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 The current research tested competing predictions on whether the experience of personal 
injustice would increase or decrease internal attributions of others’ success. Compared 
with the control condition, Study 1 found that individuals gave less credit to another 
person for his promotion after they recalled their own unfair experience. Study 2 revealed 
that personal injustice led weak just-world believers, but not strong just-world believers, 
to perceive a lottery winner to be less deserving. Study 3 showed that these effects were 
mediated by resentment. The findings demonstrate that thinking about one’s own injustice 
can lead to a more cynical outlook on others’ positive outcomes.  

 Correspondence should be sent to Ning Chen, College of Business 
Administration, Clarion University of Pennsylvania, 840 Wood Street, 
Clarion, PA 16214. E-mail: nchen@clarion.edu 

Compared with the hi-tech boom in the 1990s and pros-
perity in the housing market in the early 21st century, the 
U.S. economy between 2008 and 2009 was in the worst 
recession since the Great Depression. A lot of companies 
were on the verge of bankruptcy. To save the dying com-
panies from going out of business and bring the economy 
back eventually, the government stepped in and offered 
$700 billion to various financial organizations in 2008. In 
this context, it was disclosed in early 2009 that American 
International Group (AIG), which received $170 billion 
in taxpayer bailouts, planned to pay about $165 million 
in bonus to its executives. At the same time, retirement 
money in Government Retirement Accounts dropped 
substantially. Many people saw the shrinkage of their 
Individual Retirement Accounts (IRAs) balances as 
unfair and undeserved. How did the perception that they 
have suffered from injustice affect their opinion of posi-
tive outcomes such as the controversial AIG bonus pay-
outs (Ackerman, 2009)? 

Research on emotions suggests that perceived injus-
tice, and its accompanying feelings of anger and resent-
ment (Feather & Nairn, 2005; Weiner, Graham, & 

Chandler, 1982), can create less charitable interpretations 
of others and their outcomes. These negative feelings 
triggered in one unfair situation can automatically elicit 
hostile cognitions in other, unrelated situations because 
of the carryover effects of resentment (e.g., Bower & 
Forgas, 2001; Goldberg, Lerner, & Tetlock, 1999; Lerner, 
Goldberg, & Tetlock, 1998). Therefore, when individuals 
perceived the shrinkage of their IRA as unfair, they may 
have been resentful. The elicited resentment and anger 
could have led them to blame the recipients of AIG 
bonuses.

By contrast, the justice-motive theory (Lerner, 1980) 
suggests that perceived injustice can create very different 
interpretations of others and their outcomes. According 
to the justice-motive theory, people have a fundamental 
need to believe the world is a just place. Upon encounter-
ing injustice, the justice motive is activated. Individuals 
first try to eliminate the injustice to maintain their just-
world belief. If  individuals do not have the opportunity 
or ability to eliminate the injustice, however, they per-
suade themselves that no injustice has occurred by blam-
ing the victim (e.g., Covati, Foley, & Coffman, 2001; 
DePalma, Madey, Tillman, & Wheeler, 1999; Lerner & 
Simmons, 1966) or lionizing the winner (e.g., Callan, 
Ellard, & Nicol, 2006; Dion & Dion, 1987; Johnston, 
2009; Lerner, 1965). It is therefore possible that when 
people perceived the shrinkage of their IRA as unfair, 



PERSONAL INJUSTICE AND SUCCESS ATTRIBUTION  201

they were also motivated to seek justice in the situation. 
As they failed to change the status quo, they may have 
tried to persuade themselves that the Wall Streeters 
deserved to receive the bonus. The perceived injustice 
thus might have led individuals to justify AIG bonus 
payouts. 

In this way, research on emotional reactions to injus-
tice and the justice-motive theory have contradictory pre-
dictions of the relationship between the perceived 
injustice and attributions for the positive outcomes of 
others. The current study attempts to address this differ-
ence by exploring how the perception of personal injus-
tice affects attributions for the positive outcomes of 
others. 

 THE CARRYOVER EFFECT OF RESENTMENT 
AND ANGER 

Research on emotions posits that every emotion has its 
specific cognitive and motivational properties (Arnold, 
1960; Frijda, 1988; Lerner & Keltner, 2000, 2001; Smith 
& Ellsworth, 1985). The associated appraisal tendencies 
carry over to affect appraisals of subsequent events, even 
those that are unrelated to the situation eliciting the emo-
tion (e.g., Keltner, Ellsworth, & Edwards, 1993; Tiedens 
& Linton, 2001). In addition, the motivational properties 
of the emotion can be carried over to subsequent situa-
tions and influence people’s judgments and decisions 
(Young, Tiedens, Jung, & Tsai, 2011).

According to this line of  research on emotions and 
decision making, resentment developed by personal 
injustice can affect attributions about others’ outcomes. 
When individuals think that they have been treated 
unfairly, they can feel resentful or angry (Lazarus, 1991), 
which can lead to more hostile attributions about the 
behaviors of  others1 (e.g., Goldberg et al., 1999; Lerner 
et al., 1998; Quigley & Tedeschi, 1996). For instance, 
Goldberg et al. (1999) found that anger about a crime 
could influence judgments about the perpetrator’s unre-
lated acts, ultimately leading to more punitive judg-
ments about the perpetrator. Similarly, Quigley and 
Tedeschi (1996) found that anger experienced in one 
situation can elicit a motive to blame people in other 
situations. 

Because resentment and anger can bias individuals’ 
judgments and decisions, regardless of whether the cur-
rent decisions relate to the source of one’s resentment, 
they can harm interpersonal and intergroup relations. 
Research has shown that anger makes employees feel less 
trust for their coworkers even though these people have 

 1Resentment and anger share many commonalities, although some 
scholars have posited subtle distinctions between the two emotions 
(Mackie & Smith, 2002; Solomon, 1993). 

nothing to do with the source of the employees’ anger 
(Dunn & Schweitzer, 2005). Angry people also have more 
prejudicial attitudes toward an outgroup than individuals 
in other emotional states, enhancing the potential of del-
eterious effects in intergroup relations (DeSteno, 
Dasgupta, Bartlett, & Cajdric, 2004). 

These findings suggest that individuals who experience 
injustice may feel resentful of others’ good fortune and 
give others less credit for their positive outcomes. 

 THE JUSTICE-MOTIVE THEORY AND 
ATTRIBUTIONS 

The relationship between perceived injustice and attribu-
tion has also been studied by the justice-motive theory. 
According to the justice-motive theory (Lerner, 1980), 
people have a fundamental need to believe that the world 
is a just place where they get what they deserve. Upon 
encountering injustice, the justice motive is activated. 
Individuals try to eliminate the injustice by helping the 
innocent victim (e.g., Covati et al., 2001; DePalma et al., 
1999; Lerner & Simmons, 1966). However, if  individuals 
do not have the opportunity to help or to compensate the 
victim, they persuade themselves that no injustice has 
occurred. One way to do this is to blame the victim by 
making internal attributions for the suffering, which 
maintains one’s belief  in justice. 

The justice-motive theory has been tested with various 
targets such as the unemployed (Skarlicki, Folger, & 
Tesluk, 1999), victims of poverty (Pancer, 1988), the 
handicapped (Murphy-Berman, Sullivan, & Berman, 
1993), AIDS patients (Murphy-Berman & Berman, 1990; 
Triplet & Sugarman, 1987), rape victims (Gilmartin-
Zena, 1983; Karuza & Carey, 1984), cancer patients 
(Braman & Lambert, 2001), and numerous others (for 
reviews, see Hafer & Begue, 2005; Lerner, 1980; Lerner & 
Miller, 1978). One of the consistent findings in the jus-
tice-motive research is that the justice motive leads to 
more internal attributions for the misfortunes of others 
but a greater tendency to help or compensate victims 
when given a chance. 

The justice-motive theory also holds for reactions to 
the positive outcome of others. Because individuals have 
the need to believe that the world is a just place, they 
often associate good characteristics with good outcomes. 
When someone wins a lottery, the person is likely to be 
judged to deserve it because “good things happen to good 
people” (Callan et al., 2006). Similarly, when someone is 
selected to receive a reward for a team project, the person 
is likely to be evaluated to have a better performance than 
a partner, even if  the selection was dictated by chance 
(Johnston, 2009; Lerner, 1965). For the same reason, 
people like physically attractive others because good-
looking people are perceived to possess good character 



202  CHEN AND YOUNG

(Dion & Dion, 1987). Therefore, the justice motive leads 
individuals to make more internal attributions for the 
positive outcome of others and to like people with posi-
tive outcomes. 

From the justice-motive perspective, when individuals 
feel that they have been unfairly treated, their justice 
motive is activated. This activated justice motive leads 
individuals to make more internal attributions for the 
positive outcome of others.

 WORKING HYPOTHESES 

The central problem, though, is that personal injustice 
arouses not only the justice motive but also resentment. 
Although the research on emotional reactions to injustice 
predicts that personal injustice causes resentment, which 
reduces internal attributions for other’s positive out-
comes, the justice-motive theory predicts that personal 
injustice activates justice motive, which gives rise to inter-
nal attributions. Therefore, it is an open question as to 
whether personal injustice decreases internal attributions 
due to resentment or increases internal attributions due 
to activation of the justice motive. We argue that when 
the perception of injustice is brought out by personal 
injustice, individuals give less credit to others for their 
positive outcomes because of the carryover effect of 
resentment. People usually are primarily concerned with 
justice in their own experiences and are secondarily con-
cerned with justice in the experiences of others (Miller, 
1977). As Lerner and Miller (1978) stated,

 People will be concerned primarily with their own world, 
that is the environment in which they must live and func-
tion. To witness and admit to injustices in other environ-
ments does not threaten people very much because these 
events have little relevance for their own fates. As events 
become closer to their world, however, the concern with 
injustices increases greatly, as does the need to explain or 
make sense of the events. (p. 1031) 

Therefore, only when individuals feel that they have 
gotten what they deserve is there a possibility that they 
would believe that the world is a just place. They are then 
motivated to help the victim or lionize the winner to 
maintain the just-world beliefs. If  individuals feel that 
they themselves are not fairly treated their focus will be 
on their own plight (Miller, 1977). Under these circum-
stances resentment gets a higher priority than the justice 
motive for others. Rather than being motivated to make 
the world fairer for others, for example, helping others in 
need or respecting the person with positive outcomes, 
individuals interpret the positive outcomes of others with 
resentment, and give less credit to others for their positive 
outcomes. Accordingly, resentment, rather than the jus-
tice motive, should be the dominant motivating force in 

most people, except for those who are constantly moti-
vated to believe the world is a just place (Furnham, 2003). 

Following this logic, we hypothesized that when the 
perception of injustice is elicited by personal injustice, 
individuals give less credit to others compared to the 
baseline. In addition, the perceived, personal injustice 
should affect the attributions via resentment. The pur-
pose of the current research was to empirically test these 
hypotheses. 

 STUDY 1: PERCEPTION OF INJUSTICE AND 
ATTRIBUTIONS FOR PROMOTION 

Study 1 examined the effect of personal injustice on attri-
butions for another’s positive outcome. We created two 
experimental conditions: In the personal injustice condi-
tion, we asked participants to recall an unjust personal 
experience; in the control condition, we asked partici-
pants to describe one interesting event that happened to 
them yesterday (adapted from Dalbert’s, 2002, proce-
dure). Then we presented all participants with a scenario 
in which a manager led a work team of equally high-per-
forming employees. In the scenario participants were told 
that a manager was asked to choose only one of his team 
members for promotion. Participants then made attribu-
tions for the employee’s promotion. We hypothesized 
that, when the perception of injustice is activated by 
recalling their own unfair experience, they will give less 
credit to the employee for his promotion compared to 
when it is not. 

To examine whether personal injustice does have a dif-
ferent effect on attributions compared with the injustice 
of others, we included a third condition—the injustice of 
others condition. In this condition, we asked participants 
to recall an unjust event that happened to others. We 
expected that individuals would make more internal attri-
butions for the employee’s promotion compared to the 
baseline, as shown by prior research on the justice-motive 
theory (e.g., Callan et al., 2006; Kray & Lind, 2002). 

 Method 

 Participants.  Seventy-two individuals (37 women, 35 
men) at a public university participated in this experi-
ment in an Introduction to Management course. The 
average age of the sample was 22.82 (SD = 5.75) years 
old, and the median was 21.00. They were informed that 
participating in this study was voluntary. Participants 
who signed up on the consent form received a question-
naire titled “Phil’s Story Questionnaire.” 

 Materials and procedure.  Participants were ran-
domly assigned to one of three conditions. In the per-
sonal injustice condition, participants were asked to 
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recall the most unjust thing that happened to them (other 
than others) and describe it in detail. Participants in the 
injustice of others condition were asked to recall the most 
unjust thing that happened to others (other than them-
selves) and describe it in detail. In the control condition, 
participants were asked to recall and describe an interest-
ing event that happened to them yesterday. 

All participants then read a scenario titled “Phil’s 
Story.” The scenario stated, “Phil has managed a work 
team in which all team members have equally-high per-
formance for almost two years. … Recently, he was asked 
to choose only one of their team members for promo-
tion. … After much deliberation, he chose Ed” (see the 
complete version in Appendix A). After reading the sce-
nario, participants completed a questionnaire that asked 
for their attributions for Ed’s promotion. 

 Attributions.  Before participants provided their 
responses to the questions, they were instructed first that 
“Ed’s success could be a joint product of factors associ-
ated with himself  and factors associated with external 
environment.” In addition, “factors associated with him-
self” was illustrated by high ability, working hard, or 
good moral character, whereas “factors associated with 
external environment” was illustrated by task easiness or 
luck. Then participants were asked to rate the extent to 
which each factor contributed to Ed’s promotion on six 
items (α = .86). Sample items included “Ed’s success is 
mainly due to 1 (factors associated with external environ-
ment) to 7 (factors associated with himself)” and “To 
what extent do you think the cause of Ed’s success was 
something that reflected on 1 (situation) to 7 (personal 
aspect of Ed)?” 

 Manipulation check.  To make sure that the instruc-
tion of activating the perception of injustice provided to 
participants was understood as intended, participants in 
the personal injustice condition were asked to rate how 
fairly they were treated in the situation that they had 
described, from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very). Participants in 
the injustice of others condition were asked to rate how 
fairly the person was treated in the situation that they had 
described, from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very). In the control 
condition, participants were asked to respond to both 
questions. 

 Results 

We read through participants’ responses to make sure 
participants wrote an event as intended. All the partici-
pants in the personal injustice condition did write about 
a personal injustice rather than simply an injustice 
directed at others that they have witnessed. In the control 
condition, the interesting events of yesterday denoted in 
participants’ responses did not reflect acts of personal or 

another’s injustice. In the injustice of others condition, all 
but one participant wrote about an injustice that they 
have witnessed rather than an event they have experi-
enced. One participant in this condition wrote the story 
of the “Death of Jesus Christ.” It was extremely unlikely 
that this participant had been physically present at that 
event. His response was thus excluded from analysis 
because he did not follow the instructions. 

The manipulation check indicated that participants 
were affected by their perception of injustice as intended—
participants in the personal injustice condition (M = 2.25, 
SD = 1.48) reported being treated less fairly than partici-
pants in the control condition (M = 4.56, SD = 1.47), 
t(45) = 5.37, p < .001, d = 1.57. Similarly, participants in 
the injustice of other condition (M = 1.79, SD = 1.06) 
reported the target person being treated less fairly than 
participants in the control condition (M = 3.75, 
SD = 1.92), t(46) = 4.38, p < .001, d = 1.26.

A one-way between-participants analysis of variance 
was conducted to compare the effect of injustice activa-
tion on the attributions to another’s promotion in per-
sonal injustice, control, and injustice of others conditions. 
There was a significant effect of injustice activation on 
the attributions, F(2, 68) = 13.58, p < .001. Planned com-
parisons indicated that the mean score for the personal 
injustice condition (M = 3.59, SD = 0.91) was signifi-
cantly lower than the control condition (M = 4.35, 
SD = 0.87, p = .004), indicating that attributions for the 
other person’s success were more about the external envi-
ronment after recalling personal injustice compared to 
the control condition. In addition, the mean score for the 
injustice of other condition (M = 4.92, SD = 0.84) was 
higher than the control condition (Figure 1; p = .03), indi-
cating more internal attributions for another’s after 
recalling another’s injustice compared to the control con-
dition. Taken together, these results suggest that different 
ways to activate injustice perception do have an effect on 
attributions to another’s promotion. Specifically, our 
results suggest that when the injustice perception is acti-
vated by personal injustice, individuals give less credit to 
others for their success than in the control condition. 
However, when the justice motive is activated by the 

 FIGURE 1 Internal attributions as a function of perceived injustice 
(Study 1). 
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injustice of others, individuals give more credit to others 
for their positive outcomes compared to the baseline. 

 Discussion 

The results of Study 1 are consistent with prior findings 
in that when the injustice perception is activated by the 
injustice of others, individuals are motivated to maintain 
justice in the world. Therefore, they make more internal 
attributions to an outcome (for a review, see Hafer & 
Begue, 2005). The finding does not contradict prior 
research on emotions, because witnessing injustice expe-
rienced by others can cause a sympathy or sadness but 
not anger and resentment (Feather & McKee, 2009). 
Sympathy or sadness has not been shown to result in hos-
tile attributions. 

More important, the current study found that when 
the injustice perception is activated by personal injustice, 
individuals give less credit to the employee for his promo-
tion. Prior research has shown that when people are 
unfairly treated, they tend to resent high achievers 
(Feather, 2008; Feather & Nairn, 2005) and are less will-
ing to help others (Miller, 1977; Miller & Smith, 1977). In 
line with these findings, the current study found that, 
when the perception of injustice was activated by recall-
ing their own unfair experience, individuals gave less 
credit to Ed for his promotion. Our study, together with 
prior findings indicate that when the injustice perception 
is activated by personal injustice, individuals displayed 
different cognitive, affective, and behavioral reactions 
compared with when the injustice perception is activated 
by the injustice of others.

 STUDY 2: PERSONAL INJUSTICE AND 
ATTRIBUTIONS FOR WINNING A LOTTERY 

To examine whether the relationship between personal 
injustice and fewer attributions to another’s positive out-
come revealed in Study 1 was robust, in Study 2 we tested 
this hypothesis in another context—someone winning a 
lottery. In addition, we intended to explore whether indi-
viduals with strong just-world beliefs had different 
response compare with individuals with weak just-world 
beliefs.

As previously discussed, personal injustice may arouse 
both the justice motive and resentment. The justice 
motive theory predicts that the justice motive increases 
internal attributions, whereas the research on emotional 
reactions to injustice predicts that resentment decreases 
internal attributions. Study 1 showed that thinking about 
one’s own injustice experience led to fewer internal attri-
butions, which suggested that resentment got higher pri-
ority than the justice motive. However, the motivation to 
believe in a just world varies by individuals (see Furnham, 

2003, for a review). For individuals who hold strong just-
world beliefs, the experience of personal injustice does 
indeed pose a problem of justice. The justice motive 
should increase the motivation to justify other’s benefits, 
resulting in higher internal attributions, which might 
easily override the potentially more subtle resentment 
effect. Indeed, research has shown that individuals with 
strong just-world beliefs are motivated to look for fair-
ness in situations even when their own outcome is unfa-
vorable (Hagedoorn, Buunk, & Van de Vliert, 2002). 
Nonetheless, this should not necessarily be the case for 
individuals with weak just-world beliefs. These individu-
als still primarily experience resentment, which should 
lower any internal attributions of another’s fortune. 

Therefore, we hypothesized that when strong just-world 
believers encounter personal injustice, they should make 
approximately the same level of internal attributions to 
another’s lottery win because of their strong need for jus-
tice. In contrast, for weak just-world believers, when their 
injustice perception is activated by personal injustice, they 
should give less credit to another person for his lottery 
win, the same pattern as we found in Study 1. 

 Method 

 Participants.  Sixty-one individuals (36 women, 25 
men) at a public university participated in this experi-
ment in exchange for $5. The average age of  the sample 
was 21.77 (SD = 7.39, Mdn = 20.00). They were recruited 
by e-mail list serve for voluntary participants in behav-
ioral studies. Participants who signed up received a link 
to the online studies titled Social Attitudes Questionnaire 
and Lottery Questionnaire. The online session was thus 
billed as comprising two separate and unrelated 
studies. 

 Materials and procedure.  Participants signed up to 
participate in a study called Social Attitudes Questionnaire, 
which entailed completing BJW-others scale (Lipkus, 
Dalbert, & Siegler, 1996; α = .89). (BJW is “Belief in a Just 
World.”) Participants responded to each item on a 7-point 
scale, from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). 

One week later, all participants who completed the 
Social Attitudes Questionnaire were eligible to partici-
pate in a study called Lottery Questionnaire. Participants 
were randomly assigned to one of two conditions. In the 
personal injustice condition, like in Study 1, participants 
were asked to recall the most unjust situation they had 
ever experienced in their lives, and then they wrote about 
their personal experience in detail. Participants in the 
control condition were asked to recall and describe the 
most interesting event that happened to them yesterday. 

All participants then read a news story titled “Ottawa 
Barber, Client Share $32M Lottery Win.” It was screen-
printed from the Lottery Post website (http://www.
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lotterypost.com/news/177726). Participants were told 
that due to the quality of the scanner, the resolution of 
the image was a little low, but the characters were legible. 
The purpose of adding this information was to contrib-
ute to the realism. 

The news was about two Ottawa men, Haddad and 
Detorre, who had won a $32 million lottery after decades 
of buying tickets together. After reading the news, par-
ticipants completed a questionnaire that asked for their 
attributions for Haddad’s winning the lottery. 

 Attributions.  Before participants provided their 
responses to the questions, they were instructed first that 
“Haddad’s winning the lottery could be a joint product 
of factors associated with himself  and factors associated 
with external environment.” Then participants were 
asked to rate the extent to which each factor contributed 
to Haddad’s winning the lottery on six items (α = .92) 
that were the same in structure as those used in Study 1.

 Manipulation check.  The same manipulation check 
as Study 1 was used.

 Results 

We used the same coding procedure as in Study 1 to check 
whether participants followed the instructions. All 
responses were included for analysis. 

Participants were affected by the injustice manipula-
tion as intended: Participants in the personal injustice 
condition (M = 2.35, SD = 1.35) reported being treated 
less fairly than participants in the control condition 
(M = 4.97, SD = 2.12), t(59) = 5.74, p < .001, d = 1.47.

Consistent with the general belief  that winning a lot-
tery is purely determined by chance, most of the ratings 
were below the midpoint on the scale (4) of the six internal–
external bipolar scales, which means participants made 
mostly external attributions. To test whether the just-
world beliefs could moderate the relationship between the 
injustice perception and the attributions to another’s 
 lottery win, we regressed internal attribution on the injus-
tice perception manipulation, mean-centered BJW score, 
and the interaction between the injustice perception and 
BJW score. BJW score did not produce a significant 
main effect (b = .09, SE b = .19, p = .65). However, the 
injustice perception marginally negatively related to inter-
nal attributions (b = –.27, SE b = .15, p = .07). In addition, 
the effect of  the manipulation differed as a function of 
participant endorsement of just-world beliefs (interaction 
b = .47, SE b = .19, p = .02).

Simple slopes analyses (see Figure 2) indicated that 
participants with a weak belief  in a just world (1 SD 
below the mean) gave less credit to another person for his 
winning a lottery when the perception of injustice is acti-
vated by personal injustice, compared to when it was not 

activated (b = –1.08, SE b = .25, p = .001). In contrast, 
participants with a strong belief  in a just world (1 SD 
above the mean) made the same amount of internal attri-
butions for another’s success to the chance-related event 
in the personal injustice activation condition as in the 
control condition (b = .32, SE b = .40, p = .47).

 Discussion 

Consistent with Study 1, Study 2 found that when indi-
viduals with weak just-world beliefs recalled their own 
unfair experience, they gave less credit to another person 
for his winning the lottery compared with when they did 
not recall an unfair experience. This was contrary to the 
prediction of justice-motive theory. In addition, we found 
that individuals with strong just-world beliefs made the 
same level of internal attributions for someone else’s lot-
tery win when they recalled their own unfair experience 
as when they did not. In this way, strong just-world 
believers’ justice motive for others was less likely to be 
influenced by personal injustice. Although winning a lot-
tery was purely determined by chance, they were still less 
likely to rely on external attributions and less likely to 
reject personal factors as causes even when their injustice 
experience was activated. This is consistent with prior 
findings about individuals with strong just-world beliefs: 
They are motivated to look for fair elements in situations 
even when their own outcome is unfavorable (Hagedoorn 
et al., 2002) and make more internal attributions for an 
outcome than individuals with weak just-world beliefs 
(Appelbaum, Lennon, & Aber, 2006; Dion & Dion, 1987; 
Mohiyeddini & Montada, 1998). 

Although individuals with strong versus weak just-
world beliefs have different attributions on another’s pos-
itive outcomes, we did not find a main effect of 
dispositional BJW on attributions to the lottery win, 
which does not support justice-motive theory (Lerner, 
1980). Therefore, Study 2 provided no reliable evidence 
that the justice motive was involved in translating the 
experience of personal injustice into attributions for 

 FIGURE 2 Internal attributions as a function of personal injustice 
and BJW score (Study 2). 
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positive outcomes of others. In Study 3, we directly tested 
whether resentment is the way through which personal 
injustice affect the attributions. 

 STUDY 3: RESENTMENT: THE MEANS 
THROUGH WHICH PERSONAL INJUSTICE 

AFFECTS ATTRIBUTIONS 

Study 3 investigated whether resentment can account for 
the pattern revealed in Study 2. The scenario we used in 
Study 3 was similar to that in Study 1. Participants were 
asked to make attributions for an employee’s promotion. 
We hypothesized that, among weak just-world believers, 
recalling their own unfair experience would make them 
resentful, which in turn would lead them to adopt a more 
adverse attributional style for another’s positive out-
come—making fewer internal attributions for the 
employee’s promotion. In contrast, among strong just-
world believers, recalling their own unfair experience 
would not show any effects on resentment and therefore 
would not affect their attributions for the employee’s 
promotion. 

 Method 

 Participants.  Seventy-three individuals (53 women, 
20 men) at a public university participated in this experi-
ment in exchange for $4. The average age of the sample 
was 22.00 (SD = 8.80, Mdn = 19.00). The recruitment 
procedure was the same as those in Study 2, except that 
the second study of Study 3 was entitled Promotion 
Study. 

 Materials and procedure.  Like Study 2, partici-
pants signed up to participate in a study called Social 
Attitudes Questionnaire, which entailed completing the 
BJW-others scale (Lipkus et al., 1996; α = .86). One week 
later, all participants who completed the Social Attitudes 
Questionnaire were eligible to participate in a study 
called Promotion Study. Similar to Study 2, participants 
were randomly assigned to one of  two conditions. In the 
personal injustice condition, participants were asked to 
recall the most unjust situation they had ever experi-
enced in their lives and to write about it in detail. 
Participants in the control condition were asked to recall 
and describe an interesting event that happened to them 
yesterday. They then completed a questionnaire that 
asked their feelings of  resentment (α = .82). According 
to the Oxford Dictionary, resentment is “bitter indigna-
tion at being treated unfairly” (http://oxforddictionaries.
com/definition/english/resentment). It can be seen as the 
opposite of  deservingness (feeling that one has been 
treated fairly). We thus developed four items to measure 
resentment: “Thinking back to what you wrote about, 

how resentful/angry were you about the situation?” 
“How much do you think you deserve what you 
described? (reverse coding),” “To what extent do you 
think that you were responsible for what you wrote 
about? (reverse coding)” (These two items were adapted 
from Feather & Nairn’s, 2005, study), and “How much 
do you think you did not deserve what you described?” 
Participants responded to each item on a 7-point scale 
from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much). 

After completed the questionnaire, participants were 
asked to imagine that they were working for a consulting 
company and were working on a project for improving the 
incentive system of a large local insurance company. To 
make a critical evaluation of the existing incentive system, 
they designed a survey and collected responses from all 
levels of the organization. Participants then read a ran-
domly sampled response sheet. To make the scenario 
more real, participants were told that due to the quality of 
the scanner, the resolution of the image was a little low.

From the response sheet, participants knew that the 
respondent was a manager. He “has managed a work 
team in which all team members have equally-high per-
formance for almost two years. … Recently, I was asked 
to choose only one of their team members for promo-
tion. … After much deliberation, I chose Ed” (see com-
plete version in Appendix B). After reading the scenario, 
participants completed a questionnaire that asked for 
their attributions for Ed’s promotion. 

 Attributions.   Like Study 1, participants were asked 
to rate the extent to which internal/external factors con-
tributed to Ed’s promotion on the six items (α = .83).

 Manipulation check.  We used the same manipula-
tion check as in Studies 1 and 2.

 Results 

We used the same coding procedure as in Studies 1 and 2 
to check whether participants followed instructions. All 
the responses were included for analysis. 

The manipulation check indicated that participants 
were affected by the perceived injustice as intended; par-
ticipants in the personal injustice condition (M = 2.42, 
SD = 1.61) reported being treated less fairly than partici-
pants in the control condition (M = 5.84, SD = 1.21), 
t(71) = 10.27, p < .001, d = 2.40. 

 Attributions.  To test whether we could replicate the 
findings from Study 2 (that just-world beliefs moderate 
the relationship between the injustice perception activa-
tion and their attributions to others’ success), we regressed 
internal attribution on the injustice perception manipula-
tion, mean-centered BJW score, and the interaction 
between the injustice perception and BJW score. BJW 
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score (b = –.15, SE b = .15, p = .29) did not produce a sig-
nificant main effect. However, the injustice perception 
negatively related to internal attributions (b = –.29, SE 
b = .10, p = .006). In addition, the effect of the manipula-
tion differed as a function of people’s endorsement of 
just-world beliefs (interaction b = .37, SE b = .15, p = .01).

To visualize this interaction, we plotted the simple 
slopes (Aiken & West, 1991; Figure 3). Participants with 
a weak belief  in a just world (1 SD below the mean) gave 
less credit when their injustice perception was activated 
by their own unfair experience as compared in the control 
condition (b = –.97, SE b = .19, p = .001). In contrast, the 
attribution of participants with a strong belief  in a just 
world (1 SD above the mean) was unaffected by recalling 
their own unfair experience (b = –.40, SE b = .22, p = .11).

 Resentment.  To test whether experimental manipu-
lations affect the resentment of individuals differently, we 
regressed resentment on the injustice perception manipu-
lation, mean-centered BJW score, and the interaction 
between the manipulation and BJW score. BJW score 
(b = .28, SE b = .20, p = .17) did not produce a significant 
main effect. However, the injustice perception positively 
related to resentment (b = 1.21, SE b = .14, p < .001). In 
addition, the effect of the manipulation differed as a 
function of people’s endorsement of just-world beliefs 
(interaction b = –.57, SE b = .20, p = .007).

As suggested by Aiken and West (1991), we estimated 
simple slopes at two levels of just-world beliefs: strong (1 
SD above the mean) and weak (1 SD below the mean). 
Results indicated that for individuals with strong just-
world beliefs, ratings of resentment did not differ depend-
ing on whether they wrote about an unjust or neutral 
personal event (b = –.13, SE b = .46, p = .79). By contrast, 
for individuals with weak just-world beliefs, ratings of 
resentment were higher if  they wrote about an unjust per-
sonal event than if  they wrote about a neutral personal 
event (b = 1.94, SE b = .44, p = .002). Accordingly, in the 
experimental condition, low BJW subjects experienced a 

higher level of resentment than the interesting experience 
they had described in the control condition. 

 Mediation analysis.  We hypothesized for individuals 
with weak just-world beliefs, recalling their own unfair 
experience led them to give less credit to the employee for 
his promotion because of the evoked resentment. To 
empirically test this hypothesis, we used the SPSS macro 
described by Preacher and Hayes (2008) to assess if  the 
Injustice Perception × Dispositional BJW interaction on 
internal attributions was mediated by resentment, with 
the main effects of injustice perception and dispositional 
BJW as covariates. With 5,000 bootstrap samples, the 
point estimate for the indirect effect was 0.10, with a 95% 
confidence interval from 0.01 to 0.29. As zero is not in the 
confidence interval, these results are consistent with the 
hypothesis that the effect of the interaction between 
injustice perception and dispositional BJW on internal 
attributions is at least partially indirect through 
resentment. 

 Discussion 

Study 3 replicated the pattern that we found in Study 2. 
Weak just-world believers gave less credit to another 
person for his promotion after they recalled their own 
unfair experience compared with when they did not. 
However, strong just-world believers made similar levels 
of  internal attributions for the promotion after recalling 
their unfair experience. In addition, the current study 
suggested that resentment was the way through which 
the personal injustice affected attributions. Specifically, 
when weak just-world believers recall their own injustice, 
they become resentful and further adopt a resentful attri-
butional style in accounting for another’s positive out-
come. This is consistent with Feather’s (2008) and 
Feather and Nairn’s (2005) work—concerns with one’s 
own undeserved outcome might lead one to resent others’ 
successes. In contrast, for strong just-world believers, 
recalling their own unfair experience did not bring forth 
too much resentment. They might see their own experi-
ence of  deprivation as fitting into a broader sense of  jus-
tice and so did not resent another’s positive outcome. 
Instead, they made the same kind of  attributions for the 
employee’s promotion as when they were not asked to 
recall their own injustice. This is consistent with prior 
findings that individuals with strong just-world beliefs 
are better at interpreting events in a meaningful way and 
have a better mental health—they experience less anger 
(Dalbert, 2002), exhibit a more positive mood (Bulman 
& Wortman, 1977), are less likely to be stressful or 
depressed (Otto, Boos, Dalbert, Schöps, & Hoyer, 2006; 
Otto & Schmidt, 2007; Ritter, Benson, & Snyder, 1990), 
and are more satisfied with their lives (Dzuka & Dalbert, 
2007; Lipkus et al., 1996).

 FIGURE 3 Internal attributions as a function of personal injustice 
and BJW score (Study 3). 
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 GENERAL DISCUSSION 

The objective of  the current research was to examine 
how perception of  injustice influences attributions for 
the positive outcome of  others when it is activated by 
personal injustice. In Study 1 we demonstrated that 
when perception of  injustice was activated by recalling 
their own unfair experience, individuals gave less credit 
to another person for his promotion. In Study 2 we 
revealed that in a purely chance-determined context—
someone winning a lottery—the pattern from Study 1 
only held for individuals with weak just-world beliefs. 
For those with strong just-world beliefs, their attribu-
tions were unaffected by recalling their own unfair expe-
rience. In Study 3 we explored the underlying mechanism 
of  the aforementioned pattern. We found that for indi-
viduals with weak just-world beliefs, recalling their own 
unfair experience evoked their resentment, and the elic-
ited resentment was carried over to an unrelated situa-
tion and, therefore, they gave less credit to another 
person for his positive outcome. In contrast, for those 
with strong just-world beliefs recalling their own unfair 
experience did not bring out much resentment, and they 
made similar internal attributions for another’s 
promotion. 

 Theoretical Implications 

 The carryover effect of resentment and 
anger.  Resentment is a form of anger that may involve 
inaction rather than the desire to strike against (Mark & 
Folger, 1984). Prior work has explored many conse-
quences of anger (for a review, see Lerner & Tiedens, 
2006), but not many have explored the consequences of 
resentment. The current study contributes to this field by 
specifically exploring the effect of resentment on attribu-
tions in unrelated situations. 

In addition, prior research focuses on how resentment 
or anger influences attributions of negative events in 
unrelated situations. A consistent finding is that resentment 
leads to more punitive attributions for the perpetrator—
the person who benefits from the event. The current study 
extends prior research by testing this resentful attribution 
style for positive events. Our results show that whether the 
positive outcome comes from a purely chance-determined 
event or from an ambiguous promotion, most individuals 
tend to give less credit to others for their positive out-
comes when they are resentful. All of these findings 
 suggest that once resentment or anger is activated, it 
colors the lens through which people perceive the world. 
Through this lens, individuals do not think those who 
benefit from the situation deserve what they get. They 
therefore tend to punish the perpetrator more harshly 
(Goldberg et al., 1999), are more cynical about people 
who receive positive outcomes (this study), and feel happy 

when the high achievers fail (Feather, 2008; Feather, 
Volkmer, & McKee, 1991).

 Another moderator of the justice-motive 
theory.  Although the general consensus is that the jus-
tice motive leads to more internal attributions of an out-
come, be it negative or positive, the relationship between 
the justice motive and internal attributions is not univer-
sal and can be strengthened or weakened by several fac-
tors such as individual difference in a belief  in a just 
world (e.g., Hafer & Olson, 1998), social identification 
(e.g., Aderman, Brehm, & Katz, 1974; Chaikin & Darley, 
1973), and personality (e.g., Lambert, Burroughs, & 
Chasteen, 1998). The current study suggests another 
factor that can influence the relationship between the jus-
tice motive and internal attributions—how the justice 
motive is activated, that is, whether it is activated by the 
misfortunes of others or by personal injustice. Several 
studies suggest that individuals have different behavioral 
and affective reactions to a victim depending on whether 
the victim is someone else or whether they themselves are 
the victim. For instance, when the justice motive is acti-
vated by the misfortune of others, it makes individuals 
compensate or help a victim when there is an opportunity 
(e.g., Covati et al., 2001; DePalma et al., 1999; Lerner & 
Simmons, 1966). However, when people feel unfairly 
treated and receive undeserved outcomes themselves (i.e., 
the justice motive is activated by personal injustice), they 
are not motivated to work for a person in need (Miller, 
1977). Similarly, studies have shown that individuals have 
different affective responses to others when they are the 
target of injustice. As previously mentioned, when the 
justice motive is activated by the outcome of others, it 
makes people like others with positive outcomes such as 
being physically attractive (Dion & Dion, 1987). However, 
when the justice motive is activated by personal injustice 
such as receiving underserved negative outcomes, indi-
viduals show resentment to the person with positive out-
comes, even when the receiver actually deserves the 
reward (Feather, 2008; Feather & Nairn, 2005). Consistent 
with these findings, the current study found that when 
personal deservingness is threatened, most people do not 
think achievers deserve good outcomes. Instead of lion-
izing the winner, people give less credit to others for their 
success. 

 Practical Implications 

The current research suggests that situations may prompt 
individuals to think about their own unjust outcomes, 
which leads them to give different explanations for anoth-
er’s success then they would otherwise. Specifically, when 
individuals feel unfairly treated, they become resentful. 
Resentment makes them think that others with positive 
outcomes do not deserve their rewards. In the workplace 
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feelings of personal injustice can be elicited by any event 
within or outside organizations. Organizational restruc-
turing, organizational policy changes, unfair treatment 
from immediate supervisors, coworkers, customers, or 
subordinates—all can cause feelings of personal injustice. 
Outside organizations, unjust complaints from custom-
ers, and conflicts with family members or friends can lead 
to a feeling of personal injustice as well. Once the feeling 
of personal injustice is elicited, it affects the employee’s 
reactions to the positive outcome of others even when it 
has nothing to do with the injustice. 

The current research findings also shed light on the 
public controversy surrounding the AIG bonus payouts 
mentioned in the introduction, namely, that even when 
their company needed a government bailout to survive, 
AIG executives received large bonuses to which they 
were contractually entitled. However, the situation in 
2009 was that the economy was sliding and pensions, 
IRAs, and stocks were not secured. The shrinkage of 
IRA balances likely elicited a feeling of  unfairness, and 
people did not think they deserved these negative out-
comes. Therefore, they did not make favorable internal 
attributions for the executive bonus distribution. In 
other words, people did not think that those executives 
deserved the contractually obligated bonuses and conse-
quently flew into rage at the AIG bonus payout 
(Ackerman, 2009). 

 Limitations and Future Directions 

One limitation of the current work is that it only investi-
gated the effect of one feeling—resentment—on attribu-
tions for positive outcomes such as another employee’s 
promotion and another person’s lottery win. Future 
research could investigate whether other feelings, such as 
guilt or pride, have similar effects on the attributions. In 
the current study the personal injustice is negative; that is, 
someone receives bad outcomes due to the injustice. 
Under the circumstances, resentment is triggered. If  the 
personal injustice is positive (e.g., people recall a scenario 
in which they are the one who benefits from injustice), 
how will they attribute another’s positive outcomes? Will 
the activated feeling of guilt or pleasure (Feather & 
McKee, 2009) serve as a mediator and affect the way 
people interpret social events?

Another limitation is the samples that we used—all of 
our participants were residents in the United States, a cul-
ture encouraging people to maximize pleasantness and 
minimize unpleasantness. Once unpleasantness, such as a 
feeling of resentment appears, it is not surprising that it 
has great impact on individuals’ behaviors. Recent study, 
however, revealed a different ideology about emotions in 
East Asian cultures, which value balance of emotions 
(e.g., Leu et al., 2010). It is, therefore, possible that indi-
viduals in East Asian cultures experience different 

emotions when facing personal injustice. If  so, future 
research should look at how culture influences the carry-
over effect of resentment. 

Future studies could see if  the attribution pattern 
would hold if  one’s injustice was linked to the outcome 
that one was judging. As in the opening example about 
AIG, AIG may have actually played a role in the injustice 
that one has experienced. It would be interesting to see 
whether under these circumstances the strong just-world 
believers would still give AIG executives who received 
large bonuses the credit by making internal attributions 
for their success. 
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 APPENDIX A 
STUDY 1 SCENARIO 

Phil’s Story

Phil is a department manager of a large local insurance 
company. There are six employees (John, Matt, Jenny, 
Ed, Susan, and Tom) in his department. They have been 
working together as a team for two years. Phil is proud of 
his team. In general, all of the employees perform equally 
well. 

As a middle-manager, it is Phil’s responsibility to 
decide who will get promoted, how large of a bonus to 
assign to each team member, and who will receive oppor-
tunities for further training. 

This morning, Phil’s boss, the head of the company, 
asked him to choose one of his employees for promotion. 
It was a difficult decision because all of his employees 
were good performers. He tried to persuade his boss to 
give a group-based bonus instead. Although there were 
several exchanges between them, he could not change his 
boss’s mind. After much deliberation, he chose Ed. 
Starting next week Ed will be the assistant manager of 
the department. He will have his own office and receive a 
10% raise.

 APPENDIX B 
STUDY 3 MATERIAL 

(color appendix available online) 


