will be eligible for the fifth test?" (probably no; probably yes; no idea)
revealed no difference between VIP and SIP subjects, x2(2) = 3.77, ns.
(Irrespective of the accuracy of the procedure, the majority of subjects (74)
indicated that they had no idea about their eligibility for the fifth test, 3
subjects said they were probably eligible, and 22 said they were probably
not eligible for the fifth test.)4

From the answers to the control questions we may conclude that the
independent variable was manipulated as intended.

Dependent Variables

The multivariate test with Procedural Inaccuracy and Sex as inde-
pendent variables and Negative Affect and Protest Intentions as dependent
variables showed a significant main effect of Procedural Inaccuracy, mul-
tivariate F(2, 94) = 3.92; p < 0.03. Furthermore, the univariate tests were
also significant. Subjects in the VIP condition, showed more negative emo-

°Analysis of variance of Procedural Inaccuracy (VIP, SIP) and Eligibility (probably no, no
idea) on Protest Intention revealed that subjects in the probably-no category of Eligibility
had the same pattern of means ciwp = 3.5 vs. ISIP = 3.1) than subjects in the no-idea
category of that variable (wp = 4.2 vs. isip = 3.7).
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tional reactions (X = 2.4) than subjects in the SIP condition (I = 2.1), F(1,
95) = 4.87; p < 0.03. Moreover, subjects in the VIP condition showed
more Protest Intentions (x = 4.0) than subjects in the SIP condition (X =
3.5), F(1, 95) = 4.05; p < 0.05. Sex of subjects had no effect on Negative
Affect nor on Protest Intentions, F(2, 94) < 1, ns.

To investigate the relationship between the variables Procedural In-
accuracy, on the one hand, and Negative Affect and Protest Intentions, on
the other hand, a regression analysis was carried out in which in the first
step Procedural Inaccuracy was regressed on Protest Intentions, in the sec-
ond step on Negative Affect, and in the third step Procedural Inaccuracy
and Negative Affect were regressed on Protest Intentions (see Baron and
Kenny, 1986). These steps were carried out to investigate the mediating
role of Negative Affect in the relationship of Procedural Inaccuracy with
Protest Intentions. According to Baron and Kenny, a variable is a mediator
if the relationship between the independent variable (Procedural Inaccu-
racy) and the dependent variable (Protest Intentions) disappears when the
mediator variable (Negative Affect) is entered into the equation of the in-
dependent and the dependent variables. In Step 1, Procedural Inaccuracy
contributed significantly to the variance of the dependent variable Protest
Intentions (t = 2.01; p < 0.05). Step 2 showed that Procedural Inaccuracy
contributed also to the variance of Negative Affect (t = 1.70; p < 0.10).
In Step 3, Negative Affect was entered into the regression equation of Step
1 and resulted in a drop in the explained variance of Procedural Inaccuracy
on Protest Intentions (t = 1.58; p < 0.12). By adding Negative Affect to
the regression equation of Procedural Inaccuracy on Protest Intentions the
amount of variance increased from R2 = .04, on Step 1, to R2 = .12 on
Step 3.

DISCUSSION

The manipulation of Procedure Inaccuracy has been induced success-
fully. Subjects judged the Very Inaccurate Procedure condition as less ac-
curate than the Slightly Inaccurate Procedure condition. The accuracy
manipulation had no effect on perceived importance of eligibility for the
next test. A large majority of subjects indicated that they had no idea
whether they would be admitted to the next test, irrespective of procedural
inaccuracy. We may conclude, therefore, that the manipulation of the in-
accuracy of the procedure did affect only the evaluation of the procedure
and not the subjective probability of getting a desired outcome. In other
words, effects on negative affect and protest intention can be attributed to

e
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the manipulation of the procedure and not to outcome expectancy or to
the combined effect of procedure and outcome expectancy.

The data show that discrepancy between actual and referent proce-
dure affects protest intention: The greater the discrepancy, the more one
is willing to engage in criticizing the decision maker. These findings shed
some interesting light on one of the basic assumptions of Referent Cogni-
tions Theory (RCT); the assumption that states that individuals evaluate
the fairness of an actual event or state (e.g., outcome, procedure) by com-
paring it with a referent event (e.g., outcome, procedure; Folger, 1987).
Folger labels the referent event a referent cognition and the referent cog-
nition may be derived from past experience (e.g., an outcome received in
the past), from social comparison (e.g., an outcome received by comparison
others), or from some imagined event or state. The cognitive element may
be one of several types such as outcomes or such as procedures. Because
Folger was concerned primarily with distributive fairness, he developed his
RCT in terms of an outcome model. In our case, we are concerned pri-
marily with procedures and conceived as the cognitive element not the out-
come of an allocation process but the procedure. Our data suggest that
the basic assumption of RCT also holds when the cognitive element is a
procedure. Our subjects had no difficulty in comparing actual procedures
with procedures they have experienced before: They evaluated the actual
procedure as more inaccurate than the former procedure. The perceived
discrepancy between actual and past procedure led to feelings of unfairness,
as would be predicted from RCT when the cognitive element of outcomes
is replaced by that of procedures.

But if the effects of procedures are comparable to the effects of out-
comes, and the impact of unfair procedures can be explained by the same
cognitive theoretical principles as that of outcomes, the question of what
the differences are between procedures and outcomes becomes relevant if
both can be viewed as autonomous aspects of an allocation process. One
possible answer to this question is to view procedures as types of outcomes.
Not as outcomes having some kind of economic utility but as symbolic out-
comes. Individuals may strive for positive relationships with an authority
and may be satisfied in having those positive relationships, although the
economic utility of them is hard to calculate. Litigants are very sensitive
about the attention the judge gives to their case. As Tyler (1990) has found,
due consideration is an important factor in determining the perceived fair-
ness of court procedures. Furthermore, Lind, Kanfer, and Earley (1990)
have demonstrated that receiving postdecisional voice, receiving the oppor-
tunity to voice one's opinion after the outcome decision has been taken,
is evaluated as more fair than having no voice at all. Symbolic outcomes

-
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of an allocation process, thus, affect fairness judgments as do outcomes
having an economic utility.

Our findings show that unfair procedures affect emotional reactions.
But the present study also demonstrates that negative emotions mediate
the relationship between procedural inaccuracy and protest intentions. Al-
though the mediating role of negative affect was not very strong, the data
show that adding negative affect to procedural inaccuracy increased the
amount of explained variance of Protest Intentions. One may conclude
from the present results that the relationship between the experience of
unfairness and behavioral reactions can be improved by entering affect as
a mediating variable.

Moreover, RCT states that protest is triggered by the perception of
the discrepancy between an actual procedure and a referent one. The per-
ception of discrepancy between actual and referent procedure leads to be-
havioral reactions. Our findings demonstrate that the effect of procedural
inaccuracy on protest intentions disappears when negative affect is entered
into the regression equation. It seems, therefore, that in the causal chain
between procedural inaccuracy and protest intentions, negative affect is a
mediator. This implies that the effects of procedural inaccuracy on protest
intentions can partially be explained by the negative emotions caused by
the inaccurate procedure. One may say, in terms of RCT, that a discrepancy
between actual and referent instrumentalities leads to negative emotion
and, subsequently, to protest. If the findings are corroborated further they
may add a valuable contribution to expand RCT (Folger, 1987) to situations
in which people compare the procedure they actually received with the pro-
cedure they might have received.
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