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Justice judgments are subjective by nature, and are influenced substantially by motivational processes. In the present
contribution, two motives underlying justice judgments are examined: individualistic motives to evaluate solutions to
social problems that benefit the self in material or immaterial ways as fair versus social motives to conceptualize justice
in terms of the well-being of others, such as a desire for equality, adherence to in-group norms, and a concern for the
collective interest. A review of relevant research reveals evidence for both motivations when people make evaluations
of justice. Moreover, which motive is most dominant in the justice judgment process depends on perceptual salience:
whereas individualistic motives are activated when a perceiver’s own needs and goals are perceptually salient, social
motives are activated when others’ needs and goals are perceptually salient. It is concluded that both individualistic
and social motives contribute in predictable ways to justice judgments.
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Introduction

People care deeply about justice: the extent to which
people experience social situations as fair or unfair
has a strong impact on their perceptions, emotions,
and behaviors. For instance, research indicates that
the extent to which people feel treated fairly or un-
fairly by others impacts their self-esteem, their sat-
isfaction with life, their task performance, and their
cooperativeness.1,2 But besides the concern that per-
ceivers themselves are treated fairly, people are also
concerned that others are treated fairly. For instance,
the perception that others are profiting in an unfair
way from collective resources instigates an urge to
punish the wrongdoer, even at the expense of one’s
own material interests.3 Moreover, people are will-
ing to exert effort to repair the harm that was caused
by an injustice by compensating the victims.4 Peo-
ple’s concern for justice thus influences a wide range
of responses, in situations where they themselves are
the target of fair or unfair treatment, and in situa-
tions where one perceives how others are treated
fairly or unfairly.

Justice is in the eye of the beholder, however,
which means that justice judgments are often highly

subjective in nature. As such, a central question in
the psychology of justice is what underlying mo-
tivational processes lead people to evaluate social
situations as fair or unfair. One possibility is that
justice judgments are largely inspired by individu-
alistic motivations. This proposition conceptualizes
justice judgments as the result of self-serving pro-
cesses, which is closely related to the classic eco-
nomic view of human behavior as being motivated
by egocentric goals.5 Such egocentric goals may in-
fluence justice judgments in the sense that people
are prone to evaluate solutions to social problems
that benefit the self in material or immaterial ways as
fair solutions. Another possibility, however, is that
justice judgments are largely inspired by social mo-
tivations such that the needs and goals of others are
part of a perceiver’s reasoning about justice. This
proposition conceptualizes justice judgments as a
result of other-oriented motivations, in which peo-
ple evaluate the fairness of social situations or in-
teractions to the extent that they address concerns
about egalitarianism, group harmony, or protec-
tion of the well-being of others. This perspective
thus assumes that justice judgments are shaped by
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other-oriented concerns such as equality and the
collective interest.

Both types of motivation are indispensable ele-
ments of justice judgments, and evidence for both
motivations can be found in the research litera-
ture. At the same time, there may be substantial
differences in the extent to which either motive is
most dominant in shaping justice judgments across
individuals and situations. Although an elaborate
overview is beyond the purposes of the present con-
tribution, my aim is to illuminate both motives,
and to delineate the processes that determine which
of these motives is most dominant in shaping jus-
tice judgments. The main line of reasoning that is
put forward here is that when situations elicit jus-
tice reasoning, there may be substantial differences
in the perceptual salience of own versus other’s
needs and interests. In some social contexts, peo-
ple may be mostly focused on their own needs, for
instance, because one is the direct target of unfair
treatment, or simply because one lacks information
about how comparable others were treated. Those
self-focused situations activate a mental framework
that processes and evaluates social information in
an egocentric fashion, which results in an individu-
alistic motivation underlying justice judgments. But
in other situations, people may be relatively more
focused on other people’s needs and interests, for
instance, when these others receive unfair outcomes
that are hard to justify, or when perceiving an event
from the perspective of an independent observer
who has no apparent self-interest at stake. These
other-focused situations induce a style of reasoning
that is more sensitive to empathic concern and in-
group norms, producing justice judgments that are
socially motivated.

This general theoretical framework allows for
more specific predictions of how certain situational
and personality variables influence reasoning about
justice in a variety of situations. Specifically, per-
ceptual salience of own versus other’s needs may be
influenced by relatively subtle external cues, such
as the extent to which norms about individualism
or collectivism are activated, or whether one is in
the presence of fellow in-group members or com-
petitive out-group members. Moreover, people may
differ by disposition in the extent to which they are
self- or other-focused, leading them to pay attention
to different types of social cues. Perceptual salience
of own versus other’s needs can thus be shaped by

situational cues, personality variables, or an interac-
tion between the person and the situation. This, in
turn, may influence justice-based judgments in var-
ious settings, such as when evaluating the fairness
of outcome distributions, the quality of social deci-
sion making, or when determining the appropriate
severity of punishment for offenders. In the follow-
ing, I will illuminate these complex dynamics by
reviewing some of the evidence for both individu-
alistic and social motivations for justice judgments,
in turn.

Individualistic motives for justice
judgments

The idea that justice judgments are substantially
motivated by individualism is based on insights re-
garding the inherently egocentric nature of human
perception. When people perceive their social world
and process the information that they derive from
it, they directly experience their own perspective but
must make inferences (and exert mental effort) to
understand the perspective of someone else.6 Even
when people engage in such efforts to understand
the perspective of others, they at least partially do
so by adjusting from their own perspective.7 Such
egocentric perception has substantial implications
for justice judgments. People often evaluate moral
stimuli as positive or negative without much con-
scious deliberation.8,9 When filtered through an in-
dividual’s egocentric perceptual lens, this positive or
negative valence transforms into a justice judgment
that is based on the extent to which an event is pos-
itive or negative to the self.10,11 The implication of
this is that in many situations, justice judgments are
egocentrically biased, presumably to a larger extent
than people realize when they evaluate how fair or
unfair a situation is.

Various studies support such individualism in
justice judgments, particularly in situations where
the perceivers’ own interests are at stake.12 For in-
stance, in a classic study, participants rated the
fairness of payment distributions between self and
other.13 Participants were asked to imagine how they
and another person worked various numbers of
hours for a professor, specifying three conditions
(the participant worked 10 h and the other 7 h; ver-
sus the participant worked 7 h and the other 10 h;
versus both the participant and the other worked
10 h). Moreover, they were asked to evaluate the
fairness of payment in a variety of estimation tasks

61Ann. N.Y. Acad. Sci. 1299 (2013) 60–67 C© 2013 New York Academy of Sciences.



Motives for justice judgments van Prooijen

(e.g., participants rated what payment for them
would be fair assuming that the other received a pay-
ment of $25). In this relatively complex distribution
setting, people’s justice judgments turned out to be
biased toward overpaying themselves. Such individ-
ualism in justice judgments can have detrimental
consequences in a variety of social situations, such
as negotiations: When negotiating parties differ fun-
damentally in their perceptions of what outcome
would be fair, it is hard to reach an agreement that
is satisfactory to all parties involved.14

Besides individualism in the perceived fairness of
material outcomes (i.e., distributive justice), addi-
tional evidence suggests that individualistic motives
also contribute to perceptions of procedural justice,
that is, the perceived fairness of decision-making
procedures. An example of a typical procedural
justice phenomenon is the effects of voice: peo-
ple evaluate procedures in which decision-makers
allow them an opportunity to voice their opin-
ion as more fair than procedures that deny them
such an opportunity.15 Moreover, these voice effects
are driven by concerns beyond influencing the out-
comes of the decision-making process: people eval-
uate voice procedures more positively even when it
is clear that one’s opinions cannot influence the final
decision.16 Specifically, voice procedures are valued
also for noninstrumental reasons: when a leader asks
for a subordinate’s opinions on important decisions,
it communicates that the subordinate has high sta-
tus and is respected as a full member of the com-
munity. Importantly, such indicators of relational
worth themselves constitute valuable commodities
that people receive from others, and hence, people
can be egocentrically motivated to strive for these
relational outcomes. Individualistic motives for jus-
tice thus do not need to be restricted to the egoistic
pursuit of tangible outcomes only, but may be ex-
tended to obtaining nontangible outcomes such as
respect and status, as these have implications for a
perceiver’s own sense of self-worth.

Preliminary evidence that procedural justice
judgments are sometimes shaped by individualis-
tic motives was obtained in a business simulation
experiment testing the idea that people sometimes
evaluate a minor procedural injustice that happens
to the self as worse than a major procedural injustice
that one sees happening to someone else.17 Groups
of three participants received a voice or a no-voice
procedure following various tasks on three sepa-

rate occasions. In a concentrated injustice condi-
tion, one participant received a no-voice procedure
on all three occasions and the other two partici-
pants received a voice procedure on all three oc-
casions. In a distributed injustice condition, every
participant received a no-voice procedure on one
occasion and voice procedures on the other two oc-
casions. Results revealed that participants who con-
tinuously received voice in the concentrated injus-
tice condition evaluated the supervisor’s behavior as
fairer than participants in the distributed injustice
condition. These results suggest that the personal
experience of a relatively mild procedural injustice
(as was the case in the distributed injustice condi-
tion) is considered as less fair than a relatively major
procedural injustice that one observes happening
to someone else (as was the case in the concen-
trated injustice condition). Other studies confirm
that people respond differently to the injustice that
they experience themselves versus the injustice that
they perceive happening to others.18

Besides such an asymmetry in how people weigh
no-voice procedures accorded to self and others in
their justice judgments, additional studies suggest
that an individualistic mindset makes people more
responsive to the extent to which they themselves
were allowed or denied voice in a decision-making
process. Specifically, a common distinction in levels
of self-definition is the individual versus the social
self.19 The individual self is the part of the self-
concept that highlights how one is unique com-
pared to others, which likely drives the extent to
which one’s own needs are salient. The social self is
the part of the self-concept that focuses on similar-
ities between the self and others, which is likely to
increase the salience of others’ needs. These various
levels of self-definition can be made more or less
accessible by means of contextual influences, such
as priming procedures.20 An example of a priming
procedure has participants read a brief description
of a trip to the city that is written in the first person
singular, using words such as I, me, or myself (the
individual self condition), or in the first person plu-
ral, using words such as we, our, or ourselves (the
social self-condition). The participant’s task then is
to count all the personal pronouns in the text. Re-
search reveals that a subsequent manipulation of
voice versus no-voice procedures exerts stronger ef-
fects on participants’ evaluations of how respect-
ful and polite they feel treated after being primed
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with the individual self rather than the social self.21

Activating an individualistic mindset thus makes
people more responsive to the extent to which oth-
ers treat them with fair or unfair decision-making
procedures. This finding is consistent with the more
general theoretical notion that justice judgments are
individualistically motivated when perceivers them-
selves are treated with fair or unfair decision-making
procedures.

Whereas subtle contextual cues may induce
temporary activation of the individual or social self,
a more chronic indicator of individualistic or social
behavioral tendencies can be found in the personal-
ity variable of social value orientation. Social value
orientation distinguishes between three categories:
prosocial, individualistic, and competitive orienta-
tions. Prosocials are defined in terms of enhancing
collective outcomes and equality in outcomes
between themselves and others; individualists are
defined in terms of enhancing outcomes for self
with no or very little regard for other’s outcomes;
and competitors are defined in terms of enhancing
relative advantage over others.22 The individualistic
and competitive orientations are often combined
into a single category of pro-self-orientation,
because both seek to enhance own outcomes, either
in an absolute sense (individualists) or in a relative
or comparative sense (competitors).23 It stands to
reason that people with a pro-self orientation are
more likely than people with a prosocial orientation
to pay close attention to, and hence be responsive
to, self-relevant social information. Consistent with
the idea that justice judgments are individualisti-
cally motivated when one is the target of fair or
unfair treatment, research reveals that providing
participants with voice versus no-voice procedures
exerts a strong influence on procedural justice
judgments only among proselfs, and not among
prosocials. These findings were independent from
the expected outcomes of the decision-making
process. Moreover, these results were found not
only in laboratory experiments and in samples of
university students, but also in organizations.11

People who are chronically self-focused, thus,
are most responsive to variations in procedural
justice.

In sum, individualistic motives clearly contribute
to justice judgments. These motives can be observed
in the distribution of material outcomes, as well
as when evaluating decision-making procedures.

These individualistic motives seem to emerge par-
ticularly in situations where the individual’s own—
tangible or nontangible—interests are perceptually
salient, such as decision-making contexts where the
perceiver’s own payment is at stake, or where the per-
ceiver is accorded a voice or a no-voice procedure.
In the following section, I will describe conditions
under which motives for justice are more likely of a
social nature, due to dispositional or situational fac-
tors that increase the perceptual salience of other’s
needs.

Social motives for justice judgments

Although individualistic motives may be part of the
psychology of justice, it is unlikely that they are
entirely responsible for driving justice judgments.
In many situations, people seem genuinely moti-
vated by moral norms and concerns about equality,
sometimes at the expense of their own interests.
As a case in point, individualistic strivings for out-
come maximization, status, and respect are hard to
reconcile with the personal sacrifices that historical
figures such as Mohandas Gandhi, Nelson Mandela,
and Mother Teresa made in the pursuit of justice.
These individuals seemed to conceptualize justice in
terms of the needs and interests of other people. In-
deed, the main proposition here is that when others’
needs are perceptually salient, justice-based reason-
ing is motivated by social concerns. For instance,
whereas overpayment of the self is mainly found in
relatively complex decision-making contexts where
one is able to psychologically justify striving for a
relatively high reward,13,14 people prefer equity in a
relatively simple distribution context where it is clear
that relative overpayment is unfair toward others.24

Furthermore, research on economic games reveals
that distributors share valuable resources in a more
egalitarian way with receivers that are completely
powerless (e.g., a dictator game, where the receiver
has to accept any offer from the distributor), as op-
posed to receivers that have some, but very low,
retaliation power (e.g., a modified ultimatum game
where the receiver can punish an unfair offer by
only a very minor subtraction of the distributor’s
outcomes). These results were attributable to the
social responsibility norms that are activated when
faced with a powerless other.25 Subtle contextual
cues can apparently focus a perceiver’s attention to
the needs of others, eliciting justice-based reasoning
that is driven by social motivations.
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In many situations, personality traits—notably,
social value orientation—may also determine the
extent to which a perceiver is concerned about own
versus others’ needs, and hence, whether justice
judgments are grounded in individualistic or so-
cial motives. Whereas the justice judgments of pro-
selfs in particular are influenced by the extent to
which they themselves are accorded a voice or a
no-voice procedure,11 a different pattern emerges
in an evaluation context where a perceiver also has
information about how a comparable other partici-
pant is treated. In such situations, proselfs base jus-
tice judgments mostly on the extent to which they
themselves receive a voice or a no-voice procedure,
regardless of how the other participant is treated; but
prosocials base justice judgments mostly on equal-
ity in procedures, that is, whether they received the
same procedures as the other participant.26 These
findings suggest that in the same social compari-
son context, procedural justice judgments can be
based on either individualistic or social motives
depending on the social value orientation of the
perceiver.

Given the assumed role of perceptual salience of
own versus other’s needs, it stands to reason that
social motives become increasingly important in
justice judgments to the extent that perceivers are
less actively involved in an event. For instance, if
one is an observer who is confronted with an event
where another individual or group is victimized by
the unfair behavior of another actor, the observer’s
scope of attention may—at least temporarily—be
less focused on his or her own egocentric goals.
As such, most justice-based reasoning that emerges
among independent observers is likely to be based
on motivations beyond egocentrism, such as collec-
tive needs, the desire to uphold moral norms, or the
well-being of a victim of injustice. Various studies
underscore that people are willing to pay in order
to punish an unknown actor who behaved unfairly
toward an unknown victim, even when there is no
clear self-serving incentive to do so.27 These find-
ings have been interpreted as indication that people
sometimes actively pursue justice for the sake of jus-
tice, even at the cost of personal gains. Independent
observers thus are sometimes willing to sacrifice in-
dividualistic goals (i.e., personal gains) to restore a
sense of justice for others, underscoring the social
motivations for justice in these situations.

Many studies on the punishment of unfair actors
have been conducted from an independent observer
perspective, where participants simply indicate
punitive preferences instead of being allowed to
actively punish the offender. Typically, participants
receive a scenario in the format of a newspaper
article, in which they read how an offender commits
an injustice harming a victim, and then respond
to questions assessing punishment preferences,
negative emotions, and perceptions of the offender
and victim. Such a setup thus mimics lay people’s
responses to the injustices that they perceive on
a day-to-day basis through modern media. One
set of studies reveals that activation of the social
self increases desire to punish the offender.28 Thus,
whereas activating an individualistic mindset makes
people more sensitive to personally experienced
injustice,21 activation of a social mindset makes peo-
ple more sensitive to injustice experienced by others.
Additional findings reveal that activation of the so-
cial self also shapes justice-based reactions to crime
victims.29

It is important to note that social motivations are
not necessarily benevolent motivations, as the scope
of out-groups that are considered worthy of fair
treatment tends to vary across situations.30 Rather,
it implies that people conceptualize justice in terms
of in-group norms or behavior that serves the col-
lective interest, but sometimes this may be harm-
ful to the interest of other individuals or groups.
For instance, in a group-based setting, people often
conceptualize justice as behavior that benefits their
own group, even at the expense of other groups.31

Moreover, people endorse differential punishment
depending on whether the offender belongs to the
in-group or an out-group. Specifically, two oppos-
ing patterns are typically found when comparing
punishment for in-group and out-group offenders
who committed the same offense: people sometimes
have a stronger desire to punish an in-group of-
fender, due to a motivation to protect their group’s
reputation and uphold in-group norms by sym-
bolically excluding the offender (the black sheep
effect).32 But at other times, people have a stronger
desire to punish an out-group offender, as, for in-
stance, reflected in racial bias in sentencing.33 Which
of these effects emerge depends on what is best for
a perceiver’s own group in a specific social context.
When the evidence against a defendant is strong,
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people serve their group best by endorsing strong
punishment for the in-group offender, as displaying
strong disapproval helps to restore the harm done
to the group’s image by the offender’s behavior; but
when the evidence against a defendant is weak, peo-
ple consider guilt more likely for an out-group as op-
posed to in-group suspect, as they are loyal to, and
deny blame for, one of their group members.34,35

While the justice system is ostensibly blind with
regard to social categories in legal proceedings, in
reality, people recommend differential punishment
of offenders depending on their group membership.
This unequal application of justice emerges out of
social motivations, in this case, a desire to protect
the in-group.

In sum, motivations for justice cannot be only
individualistic but also social, in the sense that they
are based on concerns about the needs and interests
of others. These social motivations are most likely
to inspire justice judgments when the needs of oth-
ers are perceptually salient, which may be caused
by chronic features of a perceiver’s personality (i.e.,
prosocials), or by features of the situation that de-
crease the emphasis on own goals and interests.
However, these social motives may be selective, in
the sense that they mainly serve the needs of others
that are part of a perceiver’s social identity or group,
while ignoring the needs of others who are more
remote from a perceiver’s identity. Neither individ-
ualistic nor social motives thus guarantee an equal
application of justice.

Concluding remarks

The present contribution was designed to high-
light the subjectivity of justice judgments by point-
ing out how basic motivational dynamics shape
these judgments across social situations. Instead of
forming justice judgments from “behind the veil of
ignorance”—which, according to the philosopher
John Rawls,36 is a prerequisite for a truly objective
application of justice—the findings reviewed here
suggest that what people consider to be fair depends
largely on their self- or other-oriented goals, and
the extent to which these goals are activated through
perceptual salience of own versus others’ needs. If
people are mainly focused on their own needs—due
to personality or the demands of the situation—
justice judgments are likely to be influenced by indi-
vidualistic motivations, producing evaluations that

are based on the valence of anticipated outcomes for
the self. But if people are mainly focused on others’
needs, justice judgments are likely to be influenced
by social motivations such as in-group norms and
the collective interest. Moreover, these ideas can be
applied to understand multiple conceptualizations
of justice, including the distribution of material out-
comes (i.e., distributive justice), the perceived fair-
ness of decision-making procedures (i.e., procedu-
ral justice), and the application of punishment to
offenders (i.e., retributive justice).

The present contribution was conceptualized
by the broad dichotomous distinction of own
versus other’s needs. Future theorizing and research
may disentangle more specific needs in relation
to justice judgments. For instance, it has been
shown that a need for autonomy—presumably
an individualistic psychological need—influences
reasoning about justice when the perceiver is treated
with fair or unfair decision-making procedures.37

Although this finding is consistent with the
arguments raised here, it does illuminate avenues
toward more specificity regarding the underlying
motivations that shape justice judgments in various
situations. Various other studies confirm relations
between specific psychological needs and justice
concerns.38–40 As such, the arguments presented
here may be a step toward a more refined theo-
retical model that centers around the question of
how specific psychological needs motivate justice
judgments.

It is unlikely that people are always aware of the
influence of the proposed motivational forces on
their justice judgments. People may mostly be in-
clined to believe that their justice judgments are
inspired by social motivations such as moral norms
and concern for others. After all, people have the
desire to believe that they are moral, or at least to be
perceived as such.41 But these attributions of social
motives to an individual’s own justice judgments
may be justified only in a limited number of situ-
ations, and on many occasions—particularly when
there are substantial self-relevant implications to
a social interaction—justice judgments are influ-
enced by individualistic motives, more than people
may realize. It is concluded that both individualistic
and social motives are fundamental to explain why
people are so strongly concerned about justice in
many aspects of their everyday lives.
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