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ABSTRACT

In this chapter, I focus on what I think is one of the most important aspects of
fairness heuristic theory: To understand what people judge to be fair we have
to carefully assess to what information they are reacting. To illustrate why this
is important, a review of four studies is presented. Each one addresses differ-
ent justice issues. Furthermore, each experiment shows that people look for
information that is most relevant to their current situation. Moreover, the
studies point out that when the most relevant information is not available,
people use other information to assess what is fair and how to react to the sit-
uation at hand. In this way, less relevant but available information may be
used as a heuristic substitute for more relevant yet missing information. After
reviewing these four experiments, a plea is made for the importance of (1)
carefully analyzing the information to which people are reacting, and (2)
conducting experimental research, which, in my opinion, can substantially
further our understanding of organizational behavior in general and organi-
zational justice processes in particular.

INTRODUCTION

This chapter is about organizational justice and organizational behavior. In
particular, it is about how people come to label experiences as fair or

63



64 K VAN DEN BOS

unfair. I start this chapter from the premise that justice processes play a
crucial role in organizations and organizational behavior. This assumption
is based on numerous articles, books, and research studies that all have
shown that how people are treated in organizations (or other situations for
that matter) may greatly affect their beliefs, feelings, attitudes, and behav-
iors (see, e.g., Cropanzano & Folger, 1989, 1991; Cropanzano & Green-
berg, 1997; Folger, this volume; Folger & Konovsky, 1989; Gilliland, 1994;
Greenberg, 1990; Steiner & Gilliland, 1996; Sweeney & McFarlin, 1993).
Folger (1984) has even noted that "the importance of justice cannot be
overstated" (p. ix). Being treated fairly by your organization and the peo-
ple who work in it typically leads to things like higher commitment to the
organization and more extra-role citizenship behavior (Folger & Cropan-
zano, 1998). People who have been experiencing unfair treatment, on the
other hand, are more likely to leave their jobs, show lower levels of com-
mitment, and may even start behaving in anti-normative ways (Greenberg,
1993). Therefore, understanding what people judge to be just and fair is a
key issue for understanding organizational behavior (Ambrose & Kulik,
this volume; Cropanzano & Folger, 1989, 1991; Cropanzano & Greenberg,
1997; Folger & Konovsky, 1989; Greenberg, 1990, 1993).

But how do people judge something to be fair or unfair? In the current
chapter, I would like to answer this important question by focusing on what
I think are central aspects of fairness heuristic theory, a framework Allan
Lind, RiEl Vermunt, Henk Wilke, and I have been working on for the last
couple of years. I would especially like to focus on what I think is one of the
most important aspects of this theory: To understand what people judge to
be fair we have to carefully assess to what information people are reacting.
To illustrate why this is important, I will present a review of four studies.
Each one addresses different justice issues. Furthermore, each experiment
shows that people look for information that is most relevant to their cur-
rent situation. Moreover, the studies point out that when the most relevant
information is not available, people use other information to assess what is
fair and how to react to the situation at hand. In this way, less relevant but
available information may be used as a heuristic substitute for more rele-
vant yet missing information. In the first three studies, I focus on an impor-
tant case of the fair process effect: the positive effect perceived procedural
fairness typically has on people's judgments of outcomes. In the fourth
study, I present data on an important fair outcome effect: the positive
effect of perceived outcome fairness on judgments of procedure. After
reviewing these four experiments, I make a plea for the importance of (1)
carefully analyzing the information to which people are reacting, and (2)
conducting experimental research, which, in my opinion, can substantially
further our understanding of organizational behavior in general and orga-
nizational justice processes in particular.
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EQUITY AND THE FAIRNESS HEURISTIC

One of the most widely-accepted answers to the question of what people
judge to be fair 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 refer-
ent outcome-to-input ratio. This process is oftenbut not always (see, e.g.,
Van den Bos, Wilke, Lind, & Vermunt, 1998)driven by social comparison
with other people's outcomes and inputs such that people judge their out-
come as fair when the ratio of their own outcomes and inputs equals that
of comparison others. Equity theory and other related conceptions of jus-
ticesuch as relative deprivation theory (Crosby, 1976; Stouffer, Suchman,
DeVinney, Star, & Williams, 1949) and the conceptions of Blau (1964),
Deutsch (1975, 1985), and Homans (1961)emphasize the importance of
social comparison information in the process of evaluating outcomes. As
argued by Messick and Sentis (1983), the comparison of a person's out-
come with those of comparison others influences the person's beliefs
about the fairness or justice of the person's own outcome, and affects how
satisfied he or she is with the outcome.

Equity theory has received wide support in social and organizational
studies. In fact, equity theory has been so successful that the 1976 volume
of the prestigious Advances in Experimental Social Psychology was devoted
entirely to this framework. In the volume it was proposed that the theory
probably could serve as the general theory social psychology had been wait-
ing for (see Berkowitz & Walster, 1976). Furthermore, some articles that
appeared in the volume even went so far as to argue that equity ratings are
the most important type of fairness judgments.

Thus, equity theory has been very influential. One of its basic proposi-
tions is that, in order to judge whether an outcome is fair, people have to
know what outcomes comparison others have received. However, in the
first study that I discuss here (Van den Bos, Lind, Vermunt, & Wilke, 1997)
we wondered whether people always know the outcomes of others, as
important articles on equity theory have suggested (for overviews, see
Adams, 1965; Messick & Sentis, 1983; Walster et al., 1973, 1978). We pro-
posed that they frequently do not. For instance, in everyday life we often
do not know the salaries of the people with whom we work, and even if we
do, we may not have a good idea of their contributions. Thus, we argued
that social comparison information about outcomes is often not available.
We therefore reasoned that in everyday life the issue of how people form
outcome judgments is more complicated than is suggested by important
articles on equity theory (for overviews, see Adams, 1965; Messick & Sentis,
1983; Walster et al., 1973, 1978).

Furthermore, we proposed that when information about outcomes of
others is not available, people would start using information that is avail-
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able. But what information is available? We suggested that procedural
information is frequently present. Then, in many situations people may
turn to the fairness of procedures to determine how to react to their out-
come. In other words, people may use procedural fairness as a heuristic
substitute to judge the fairness of their outcome. Therefore, in situations
where a person only knows his or her own outcome (and is not informed
about the outcome of another person), we predicted a fair process effect:
People will react more positively toward their outcomes following a fair
rather than an unfair procedure.

However, we also argued that when a person does have information
about the outcome of a comparable other person, he or she will use this
social comparison information as a basis for reactions to their outcome.
Therefore, we expected less strong fair process effects in situations where a
person knows what outcome the referent other receives. In other words,
we predicted that when people had social comparison information about
outcomes there would be less need for procedural fairness to serve as a
heuristic substitute in the outcome judgment process.

The results of two studies, one a scenario study and one a traditional
experimental study, corroborated our line of reasoning. In the present
chapter, I will only discuss the second experiment. In it, participants were
invited to the laboratory to participate in a study on how people perform
tasks. In the first part of the instructions, participants were informed that
they would participate in the study with another person, referred to as
Other. We explained that after all participants were run, a lottery would be
held among all participants with the winner receiving 100 Dutch guilders
(approximately 60 U.S. Dollars). Participants were told that a total of 200
lottery tickets would be divided among all participants. It was also commu-
nicated to the participants that after the work round the experimenter
would divide some lottery tickets between them and the other participant.
The task was then explained to the participants. After this, participants
practiced the tasks for two minutes and then worked on the tasks for 10
minutes. After the work round, participants were told how many tasks they
had completed in the work round, andto ensure that participants com-
pared themselves to Otherit was communicated to the participants that
Other had completed an equivalent number of tasks.

After this, our experimental manipulations were induced. First, the pro-
cedure was manipulated. In the voice condition, the experimenter alleg-
edly 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. It was then communicated to the participants that they
received three lottery tickets. This was followed by the manipulation of the
outcome of the other participant. In the Other better condition, the par-
ticipant was informed that Other received five tickets. In the Other worse
condition, participants were informed that Other received one ticket. In
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the Other equal condition, participants were told that Other received
three tickets. In the Other unknown condition, participants were told
nothing about the number of tickets Other received. After this, partici-
pants were asked how fair they considered the three lottery tickets that
they received, how satisfied they were with the three lottery tickets that
they received, how fair they considered the procedure used to assess the
number of tickets that they received, and how satisfied they were with the
procedure used to assess the number of tickets that they received.

The results of participants' procedure and outcome judgments are pre-
sented in Table I. As expected, procedural judgments (procedural fairness
and satisfaction) were not affected by the manipulation of outcome (out-
come of Other better, worse, equal, or unknown), and only showed main
effects of procedure: Participants judged the procedure to be more fair
and were more satisfied with it in the presence of a voice opportunity than
without it. These results are important because they show that our manipu-
lation of procedure was perceived as intended.

As hypothesized, participants' outcome judgments (outcome fairness and
satisfaction) showed that participants who did not know the outcome of
the other participant judged their outcome to be more fair and were more
satisfied with it when they had received an opportunity to voice their opin-
ion than when they had not received such an opportunity. Furthermore, in
the conditions in which participants knew the outcome of the other partic-
ipant, outcome judgments did not differ as a function of whether partici-
pants were or were not allowed a voice.

TABLE 1

Mean Procedure and Outcome Judgments in Van den Bos, Lind,
Vermunt, and Wilke (1997, Study 2)

Outcome of Other Participant

Dependent variable Procedure Unknown Better Worse Equal

Procedural fairness Voice

No voice

5.2,
3.4b

4.5,
2.9b

5.3a
3.4b

4.9,

4.0b

Procedural satisfaction Voice
No voice

5.4,
2.8b

5.0,
3.2b

5.5a
5.9b

5.1,
4%

Outcome fairness Voice

No voice

4.7b

3.4,

2.1d

2.4d

1.8d

2.0d

6.2,
6.1a

Outcome satisfaction Voice

No voice
5.113,c

3.5d

2.3e

2.8,
4.4e.d

5.0,

6.1a

6.13a,b

Note. Entries are means on 7-point Likert-type scales; higher values indicate more positive
ratings of the dependent variable in question. For each dependent variable, means with no
subscripts in common differ significantly (p< .05).
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These findings strongly support fairness heuristic theory's line of rea-
soning: When people do not have information about outcomes of others
they indeed use procedural fairness as a heuristic substitute to assess how

to react to their outcome (yielding fair process effects on people's out-
come judgments), but they rely less on procedure information when they
are informed about the outcome of a comparison other (resulting in non-
significant fair process effects). More generally, the findings point out that
it is important to carefully assess what information is available to people
when they are trying to form fairness judgments. The findings also suggest
that equity theory is not a descriptive theory of what people judge to be
fair, but rather a prescriptive theory. That is, the theory dictates what infor-
mation people need to judge their outcome as fair or unfair, yet it does not
deal with the issue of what happens when important information is miss-
ing. Thus, the results of Van den Bos, Lind, et al. (1997) suggest that classi-

fying information conditions is an important precondition before we as
scientists and practitioners can be certain that the processes proposed by

equity theory are operating.
It is important to note here that Skitka (1998) has replicated the Van

den Bos, Lind et al. (1997) findings by using different operationalizations
than the above-mentioned manipulations. 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 com-
parison-based equity. Skitka has found comparable effects by making a dis-
tinction between situations in which people have a very clear a priori sense
of what outcomes would be fair and just (a moral mandate) and situations
in which they do not have a clear moral mandate. Using the concept of
moral mandates as an operationalization of outcome certainty is an impor-
tant new operationalization, I think, and it is easy to see that moral man-
dates can be used successfully to explore the intriguing relationship
between procedural and distributive justice in general, and the use of heu-
ristics in particular. In fact, moral mandates may turn out to be an opera-
tionalization that can be used more easily in survey studies and in
organizational settings than social comparison-based equity.

WILL THE FAIR PROCESS EFFECT ATTENUATE IN THE
PRESENCE OF ANY SOLID OUTCOME INFORMATION?

The Van den Bos, Lind et al. (1997) paper was the first in a series on what

we like to call the heuristic substitutability principle; that is, the proposi-
tion that people use less relevant but available information when more rel-

evant information is missing. In the second study that I review here (Van
den Bos, Wilke, Lind, & Vermunt, 1998), my coauthors and I decided to try
to take this principle one step further.
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Although the study by Van den Bos, Lind et al. (1997) supported the
substitutability principle, our manipulations in that study were extreme
endpoints of an outcome information continuum: Participants either did
not have any outcome reference point at all or they had a complete social
comparison-based equity reference point. Therefore, our findings pro-
vided some evidence for fairness heuristic theory's substitutability proposi-
tion, but it can be arguedas we did in the Van den Bos, Lind et al.
articlethat it is not clear whether these results suggest that fair process
effects will attenuate in the presence of any solid outcome reference point.
In the Van den Bos, Wilke, Lind, and Vermunt article (1998), we therefore
investigated whether people would use procedural fairness information in
the outcome evaluation process when a reference point other than social
comparisons was present. More specifically, we focused on people's intra-
personal expectations about outcomes as an important reference point for
evaluating outcomes (cf. Steiner, this volume).

People's expectations about what outcome they will receive has been an
area of special attention in distributive justice research (Van den Bos, Ver-
munt, & Wilke, 1996). Research has shown expectations to be an impor-
tant factor in the psychological process of forming outcome judgments (cf.
Steiner, this volume). For example, a significant study in the relative depri-
vation literature is that of deCarufel and Schopler (1979), who reasoned
that outcome improvement may be a source of rising expectations, and
that when these rising expectations are violated by improvements that fail
to rise at the same rate, people may be dissatisfied with their improved out-
comes (see also Folger, 1977; Ross, Thibaut, & Evenbeck, 1971). After
reviewing the domain of social justice research, Furby (1986) concluded
that "the notion that meeting expectations is central in the definition of
justice" (p. 183; see also Adams, 1965). This suggests that outcome expec-
tations may serve as a significant reference point in the process of evaluat-
ing the outcomes one receives (cf. Folger 1977; Steiner, this volume).

In the Van den Bos, Wilke, Lind, and Vermunt (1998) research, we
wanted to explore the psychology of expectation-based versus social com-
parison-based outcome judgments by examining the strength of proce-
dural fairness effects in the presence of each type of reference point. We
compared the strength of procedure effects in the presence of social com-
parison-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 independent 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 were participants'
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procedural fairness and satisfaction judgments and outcome fairness and
satisfaction perceptions.

In the literature on the effects of reference points in judgment and
choice (e.g., Boles & Messick, 1995; Loewenstein, Thompson, & Bazerman,
1989; Messick & Sentis, 1985), it is argued, among other things, that an
important difference between reference points is whether they are based
on social comparisons or expectations. Furthermore, within the social jus-
tice domain there is evidence that expectation-based reference points are
generally sufficiently weak or ambiguous, thereby allowing fair process
effects to occur (cf. Walker, LaTour, Lind, & Thibaut, 1974). After all, as
argued by Blau (1964), and demonstrated by the results of Austin,
McGinn, and Susmilch (1980), intrapersonal comparisons often provide a
weaker basis for evaluations of outcome fairness than social comparison
equity information. Similarly, fairness heuristic theory proposes that peo-
ple need not just any information (such as expectations) but specific fair-
ness information (such as social comparison-based equity information) in
order to decide how to behave in the course of social interactions (Lind,
1992, 1998).

On the basis of this, we argued that knowing that your 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 when you only know that your
outcome is better or worse than expected. Following fairness heuristic the-
ory's substitutability proposition, this implies that people who receive an
outcome that is better or worse than expected will use other information
such as procedural informationmore than people who receive an out-
come that is equal, better, or worse than that of the comparison other.
Therefore, we predicted an interaction between procedure and outcome,
such that outcome evaluations would show strong effects of procedural
fairness when outcomes were better or worse than expected, whereas less
strong fair process effects would appear when outcomes were equal to, bet-
ter than, or worse than the outcome of a comparison other.

The results of the procedure and outcome judgments are presented in
Table 2. As expected, we only found main effects for procedure on the pro-
cedure judgments (both fairness and satisfaction). Participants thought
their procedure to be more fair and showed higher levels of satisfaction
with it when they were allowed voice as opposed to no voice. Thus, our
manipulation of procedure was successful.

On the other hand, participants' outcome judgments showed strong
interaction effects. In the conditions where participants' outcome was bet-
ter or worse than expected, strong, significant effects of procedure were
found, indicating that participants judged their outcome to be more fair
and were more satisfied with it following the voice procedure as opposed
to the no-voice procedure. In the conditions where outcomes were equal
to, better than, or worse than the outcome of the comparison other,
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TABLE 2

Mean Procedure and Outcome Judgments in Van den Bos, Wilke,
Lind, and Vermunt (1998, Study 2)

Dependent variable Procedure

Outcome

Better than

expected

Worse

than
expected

Equal to
Other

Better than Worse

Other than Other
Procedural fairness Voice 4.6, 4.8, 4.6, 5.1, 5.0,

No voice 3.3b 2.4b 3.3b 3.5b 3.1b
Procedural satisfaction Voice 5.7, 5.4, 5.4, 5.0, 5.1a

No voice 3.3b 2.3b 3.2b 3.4b 3.1b
Outcome fairness Voice 5-5b 4.2, 6.4, 1.9, 2Ad,,

No voice 4.2, 3.0d 6.30 2.5d,e

Outcome satisfaction Voice 6.1, 3.1, 6.1, 4.7b

No voice 5.2b 2.1d 6.2, 4.7b 3.1,
Note. Entries are means on 7-point Likert-type scales; higher values indicate more positive
ratings of the dependent variable in question. For each dependent variable, means with no
subscripts in common differ significantly (p < .05).

weaker, nonsignificant procedure effects were found, indicating that par-
ticipants' outcome judgments were not affected as a function of whether or
not they were allowed voice.

These findings are important because they show that when people
receive outcomes that are better or worse than expected, they indeed use
procedural fairnessas a heuristic substituteto determine how to react
to their outcome (resulting in strong fair process effects), but that they rely
less on procedural information when they receive outcomes that are equal
to, better than, or worse than those of comparison others (yielding less
strong fair process effects).

Van den Bos, Lind et al. (1997) provided some initial data on fairness
heuristic theory's notion that in order to explain the fair process effect we
have to carefully analyze what information is available to people when
forming outcome judgments. However, the Van den Bos, Lind, et al. results
might have represented attenuation of the fair process effect in the pres-
ence of any solid outcome reference point. The studies by Van den Bos,
Wilke, Lind, and Vermunt (1998) revealed that it is not just a question of
any reference point (such as expectations), but rather specifically social
comparison equity information that matters. If people do not have such an
unambiguous, relevant reference point about outcomes they rely on other
informationsuch as procedural informationwhen assessing how to
respond to their outcome.

It is possible, of course, that we found the interaction effects we did
because our manipulations of outcome expectations were not strong
enough to be informative to our participants. That is, perhaps if we had
used stronger expectation manipulations (cf. Van den Bos et al., 1996) our

2.6d.e

2.4c.d
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participants would have found little reason to refer to the procedure in
evaluating the outcomes. We believe there are several things that argue
against this interpretation of the findings. First, we matched the objective
magnitude of the social comparison-based and the expectation-based
manipulations. This does not guarantee that the two sorts of conditions
had similar subjective meaning, but it does suggest that the manipulations
were probably similarly potent. Second, a total of 500 participants took
part in the two experiments presented in the Van den Bos, Wilke, Lind, &
Vermunt (1998) article, thus enhancing the statistical power of our find-
ings. Third, the means in the better than expected and worse than
expected conditions in both studies make it clear that our expectation
manipulations were potent enough to have substantial impact on outcome
evaluations. And fourth, the substantial research literature on the fair pro-
cess effect contains instances of the effect in the context of very strong vari-
ations of outcome expectations (see Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler & Lind,
1992). Nonetheless, I would like to emphasize here that the point of the
findings presented in Table 2 is that it is people's relative certainty of a
judgment that matters. This implies that ordinarily mere expectations
might not provide as much certainty about fairness as social comparison
information. But perhaps sometimes, at least under some conditions, the
certainty could be greater from expectations than from social comparison.
Future research may want to further explore the relative importance of
social comparison-based and expectation-based reference points.

The findings presented in Table 2 also yielded differential effects on
outcome fairness and satisfaction judgments. That is, the difference
between the equal to Other condition versus better than Other and worse
than Other conditions was greater for judged fairness than for judged satis-
faction (for details, see Table 2). This pattern of effects nicely replicated
the results reported by Van den Bos, Lind et al. (1997), and suggests that
satisfaction judgments are more strongly affected by relative egoism than
fairness judgments. Moreover, in accordance with the work by Blau (1964)
and Austin et al. (1980), outcome variations relative to social comparisons
were more directly related to fairness than outcome variations relative to
expectations. These results show that although outcome fairness and
favorability are closely related, they are different, and that people may dif-
ferentially form judgments on these two dimensions of outcome evalua-
tion. This suggests that researchers should not confuse these two types of
judgments, and that they should draw an explicit distinction between out-
come fairness and favorability; a distinction that has been largely over-
looked since the Messick and Sentis (1983) work.

WHEN DO WE NEED PROCEDURAL FAIRNESS?

In the third study that I review here (Van den Bos, Wilke, & Lind, 1998),
we used the substitutability principle to try to answer the question of when
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people start paying attention to fairness in general, and to procedural fair-
ness in particular. Fairness heuristic theory recognizes that in several situa-
tions fairness is a salient issue. More specifically, the theory proposes that
people especially need fairness judgments when they are concerned about
potential problems associated with social interdependence and socially
based identity processes. These problems are related to what 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, Smith, Tyler, & Lind, 1996; Lind & Tyler, 1988; Smith,
Tyler, Huo, Ortiz, & Lind, 1998; Tyler & Lind, 1992).

An important subgroup of social relations is authority processes. Based
on the work by Tyler and Lind (1992; Tyler & DeGoey, 1996), fairness heu-
ristic theory argues that, because ceding authority to another person raises
the possibility of exploitation and exclusion, people frequently feel uneasy
about their relationship with authorities and about the outcomes they
receive from them. On the basis of this line of reasoning, Van den Bos,
Wilke, and Lind (1998) suggested 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.

These ideas led us to ask: Do people often have direct information
about an authority's trustworthiness? We suggested that they frequently do
not. Furthermore, we proposed that if people do not have information
about the authority's trustworthiness, they still are interested in trying to
find out how to judge the outcome they received from the authority. How
do they do this? We suggested that in such situationsin which informa-
tion about the authority's trustworthiness is missingpeople refer to the
fairness of the authority's procedures to decide how to react to the out-
come. In other words, in situations in which definitive trust information is
lacking, procedural fairness serves as a heuristic substitute for deciding
how to evaluate an outcome one has received from the authority. As a con-
sequence, we expected that when people do not have information about
the authority's trustworthiness, they would react more positively toward an
outcome they received from the authority when the authority has been
employing a fair as opposed to an unfair procedure.

On the other hand, this line of thought also suggested that when people
do have direct, explicit information about the authority's trustworthiness,
they may be less in need of procedural fairness as a heuristic substitute. We
therefore expected that if people do not have information about the
authority's trustworthiness, recipients would react more positively toward
the outcome when the authority has been employing a fair as opposed to
an unfair procedure, but that less strong fair process effects would be
found if people have received direct information about the authority's
trustworthiness.
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To test these predictions we manipulated experimentally information
that an authority was very trustworthy or untrustworthy (as indicated by

persons who previously had interacted with the authority) or no informa-
tion about the authority's trustworthiness was given. We also varied
whether or not participants were allowed an opportunity to voice their

opinion. The outcome that participants received was held constant across

conditions (all participants received three lottery tickets). The main
dependent variables included participants' procedural fairness and satis-
faction judgments and outcome fairness and satisfaction perceptions.

The results of the procedure and outcomejudgments are presented in
Table 3. As expected, only main effects of procedure were found on the
procedure judgments (both fairness and satisfaction). Participants judged
their procedure to be more fair and were more satisfied with it following

voice than following no voice. However, as predicted, participants' outcome

judgments showed strong interaction effects. These effects indicated
strong, significant effects of procedure in the conditions where partici-
pants did not know whether or not they could trust the authority: Partici-
pants judged their outcome to be more fair and were more satisfied with it

when they had received voice than when they had not received voice.
Weaker, nonsignificant, effects of procedure resulted when participants
knew that they could or could not trust the authority, indicating that in

these conditions participants' outcomejudgments did not differ as a func-

tion 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 authority can be trusted.

TABLE 3

Mean Procedure and Outcome Judgments in Van den Bos,
Wilke, and Lind (1998, Study 2)

Trust

Dependent variable Procedure Unknown Positive Negative

Procedural fairness Voice

No voice

4.8
2.8b

4.8,

3-313

4.7,
2.9b

Procedural satisfaction Voice

No voice

4.8,
2.7b

4.9a

3.2b

4.5,
2.7b

Outcome fairness Voice

No voice

4.7,
3.0c

3.9a,b,c

420
3.3b,c

3-5b,c

Outcome satisfaction Voice

No voice

4.9,
3.2,

3.9b,c
4.20

3.4b,c

3-5b,c

Note. Entries are means on 7-point Likert-type scales; higher values indicate more

positive ratings of the dependent variable in question. For each dependent vari-

able, means with no subscripts in common differ significantly (p < .05).

1



FAIRNESS HEURISTIC THEORY 75

This suggests that recipients who do not have information about an
authority's trustworthiness are more willing to accept the outcomes the
authority gives to them if they are allocated outcomes by fair rather than
unfair procedures. However, when people have been informed about the
authority's trustworthiness, they are less in need of procedural fairness
information, yielding weaker fair process effects on their outcome judg-
ments. The results suggest that people especially need procedural fairness
information for deciding how to react to outcomes they received from an
authority when they do not know whether the authority can be trusted. In
other words, people may start to use fairness judgments as heuristic substi-
tutes for an authority's trustworthiness when direct information about the
authority's trustworthiness is missing.

A careful inspection of Table 3 reveals that positive and negative trust
did not affect outcome judgments. It is important to note that there is
good reason to argue that positive and negative trust should not necessarily
affect outcome judgments. Tyler, Boeckmann, Smith, and Huo (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
perceived outcome satisfaction or fairness. Consistent with this argument,
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 perceived as intended and was successful at affecting some
well-specified variables. This is important because it shows that positive and
negative trust were manipulated successfully. Even more important, the
findings summarized in Table 3 reveal that it may be more valuable to
focus on the distinction between known versus unknown trust than on pos-
itive versus negative trust. Focusing on the former distinction may in fact
reveal insights for the psychology of organizational justice and trust that
previous researchfocusing on the latter distinctionhas missed.

In the previously reviewed studies (Van den Bos, Lind et al., 1997; Van
den Bos, Wilke, Lind, & Vermunt, 1998), we focused on the content of out-
come information and on procedural fairness acting as a heuristic substi-
tute when outcome information is missing or weak. The Van den Bos,
Wilke, and Lind (1998) results expanded the line of reasoning from these
previous studies to other, more socially-oriented information: trust. It can
now be concluded that people especially need procedural fairness infor-
mation when strong, unambiguous outcome fairness information or infor-
mation about the authority's trustworthiness is lacking. What is especially
interesting about the findings is that they provide strong evidence for one
answer to the question of why people care about justice. People care about
justice, and especially procedural justice, when they do not have direct,

1
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explicit information regarding whether they can trust others not to exploit
or exclude them from important relationships and groups.

WHAT ARE WE TALKING ABOUT WHEN WE TALK ABOUT
NO-VOICE PROCEDURES?

In contrast to the previous three studies, in the fourth study (Van den Bos,
1999), I focused on the reverse effect: the positive effect of perceived out-
come fairness on judgments of the procedure. This instance of the fair out-
come effect is the mechanism I used to show that there are important
psychological implications of making a distinction between what I called
explicit and implicit no-voice conditions.

Following Folger's research (e.g., Folger, 1977; Folger, Rosenfield,
Grove, & Corkran, 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. In general this
is now the most accepted manipulation of procedural justice (e.g., Brock-
ner et al., 1998; Lind, Kanfer, & Earley, 1990; Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler,
1987; Tyler & Lind, 1992; Tyler, Rasinski, & Spodick, 1985; Van den Bos,
Vermunt, & Wilke, 1996).

An important aim of the Van den Bos (1999) paper was to make a dis-
tinction between two types of no-voice procedures that exist in everyday
life and which 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 got voice were
informed about a possibility that participants could get an opportunity to
voice their opinion about an important decision the experimenter was
going to make, and after this they were informed that they got such an
opportunity. Participants in the no-voice condition were not informed
about a possible voice opportunity and hence implicitly were not allowed a
voice. I labeled this as an implicit no-voice procedure. In my own research
thus far I have used a different type of no-voice procedure (see 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; see also Brockner et al.,
1998, Study 5; Hunton, Hall, & Price, 1998): In both the voice and the
no-voice conditions, participants 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 told that they got voice whereas participants in the
no-voice conditions were informed that they did not get an opportunity to
voice their opinion. I called this latter procedure an explicit no-voice pro-
cedure.

To my knowledge, previous research has not made a distinction between
implicit and explicit no voice, and in previous articles (including my own
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papers!) these two types of no-voice procedures have been treated as if they
were one and the same thing. In the Van den Bos (1999) article I tried to
show, however, that making this distinction is not only methodologically
important but also may help to further our insights into the fair outcome
effect. On the basis of the substitutability proposition, I argued that when
information about the procedure is not available (as in the case of implicit
no-voice procedures), people may find it difficult to decide how they
should judge the procedure, and they therefore may use the fairness of
their outcome to assess how to respond to the procedure. As a result, the
procedural judgments of these people may show strong fair outcome
effects. However, persons who are explicitly denied voice have explicit
information about procedure and hence have to rely less on outcome
information, yielding weaker fair outcome effects on procedural judg-
ments.

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 per-
centage 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 the percentage of tickets
that they should receive relative to the other participant. In the implicit
no-voice condition, participants did not receive any 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
(equal to Other condition) or five tickets (worse than Other condition).
Main dependent variables were procedural and outcome judgments (fair-
ness and satisfaction).

The results of the procedure and outcome judgments are presented in
Table 4. As expected, outcome judgments showed only a main effect of out-
come: Participants judged their outcome to be more fair and were more
satisfied with their outcome when it was equal to as opposed to worse than
the other participant's outcome. The outcome manipulation was therefore
successfully operationalized.

Also consistent with predictions, procedure judgments showed strong
interaction effects. There were strong, significant outcome effects in the
implicit no-voice condition, revealing that participants judged their proce-
dure to be more fair and were more satisfied with it 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 proce-
dural judgments (both fairness and satisfaction) did not differ as a func-
tion of the other participant's outcome.

These findings show that it is important to make a distinction between
implicit and explicit no-voice procedures. When information about proce-
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TABLE 4

Mean Procedure and Outcome Judgments in
Van den Bos (1999, Study 2)

Dependent variable Outcome

Procedure

Implicit no
voice

Explicit no
voice Voice

Procedural fairness Equal to Other 6.0a 3.6, 5.6a,b

Worse than Other 2.3d 2.8,4 4.9b

Procedural satisfaction Equal to Other 5.9a 3.6, 5.3a,b

Worse than Other 2.3d 2.8,4 4.6b

Outcome fairness Equal to Other 6.0a 6.4a 6.6a

Worse than Other 2.4b 2.5b 2.1b

Outcome satisfaction Equal to Other 53a 5.9a 5.7a

Worse than Other 2.5b 2.7b 23b

Note. Entries are means on 7-point Likert-type scales; higher values indicate more positive
ratings of the dependent variable in question. For each dependent variable, means with no
subscript in common differ significantly (p < .05).

dure is not availableas is the case when persons implicitly have not
received voicepeople may find it difficult to decide how they should
judge their procedure. They therefore use the fairness of their outcome, as
a heuristic substitute, to determine how to respond to the procedure. As a
result, the procedural judgments of these people show strong fair outcome
effects. However, individuals who have received procedural information,
such as persons who explicitly have been denied voice or those who have
received voice, have to rely less on outcome information, yielding weaker
fair outcome effects on procedural judgments.

In the studies that I discussed earlier in this chapter, the possible effects
of information about a procedure on outcome judgments were explored
(see Van den Bos, Lind et al., 1997; Van den Bos, Wilke, & Lind, 1998; Van
den Bos, Wilke, Lind, & Vermunt, 1998). In most of these fair process stud-
ies, my coauthors and I focused on the contents of outcome information
and on the issue of procedural fairness acting as a heuristic substitute when
outcome information is missing or weak. The Van den Bos (1999) results
have expanded the line of reasoning from these previous studies to the
reverse effect: the influence of outcome information on procedural judg-
ments. Collectively, these studies show that procedural and outcome infor-
mation can each act as a substitute for missing information about outcome
and procedure respectively.

Now that it has been identified that important differences within
no-voice procedures exist, future research may want to focus on other rules
of procedural justice (see Leventhal, 1980, for a list). 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). In fact, the Daly and Tripp

ii
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article appears to be the only one thus far that has paid attention to the
effects of availability of procedural information (absent vs. present) as a
possible moderator of the effects of variations in outcome on perceptions
of procedure. What is especially interesting about the Van den Bos (1999)
findings is that they make an important distinction between implicit and
explicit no-voice procedures. This is a significant distinction because it fur-
thers our understanding of the psychology of important social justice phe-
nomena and because it specifies what we are talking about when we talk
about no-voice procedures.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

In this chapter, I hope to have shown that an important aspect of fairness
heuristic theory's perspective on the psychology of organizational justice is
that it demands that researchers specify what information is known to peo-
ple and what information is not available or is difficult to interpret. Fur-
thermore, fairness heuristic theory argues that in incomplete or
insufficient information conditions, people process information heuristi-
cally; for example, they use other informationsuch as procedural or out-
come fairnessto substitute for information that would be most directly
relevant but that is actually missing. This suggests that fairness heuristic
theory offers a more contextual account of the justice judgment process
than do previous theories (such as equity theory). Attending to the nature
of justice information that is actually available may greatly enhance our
understanding of organizational justice issues. Such analyses should con-
tribute to a better understanding of why people behave the way they do in
organizations. Armed with this understanding, it may be possible to supply
people with additional information causing them to react differently, and
hopefully more positively, toward the organization.

Another interesting aspect of the findings reviewed here is that they
show that people may clearly distinguish between judgments of procedures
and outcomes (for details, see Tables 1-4). These differential effects on
participants' judgments of procedures and outcomes suggest that people
make clear distinctions between procedural and distributive justice issues.
A similar conclusion can be drawn on the basis of research by Greenberg
(1986) and by Sheppard and Lewicki (1987). These authors asked respon-
dents to describe fair and unfair events that had occurred in their lives.
The findings of their studies revealed that people distinguish between
issues related to procedural and distributive justice. Future research may
focus on conceptual and practical problems with this distinction (cf.
Folger, 1996; see also Bobocel & Holmvall, this volume), and should
explore the conditions under which these two concepts are perceived as
different versus similar concepts (cf. Cropanzano & Ambrose, 1996; see
also Van den Bos, Lind, & Wilke, in press; Van den Bos, Vermunt, & Wilke,
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1997). I think, however, that the distinction between procedural and dis-
tributive justice is not merely a conceptual one, invented by theorists, but
frequently arises naturally in people's cognitions about justice.

I want to make one final point on the methodology used in the studies
reviewed here. The initial studies on procedural justice were laboratory
experiments conducted by Thibaut and Walker (1975). Some early cri-
tiques (e.g., Hayden & Andersen, 1979) of the Thibaut and Walker work
argued that whereas the internal rigor of the studies reduced alternative
causal explanations, questions remained about whether the findings were
representative of, or generalizable to, particular populations, settings,
independent variables, and dependent variables. In other words, these crit-
ics argued that the high internal validity achieved by Thibaut and Walker
may have been attained at the expense of external validity.

Prompted in part by these criticisms, procedural justice researchers
then started using surveys, a methodology that can yield high external
validity (Lind, 1994). In fact, nowadays the bulk of procedural justice
research employs survey research methods (Tyler & Lind, 1992). However,
in survey studies usually all (dependent and independent) variables are
measured at the same time, with the consequence that questions about
causality cannot be addressed. It can be concludedas Lind (1994) has
that procedural justice research is founded on a number of untested
assumptions about causality.

It seemed useful, therefore, to conduct laboratory experiments in which
independent variables were manipulated prior to the measurement of
dependent variables. Furthermore, as I tried to show in this chapter, labo-
ratory experiments provide the researcher with a high degree of control in
setting up the kinds of situations needed to investigate the issues one is
interested in. Therefore, findings of laboratory experiments, with strong
internal validity, are presented in this paper. In our studies, we also tried to
achieve acceptable levels of external validity. To do this we used stimulus
materials based on real situations and that had important consequences
for our participants (and debriefing interviews indicated that we were suc-
cessful in this). Nevertheless, the manipulations may have been extreme.
The experiments were therefore very good tests of the fairness heuristic
theory predictions, but care must be taken in applying the results directly
to real-world settings. Other research methods will be needed to show that
the effects reported here occur in real world situations (e.g., quasi-experi-
ments or field experiments), and to provide an indication of the frequency
to which these effects occur in everyday life (e.g., by means of surveys).
Thus, future research might use other methods to investigate the issues
that have been identified in this chapter. However, it is my hope that the
current chapter has shown that using experiments as a research method
can really help to achieve a better understanding of the exciting issues of
organizational justice.

ij
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