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DFG Research Center (SFB) “From Heterogeneities to Inequalities”
Whether fat or thin, male or female, young or old – people are different. Alongside their physical features, they also differ in terms of nationality and ethnicity; in their cultural preferences,
lifestyles, attitudes, orientations, and philosophies; in their competencies, qualifications, and
traits; and in their professions. But how do such heterogeneities lead to social inequalities?
What are the social mechanisms that underlie this process? These are the questions pursued
by the DFG Research Center (Sonderforschungsbereich (SFB)) “From Heterogeneities to
Inequalities” at Bielefeld University, which was approved by the German Research
Foundation (DFG) as “SFB 882” on May 25, 2011.
In the social sciences, research on inequality is dispersed across different research fields
such as education, the labor market, equality, migration, health, or gender. One goal of the
SFB is to integrate these fields, searching for common mechanisms in the emergence of
inequality that can be compiled into a typology. More than fifty senior and junior researchers
and the Bielefeld University Library are involved in the SFB. Along with sociologists, it brings
together scholars from the Bielefeld University faculties of Business Administration and
Economics, Educational Science, Health Science, and Law, as well as from the German
Institute for Economic Research (DIW) in Berlin and the University of Erlangen-Nuremberg. In
addition to carrying out research, the SFB is concerned to nurture new academic talent, and
therefore provides doctoral training in its own integrated Research Training Group. A data
infrastructure project has also been launched to archive, prepare, and disseminate the data
gathered.

Research Project A6 “The Legitimation of Inequalities – Structural Conditions of
Justice Attitudes over the Life-span”
This project investigates (a) the conditions under which inequalities are perceived as
problems of justice and (b) how embedment in different social contexts influences the
formation of attitudes to justice across the life course.
We assume that individuals evaluate inequalities in terms of whether they consider them just,
and that they hold particular attitudes toward justice because, and as long as, these help
them to attain their fundamental goals and to solve, especially, the problems that arise
through cooperation with other people (cooperative relations). As a result, attitudes on justice
are not viewed either as rigidly stable orientations across the life span or as “Sunday best
beliefs” i.e. short-lived opinions that are adjusted continuously to fit situational interests.
Instead, they are regarded as being shaped by the opportunities for learning and making
comparisons in different phases of the life course and different social contexts.
The goal of the project is to use longitudinal survey data to explain why individuals have
particular notions of justice. The key aspect is taken to be changes in the social context –
particularly households, social networks, or workplaces – in which individuals are embedded
across their life course. This is because social contexts offer opportunities to make social
comparisons and engage in social learning, processes that are decisive in the formation of
particular attitudes to justice. The project will test this empirically by setting up a special
longitudinal panel in which the same individuals will be interviewed three times over an 11year period.
The results of the project will permit conclusions to be drawn on the consequences of
changes in a society's social and economic structure for its members' ideas about justice.
The project therefore supplements the analysis of the mechanisms that produce inequality,
which is the focus of SFB 882 as a whole, by looking at subjective evaluations, and it
complements that focus by addressing the mechanisms of attitude formation.
Research goals
(1) Analysis of the conditions in which justice is used as a criterion for evaluating inequalities.
(2) Explanation of attitudes toward justice as the outcome of comparison and learning
processes mediated by the social context.
(3) Longitudinal observation of the individual development of attitudes to justice over the life
course.
Research design
(1) Continuation and expansion of the longitudinal survey of evaluations of justice conducted
by the German Socio-Economic Panel Study (SOEP).
(2) Commencement of an independent longitudinal panel with ties to the process-generated
individual data of the German Institute for Employment Research (IAB) and information on
companies and households (the plan is to carry out three survey waves over an 11-year
period).
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Why is justice regarded as so important?
Theoretical considerations and an empirical test of
a fundamental question
Stefan Liebig, Carsten Sauer, and Sebastian Hülle
Abstract
The paper investigates why justice is regarded as important in human groups and societies. Using the theory of
social production functions (SPF) as a general model of action, the theoretical analysis focuses in a first step on
the question of why individuals regard justice as valuable in social life. The theory of social production functions
defines two fundamental human goals—physical and social well-being. The integration of justice concepts into a
general model of human behavior demands to explain how justice enters an individual's social production
functions. We predict a direct effect by just procedures that increases social well-being and an indirect effect by
stability of auxiliary assumptions given by justice for the production of physical and social well-being. In a
second step, the theoretical predictions are tested empirically. The analysis is based on a large dataset that
contains 2,926 employees surveyed all over Germany. Using structural equation modeling, the empirical results
support our hypotheses: Justice is more important for people who have deficits in physical and social well-being
(H1). Moreover, these deficits are more important for justice in the public context than in the private context
(H2). It can also be shown that people who work in cooperative situations in which they have to rely on others
rate the importance of justice higher (H3). In conclusion, the importance of justice depends on the personal
situation and the fulfillment of individual goals, and can be seen as functional on the individual level in ensuring
an increase in benefits in cooperative interactions.
Keywords
Justice attitudes, importance of justice, rationality of justice, theory of social production functions, subjective
well-being
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Introduction
Justice is a fundamental force in nearly all contemporary societies. The core of the ubiquitous
quest for justice is made up by the problem that most valued goods are scarce and that most of
the amenities in life depend on individual or collective efforts. Under these conditions, the
question arises in nearly all forms of social aggregation—in dyadic relationships or groups as
well as in organizations and societies—as to whom should get what amount of valued goods
and who has to bear which burdens and strains. Within philosophy, the quest for justice is
treated as a matter of morality, or as John Rawls (1973) put it: “Justice is the first virtue of
social institutions, as truth is of systems of thought.” However, defining justice as a virtue or a
matter of morality does not provide an explanation as to why individuals in merely all modern
societies and in all social aggregations are concerned with the question of who is entitled to
what amount of goods and burdens. Philosophy formulates justice with a normative claim:
Why justice should be prevailing is a question of moral and ethics. When we observe the
importance of justice in human beings it could be that they on the one hand act according to
the moral imperative or on the other hand that they have other motives why they perceive
justice as important. The task of social and behavioral sciences is to explain the reasons for
the importance of justice in people. The aim of this paper is, hence, to find a theoretically
guided answer to the basic question of sociological justice research: why justice is regarded as
a desirable state within societies and, more concretely, why justice is important for
individuals. We assume that—following structural individualism—explanations of collective
phenomena are only possible by explaining which rationality these phenomena have on the
individual level. For that, we start with a general model of human behavior and ask why
developing a sense of justice might be rational for humans. More specifically, the theory of
social production functions (SPF) (Lindenberg, 1996; Lindenberg, 2013; Ormel et al., 1999)
is used as a general model of action. SPF assumes that people strive for two fundamental
goals—physical and social well-being. Based on this general framework, our theory of justice
has the aim to explain why justice is rational, meaning how justice enters an individual's
social production function. The basic idea is that justice has a direct and an indirect effect on
individual social production functions, and it is therefore rational for an individual to see
justice as a desirable state. The direct effect stems from procedural justice, which is a signal to
people of whether or not they are recognized as equal members of a group or a society and
whether their interests are taken seriously. If procedural justice is warranted, it directly
increases social well-being. The indirect effect is connected to stability in auxiliary conditions
ensured by rules of justice. The social existence of rules of justice affects the efficiency of
social production functions for middle and long term inputs and reduces uncertainties and
therewith feelings of loss aversion. Thus, the increasing predictability of an individual’s own
future outcomes of investments of any type leads to increases of physical and social wellbeing. If people have deficits in physical or social well-being, the need and therefore the
importance of justice for individuals increases. This is the case because people who suffer
deficits in these basic goals try to compensate by increasing their production and, therefore,
are in need of stable and predictable conditions.
The aim of the paper is not only to provide a theoretical explanation why justice is regarded as
important but also to test the assumptions derived from the theoretical model empirically. For
that we use data from a German employee survey (N = 2,926) and ask how individual deficits
in physical and social well-being influence the stated subjective importance of justice in the
public and private context.
The contributions of this paper to the sociological literature include providing a theory-driven
explanation for “how justice came into the world” i.e., we give an answer for why humans
regard justice as a desirable state in social interactions and in the society as a whole. In
2

contrast to approaches that use explanations that are not grounded in a general model of
action, this study argues from a well-defined point of view. So far, such generic explanations
of why justice is so important in societies and interactions including structural and individual
levels with empirically testable predictions are missing. 1 The paper is one of the first attempts
to formulate justice in a strictly sociological framework (see Liebig and Sauer, 2013; Liebig
and Sauer, 2015). Moreover, the paper is the first attempt to empirically test the connections
formulated theoretically.
In the following, the multi-level problem of sociological explanation is introduced, and its
implications regarding the (empirical) justice research are formulated. Next, justice is defined
as a social norm and value. To follow, we develop a theoretical explanation of how justice
becomes relevant for individuals, assuming a general model of human behavior as formulated
in the theory of social production functions. Hypotheses are derived from the theoretical
arguments and afterwards empirically tested using structural equation modeling. Finally, our
results are discussed in regard to prior empirical findings.
Theory
Justice as a multi-level problem
Sociological justice research has the goal to not only describe ideas of justice of how goods
and burdens should be distributed within and between societies or other social aggregates but
also to find theory-based explanations of how these justice attitudes emerge and why they
differ between people or groups (see Liebig/Sauer 2013, 2015). Moreover, the explanations
have to be validated or tested empirically. The explanations relate to three basic “whyproblems” (Bunge, 2009: : 3): why do notions of justice in a social aggregate exist, why do
they vary in time and space and why are other societal phenomena affected by collective or
individual notions of justice? Answers to why-questions have the logical form “q is because
of p” whereby q is the explanandum (in our case, e.g., notions of justice in a social aggregate)
and p denotes the reason for the existence of q (explanans). When sociological research tries
to identify social determinants of q, p refers to some structural contexts of social aggregates or
processes within them. In other words: q is the outcome of certain social conditions (sc), or
more generally: q = f(sc). Treating q as the outcome of sc implies the assumption of a causal
relationship between the two components in the form of sc  q. The study of consequences
of justice is based on the same logic. In this case, q is some social phenomenon
(explanandum) which is affected by notions of justice—e.g., the level of trust in a society
(Tyler, 2001), political participation (Mühleck, 2009) or employee theft rate in firms
(Greenberg, 1990)—p are the determinants (explanans). Justice (j) is then one of these factors
affecting a certain outcome: q=f(p,j).
If sociological justice research tries to identify and empirically proof these causal relations at
a societal or macro level, it faces at least three methodological problems. The first is what is
known as the “small N” problem (Kittel, 2006): Showing that structural conditions within a
society determine some kinds of shared notions of justice requires data on the societal level
which can provide for either a comparison of different societies or a depiction of how
structural changes in a society also effect changes in shared justice conceptions over time. In
both cases, the number of societies or observations is limited so that there would be—if any—
very low strength to any statistical analysis. The second related problem is over-determination
(Mayntz, 2002). Social phenomena are usually not only affected by one single determinant,
but are the result of intertwined developments in a way that the affecting factors often cannot
1

Lerner (1980), who focuses on the individual level and proposes investment security in transactions of any kind
as a relevant motivation to ensure justice, provides one exception. Trivers (1985) arguments are very plausible
from an evolutionary perspective; the arguments, however, are not empirically testable.
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be singled out—a change in shared notions of justice can be the result of, e.g., a change in the
composition of the population in a society (due to immigration or demographic changes),
changing economic inequalities or the result of political decisions that may themselves be the
outcome of shared notions of justice. The latter issue points to the third problem of identifying
the direction of causation. If we observe a correlation between the structural conditions of a
society and the pattern of shared justice attitudes, we do not know from that single correlation
which of the two is affecting the other. The well-known example from Max Weber describes
this very well. He stated that the protestant ethic was the driving force for the development of
capitalism in western societies. James Coleman (1990) has shown that relying only on
observations on the societal level makes it impossible to test the causality and its direction.
Such tests are only possible by going down to the level of individuals and asking if and how
economic behavior is affected by religious values.
One solution for avoiding these methodological drawbacks is to formulate sociological justice
research as a multi-level problem, i.e., going “down” from the level of social aggregates to the
level of individuals. The idea “that we must reduce all collective phenomena to the actions,
interactions, aims, hopes, and thoughts, of individuals” (Popper, 1949: : 88) is rooted in the
thinking of John Stuart Mill, became prominent in economics by Schumpeter (1908) and
found its way into contemporary sociology by the work of James S. Coleman (1990).
Contrary to the version of methodological individualism that dominates economic thinking,
sociological “structural individualism” treats collective phenomena—e.g., social institutions,
social relations and social structures—not only as the explanandum but also as the explanans
(Wan, 2012). “Structural individualism” assumes that not only individual behavior and
choices but also preferences depend on the past and present structural conditions that
constitute the social situation of an individual. By attributing substantial explanatory
importance to the social structures in which individuals are embedded (Granovetter, 1985),
sociological research is able to release the assumption of economics that preferences are given
and stable (Stigler and Becker, 1977) and can treat beliefs and attitudes as functions of the
social situation. The central question for justice research is then how individuals acquire their
justice attitudes. According to the second assumption, these attitudes are the result of the
social conditions individuals are living in over their lifespans. These social conditions are
made up of social structures (e.g., distribution of income in a society, institutional order,
economic order, social relations), social norms and values, social processes and dynamics of
these. On the other hand, “structural individualism” treats social structures and, more
generally, all social phenomena as the result of aggregated individual behavior. Justice
concerns of individuals may affect the political structures of a society (via collective voting
behavior or political protest) or other structural characteristics of a society. Explaining the
social determination of social phenomena requires then three steps: first, to show how
individuals’ situations, their preferences, beliefs and attitudes (micro level) are affected by the
social structure (macro level) (macro micro); second, to identify which individual behavior
results from that situation (micro  micro); and third, how the behavior of the members of a
social aggregate constitutes a collective or social phenomenon (micro  macro). Figures 1
and 2 provide a schematic representation of the micro-macro problem.
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Figure 1: Justice as a socially determined collective
phenomenon (Assumption 1 & 2)
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Figure 2: Justice as a social force affecting other
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Treating explanations related to the three why-problems as multi-level problems has the
advantage of avoiding the three mentioned methodological and theoretical drawbacks. Going
the macro-micro or micro-macro path allows for applying research designs to identify and
proof causal effects with larger numbers and testing theories for sufficient explanations.
Instead of studying the effects of structural changes on justice at the level of a very limited
number of societies, we are now able to ask how changes in structural positions (e.g., due to
occupational or regional mobility) influence justice attitudes or behaviors on the level of
individuals using large population samples. Additionally, going down to the micro level also
enables us to apply experimental methods for testing causal relationships.
Following a long tradition within science, a sufficient explanation is based on universal laws
stating that the phenomenon to be explained is the causal consequence of a law operating
under particular conditions (Hempel and Oppenheim, 1948). The problem of sociology is that
within the social world, these kinds of universal laws have not yet been detected, and
sociologists are very pessimistic that they will ever find them on the macro level. But going
down to the micro level, causal theories of behavior and attitude formation that refer to
universal laws can be applied and tested empirically. In this case, the theoretical primacy lies
on the individual level. Accordingly, theories of how individuals adopt their attitudes, how
they make decisions, why they show a certain behavior in a given situation, and what causal
factors might be important in these processes constitute the core of sociological models within
justice research. The three “why-problems” can then be answered by applying actiontheoretical models—e.g., using various derivatives of the rational choice paradigm
(Kroneberg and Kalter, 2012)—or psychological mechanisms that explain why individuals
take up certain views of justice and why they show certain justice-motivated behavior.
But how does sociological differ from psychological justice research if both are concerned
with individual attitudes and behavior? The difference is that the sociological approach asks
how structural conditions affect an individual’s justice attitudes and vice versa. The
explanatory problems are how structures translate into justice attitudes and how justice
attitudes translate into social structures. In both cases, the sociological starting point is that the
formation of justice attitudes, justice evaluations and reactions are not entirely individual
processes, but embedded in social structures, relations and interactions (Hegtvedt and
Johnson, 2000).
Justice as a social fact
Sociological research on justice attitudes is mainly interested in the similarities of ideas of
justice between individuals and the structural differences within and between societies. Our
understanding is that justice attitudes (1) reflect rational individual interests, (2) are
influenced by the social conditions individuals are embedded in, and (3) mirror normative
beliefs resulting from different learning processes over the lifespan.
From this understanding, it is that justice is not only an individual but also a social
phenomenon that makes it particularly interesting for sociological investigation. Justice is an
5

individual phenomenon in that people have idiosyncratic ideas about what is just and unjust,
derive certain expectations of the behavior of others and show specific behavioral reactions to
experienced (in)justice. Justice is also a social phenomenon as people, first, share ideas about
what justice means and what rules to apply and how to respond to injustice; second, justice is
discussed in different ways within social discourses, revealing specific notions of justice that
may change over the historical course (Leisering, 2004); third, commonly shared knowledge
about what rules apply in which specific contexts across societies or groups exists; and fourth,
specific notions of justice are built within the construction plans of social institutions that
guide the allocation and distribution of goods and burdens by those institutions (Sesselmeier,
1998).
Drawing on these points, justice can—in Durkheim’s sense—be understood as a social fact.
Justice is connected to socially shared notions about a positively connoted status quo on the
one hand and connected to socially shared rules about the allocation and distribution of goods
and burdens on the other. Therefore, justice can be defined as a social value. Values are
considered as conceptions of the desirable, as they describe a state worth pursuing (Van Deth
and Scarbrough, 1995: , p. 28) and “relatively general expectation statements” (Opp, 1983: ,
119). The value of justice is connected to the expectation that the allocation and distribution
of goods and burdens is guided by the principle of equal treatment, the application of the rule
of impartiality, and the observance of legitimate claims.
Social values are always linked to social norms. They aim to realize what is regarded as a
desirable state and can be described as “relatively specific expectation statements” (Opp,
1983: , p. 119). Accordingly, one has to assign corresponding norms to the value of social
justice. These norms are then “sanctions-enabled behavioral expectations” (Weede, 1992) of
how to proceed in the allocation and distribution of goods and burdens.
The first challenge for a sociological justice analysis is to explain the existence of both social
facts (justice as a value and norms of justice). The explanation cannot be reduced to the
argument of the functionality of both phenomena for a society or a group (Hummell, 1988;
Popper, 1945/1985) as it was carried out by supporters of the equity theory (Austin and
Hatfield, 1980).
As described above, the multi-level model of sociological explanation can be applied to
identify the reasons of the existence of both social facts on the micro level. Next, both social
phenomena need to be assigned to the macro level. The questions are, then: first, under which
conditions and for which allocation and distribution problems the value of justice is selected;
second, which norms are applied; third, how these preferences depend on the conditions of the
situation and the individual goals; and fourth, which consequences emerge at the macro level.
The consequence for a sociological analysis of justice is, therefore, that individual reasons and
motives must be accounted for. The key in explaining justice as a social fact is the proof of its
individual instrumentality. It is therefore useful to apply a general theory of action that
predicts why people make decisions and what goals they want to achieve. In a second step, it
has to be answered how the value and the norms of justice are useful to realize individual
goals.
The rationality of justice
The underlying theory of action for the following analysis is the theory of social production
functions (SPF, Lindenberg, 1986; Lindenberg, 1991). The theory is one of the current
developments of the rational choice paradigm in the social sciences (Kroneberg and Kalter,
2012) and is characterized by theoretical parsimony, enhances the economic concept of
utility, and proposes, based on production functions, a hierarchy of goals of human behavior.
The basic idea of the theory is to regard individuals as active producers of their subjective
well-being. They are not only consumers, but also producers of desired commodities or
resources. This assumption allows for the depiction of the realization of individual goals as a
6

result of a social production function. This implies that individuals use certain means to
achieve these goals. When choosing the means to achieve goals, people are not entirely free in
their decisions but instead follow the common standards in a society.
Differently from classical economic approaches, the subjective utility (U) in this approach is
not exclusively determined by physical resource endowments but is the result of a production
function of two elements: (1) physical well-being (PW) and (2) social well-being (SW)
(formally: U = f [PW, SW]). Both elements describe the general goals to be realized or
satisfied by the most efficient use of resources. The resources used are the elements of other
production functions. Following Lindenberg, these are means or goals of second-order and
include, in the case of physical well-being, comfort (C) 2 and stimulation (ST) 3 (PW = f [C
ST]). The production of social well-being is based on status (S), positive affection (A) and
behavioral confirmation (BC) (SW = f [S, A, BC]) (Ormel et al., 1999; Lindenberg, 1996). To
a certain extent, elements within a production function are substitutable. This applies to both
the production of the general utility—reduced physical well-being can be substituted by a
quantity of social well-being (but not completely), and vice versa—and for the first order
goals: When, for example, it is no longer possible to produce social well-being from
occupational status due to unemployment, a person can compensate for this loss by actions
that provide him or her positive affection in personal relationships or behavioral confirmation
by significant others. The greater the efficiency of a production factor for the achievement of
goals is, the more likely this production factor is chosen. The second-order goals are thus also
the result of specific production functions (status can be produced, for example, by
profession). For each of these production functions it is assumed that people have an interest
in efficient production conditions (ratio of input and output). For individuals, questions arise
as to whether the goals are attainable, which factors of production are needed and whether the
factors of production can provide a stable realization of the goals over time. For example, if
long-term investments in education are necessary for professional status, there must be, at the
beginning of the investment, a certain expectation security that this effort pays off in higher
social status and recognition at the end. Thus, the realization of both general goals depends on
constraints that may be either beneficial or obstructive. The conditions that ensure the
efficient production of permanent physical and social well-being are reliable structure and
order, security, stability and predictability (see, Lindenberg, 2013). Thus, individuals have an
interest in the formation of these conditions.
Why should the individual regard justice as a desirable state and why should it have an
interest in the validity of norms of justice? Our answer has two arguments:
(1) The value of justice describes a state in which all interests are equally accounted for
without disadvantages. Therefore, situations evaluated as just in comparison to situations
evaluated as unjust produce higher social status for the persons involved. Justice is therefore
desirable because individuals strive for social well-being to increase their overall utility.
(2) The validity of justice norms ensures stable conditions for production functions and
therefore provides investment security.
Social well-being and justice. A core finding of normative and empirical justice research is
that justice issues do not arise in every allocation or distribution process but are bound to
specific conditions (Mikula, 2002; Skitka, 2009; Vanberg, 2007). Justice is relevant only in
situations in which individual or collective actors decide who should get how much of a good
or carry a burden, meaning that outcomes depend on human decisions and not coincidence or
other causes. Justice issues arise in social aggregates where injustice is associated with a
disregard for individual interests and attacks a person's status as a member of an aggregate.
2

“…the degree to which a person is free of noxious stimuli (such as hunger pangs, thirst, pain, and so forth)”
(Lindenberg 2013, 77).
3
“…seeking excitement, arousal, satisfying curiosity” (Lindenberg 2013, p. 77).
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Therefore, social acceptance is lower in situations where distributions are realized that are
evaluated as unjust (Frey and Stutzer, 2005). From the perspective of SPF, this means that a
second-order desire—behavioral confirmation—cannot or can only be conditionally realized. 4
The value of justice and the related norms are therefore relevant for the generation of social
recognition within the realization of well-being. 5 Following the theory of social production
functions, it is moreover the desire of individuals to receive social recognition for their own
behavior.
Goods and burdens have not only a materialistic but also a status value (Berger et al., 1972).
A surplus amount of a specific good is often associated with an increase in status, which is in
turn a means of social recognition. This is particularly evident for wages and salaries. The
individual's income is not only necessary to secure physical well-being or to buy goods for
status distinction, the amount of one's income itself has the meaning of a status symbol, with
which one can express individuality. At the same time, wage and salary differentials are also
the result of differing social recognition for occupations, groups or individuals. The amount of
individual income is therefore also an indicator for the individual to determine the own status
and, in case of changes, to assess gains or losses in social recognition. Social comparison
processes and the rules of justice are hereby important. Because justice rules determine which
claims can be made when goods are allocated, the individual cannot only assess what he or
she can legitimately expect, but can also evaluate the extent to which actual outcomes match
the social standards. The shortfall of these social standards within respective reference groups,
or between groups, is then a signal for a lack of social recognition. Rules of justice thus define
legitimate interests and help to assess whether one’s own efforts and expenses in the
cooperative association are useful in producing sufficient social recognition.
Justice and the conditions of the production functions. One of the classic reasons for the
desire for justice in the literature is that it provides investment security and reliability of
expectations (Lerner, 1980). Following SPF, it becomes clear that the desire for security of
expectations is not marginal. The desire relates directly to the boundary conditions of one’s
own production utility. Justice norms are directly related to the input-output ratio of the
individual production functions, because they determine who gets what under which
conditions and who has to bear burdens. They give detailed information about what one needs
to do to fulfill physical or social well-being, because in different social contexts different rules
of distribution are valid. At the same time, it is also possible to compare the quality of one’s
own production functions to those of others. Thus, norms of justice aim towards the
conditions of utility production. Their existence and validity can be explained by the desire
for expectation and investment security (Liebig and Schupp, 2008) and the wish to optimize
one’s own utility production in terms of an optimization of the input-output ratio.
The importance of justice
We now ask how “justice” enters into individual production functions. Our answer is twofold,
since there is a direct and an indirect way. The direct connection relates to procedural justice
and social well-being. A fair or just treatment of oneself is a sign for social recognition.
Therefore, being treated by others in a just way directly affects social well-being. Indirectly,
justice norms provide stable conditions for individual SPFs as they define who can expect
which kinds of amounts of burdens or rewards. Thus, from a long-term perspective, justice
allows for a maximization of the production function, meaning that high efficiency in the
production of social and physical well-being is guaranteed.
4

“Feeling accepted and confirmed by the group (irrespective of one’s status position and irrespective of
affection in close relationships within the group) is a separate social need” (Lindenberg 2013, p. 79).
5
Recent research on happiness and justice also shows a strong positive association between fairness perceptions
and subjective well-being (Bjørnskov et al., 2013).
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The importance of justice for individuals differs with their endowments in social and physical
well-being. Deficits in regard to one of the two goals imply different attention to justice
concerns. Deficits in physical or social well-being can occur due to low efficiency of an
individual’s SPF. If one makes high efforts but only gains low rewards, it decreases physical
well-being (indirect justice-effect) and leads to feelings of low social recognition (direct
justice-effect). Deficits in physical well-being can be health problems or low earnings
(compared to efforts); a deficit in social well-being can occur due to low social status or
missing behavioral confirmation.
Theoretical predictions
The primary aim of our analysis is to explain the reasons for why justice is regarded as
important. Taking the theory of social production functions and the argumentation above into
account, we assume that deficits in physical and social well-being produce the need for
justice. The direct effect of procedural justice on social well-being is that it is a signal for
social recognition that produces social well-being. Moreover, justice ensures stability of
auxiliary conditions and therefore future outcomes of investments. This feature of justice
indirectly affects the individual social and physical well-being. People who suffer from
deficits with regard to social or physical well-being are especially interested in justice, as they
need it to regain balance in their social production functions (see Figure 3). Therefore, we
state the deficit hypothesis as follows:
H1: Deficits in physical and/or social well-being increase the perceived importance of justice
(deficit hypothesis).
If one tries to reduce deficits in one of the two goals, the existence of justice is especially
important for institutions and organizations as they ensure that individual interests are taken
seriously (direct effect of justice on social well-being) and for middle as well as long term
stability and security (indirect effect of justice on physical well-being). Thus, the efficiency
hypothesis can be formulated as:
H2: Deficits in physical and/or social well-being have a stronger positive effect on the
importance of justice in the public context than for justice in the private context (efficiency
hypothesis).
The tendency to maximize utility of the individual SPF leads to an assumption with respect to
people who are embedded in cooperative groups or have to work with others on corporative
outcomes. Justice should be more important for these people than for those working alone, as
they need security to prevent exploitation by other group members. Therefore, the signaling
hypothesis can be stated as:
H3: The more people are embedded in cooperative tasks, the more important justice is to them
(signaling hypothesis).
The assumed effects on the importance of justice are illustrated in Figure 3, which illustrates
our explanatory model for the importance of justice. The arrows indicate the assumed causal
connections and the signs indicate the directions of the hypotheses.
After we have derived hypotheses from theories, the assumed relationships need to be tested
empirically. Since our explanandum – the importance of justice – is a latent construct, which
is measured via different variables, which are, in turn, influenced by other constructs,
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structural equation modeling (SEM) is used in the analysis to account for the complexity in an
adequate way (see, e.g., Acock, 2013; Bollen and Long, 1993; Kline, 2011).

Figure 3: Explanatory model for Importance of Justice

Data and Measures
Data
The dataset used for the analysis originates from a German employee survey that was
conducted in 2012/2013 within a project on justice and inequality. The main goals of the
project are to analyze the conditions under which inequalities are perceived as problems of
justice and how embedment in different social contexts influences the formation of attitudes
regarding justice across the life course. A main focus is to investigate how different social
contexts—especially households, social networks, and organizations/workplaces—provide
opportunities and constrains in the formation of individual justice attitudes.
Sampling is based on process-generated individual data of the German Institute for
Employment Research (IAB). These official registry data contain all people who are
employed in Germany and have a social security record. Based on the full dataset, a sample
was drawn via stratified random sampling in the self-interviewing modes (paper and pencil
(PAPI) and web-based interviews (CAWI)) and via clustered stratified random sampling in
the interviewer administered interviews (computer assisted personal interviewing (CAPI)).
The target population was restricted to employees between 19 to 59 years of age. The
stratification variables for the sampling process included age of employees (three groups) and
their tenure (short on and long). The youngest people (under 30) and those who are short on
tenure (not more than one year in the same company) have been disproportionally
oversampled. The reason for this oversampling is grounded in the long-term perspective of
the project that wants to follow employees over a longer period to investigate how changing
organizational contexts change attitudes towards justice and attached behavior. The reason for
clustering the interviewer-administered interviews was to keep the costs for interviews in
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balance. As interviewers would have had to drive long distances to get to different interview
addresses if they would have been completely random, we first sampled regions (60 labor
agency districts out of 250) and then within these sample points, employees were drawn by
the same stratified sampling procedure as in the self-administered versions. Twenty-five
percent of the respondents were interviewed by an interviewer; the other respondents had the
opportunity to either fill in a paper questionnaire which they received by mail or to participate
online in a web based survey via an email invitation with a personal link. The link for the
web-survey was only valid once. Moreover, due to base information in the IAB sampling data
on age and sex, it was possible to check if the target person themselves filled in the
questionnaire or whether it was completed by somebody else. Aside from the different layouts
of the questionnaires all survey modes contained the same questions in the same order. The
full data set consists of 4,731 observations. For the analysis, we excluded those respondents
with missing values; therefore, the following analysis is based on 2,926 observations.
Measures
The latent construct to be explained is the importance of justice in different social contexts.
The data set provides an item set which asks the respondents how important justice is for
them in different areas of life. The four items are measured via a seven-point rating scale
ranging from “not important at all” (1) to “very important” (7). These items are used to build
the two variables in the SEM, namely the following latent constructs: private context, which
is measured via two items concerning importance of justice in “your partnership and your
family” and in “your circle of friends” (Cronbachs α = 0.830). The other social context
considered is the public context, which is constructed by using two items with respect to the
importance of justice at “your workplace” and in the “society” (Cronbachs α = 0.808).
The main explanatory variables (see Figure 3) are the deficits in the realization of the two
universal goals, i.e., physical well-being (PW) and social well-being (SW). From the SPF, one
can derive specific components influencing an individual’s physical and social well-being
(see Ormel et al. 1999). The dataset contains two item sets, each describing the same eight
different components of PW and SW (see Figure A1 and Figure A2 in Appendix for the two
item batteries). Physical well-being consists of “the possibility to be physically or mentally
active”, “the housing situation” and “the condition of health.” Social well-being is measured
by the following items: “an occupation’s prestige in society”, “one’s achievements in life
compared to those of others”, “social approval one receives from friends and acquaintances”,
“social approval one receives at work” and “the affection one receives from their own partner
and family”. The importance of PW and SW is ascertained with the first item set that asks the
respondents the following: “The general well-being of a person is based on several things.
How much do the following aspects determine your general well-being?” A seven-point
rating scale ranging from “not at all” (1) to “very much” (7) is used. The second item set
assesses the realization of PW and SW (“and how satisfied are you with these things in your
life?”) by the measurement of satisfaction with the eight components. This item set uses an
11-point rating scale ranging from “completely dissatisfied” (0) to “completely satisfied”
(10).
To allow comparability between the two item sets, all 16 items were standardized (mean = 0,
standard deviation = 1). After standardization, the individual average importance and the
individual average realization were calculated, each separately for PW and SW.
The resulting indices were used for two bivariate regressions (see below) to determine the
deficits in PW and SW by retaining the residuals of PW and SW: A deficit is estimated with a
bivariate regression and extracting the residuals. The average realization of the instrumental
goal (i.e., physical or social well-being) explains the average importance of the respective
instrumental goal, while the residuals represent the deficit in the realization of the
instrumental goal. A positive residual indicates that the value for the importance of the
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respective goal is higher than the value for the realization of this goal; therefore, a deficit
exists and vice versa. The larger the residual, the bigger is the difference between importance
and realization and, therefore, the bigger is the deficit. The bivariate regression equations are:
PW:
SW:

mean(ImportancePW) = α + mean(RealizationPW) + ε
mean(ImportanceSW) = α + mean(RealizationSW) + ε

The latent construct Cooperation in a group measures the degree of cooperative involvement
with respect to the workplace and is measured via three items coming from an item set which
assesses the respondent’s everyday experience at work. The respondents were asked to rate
how much the described statements apply to their work situation on a seven-point rating scale
from “does not apply at all” (1) to “applies completely” (7). The three considered aspects are
“help of colleagues”, “collaboration with colleagues” and “being on one’s own.”
Additionally, other individual characteristics are included in the SEM that influence the
measures described above. These variables are: age (in years), sex (1 = male), occupational
status measured by the International Socio-Economic Index of Occupational Status (ISEI,
Ganzeboom et al., 1992), logarithmic household income and years of education. The
descriptive statistics of the variables included in the model are shown in Table 1.
Table 1: Summary statistics of used variables
Variables
Importance of justice: private context
Importance of justice in relationship and family
Importance of justice in circle of friends
Importance of justice: public context
Importance of justice at the workplace
Importance of justice in society
SPF measures
Deficit in physical well-being
Deficit in social well-being
Cooperation in group
Workplace: help of colleagues
Workplace: collaboration with colleagues
Workplace: being on one's own
Socio-demographics
Age
Sex [male = 1]
Years of education
ISEI
Household income [ln]
Source: Own employee survey; N = 2,926.

mean

sd

min

max

6.674
6.423

0.776
0.917

1
1

7
7

6.467
6.343

0.851
0.956

1
1

7
7

0.0334
0.0031

0.698
0.664

-4.915
-3.354

1.697
1.824

5.754
5.191
3.755

1.559
1.854
2.041

1
1
1

7
7
7

37.46
0.503
13.43
47.16
7.980

11.05
–
2.672
15.48
0.547

14
0
7
16
4.615

85
1
18
88
11.47

Results
The hypotheses were tested using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM). The general
specification parameters of the model (RMSEA = .041; CFI = .970; TLI = .943) indicate a
good fit (see, e.g., Hu and Bentler, 1999; Marsh et al., 2004). The key measures are the
deficits of social and physical well-being on the importance of justice. Figure 4 shows the
standardized path coefficients, and the full model specification is shown in Table A1 in the
appendix.
First, the importance of justice in the private context is positively influenced by the deficit in
physical well-being (p < .001) and social well-being (p < .001) (see Figure 4). When the
deficits of social well-being or physical well-being increase, justice in personal relationships
becomes more important. Second, the importance of justice at the workplace and in the
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society is also positively influenced by deficits in physical and social well-being. Increases in
a deficit of social well-being increase the importance of justice in the public context
significantly (p < .001). The same is true for social well-being (p < .001). These results
confirm the deficit hypothesis that predicts a positive influence of deficits in physical and/or
social well-being on importance of justice in both life contexts, e.g., the private and the
public.
The second hypothesis (efficiency hypothesis) predicts that deficits in physical and social
well-being have a stronger positive effect on the importance of justice in the public context
than in the private context. The test for this differing intensity of the influence of physical
well-being between these two contexts indicates significance (Chi2 = 6.61; p = .010). It can
also be shown that the influence of a deficit of social well-being is more pronounced for the
importance of justice in the public context (Chi2 = 4.62; p = .032). Hence, the efficiency
hypothesis can also be confirmed.
Our third hypothesis (signaling hypothesis) predicts a positive effect of the cooperation in
groups on the importance of justice. The analysis reveals that the latent construct cooperation
in a group, which measures the intensity of cooperative involvement at the workplace, indeed
has a positive effect on the importance of justice in private contexts (p = .013) and also in
public contexts (p = .028), as expected. This result indicates that people who have to act in
cooperative relationships have to focus more on justice concerns to ensure that others will not
exploit them. Hence, the signaling hypothesis can be confirmed.
Figure 4: Structural Equation Model for Importance of Justice

Notes: Standardized coefficients; Chi² = 255.126 df (43); Chibase² = 7133.345 df (81); p<0.001; RMSEA = .041;
CFI = .970; TLI = .943; Control variables, variances and covariances not displayed, see Table A1 in Appendix
for the full specified model; Calculations with Stata 13.1; Levels of significance: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p <
0.001.
Source: Own employee survey; N = 2,926.

Conclusions
The paper investigated why justice is seen as a valuable state in social interactions and in
society. Therefore, general sociological models of action and the theory of social production
functions (SPF) (Kahneman et al., 1991; Tversky and Kahneman, 1991; Lindenberg, 1986;
Lindenberg, 1991; Lindenberg, 1996; Ormel et al., 1999) were used to explain the rationality
of justice on the individual level. SPF states that people strive for two fundamental goals—
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physical and social well-being. We argued that the direct effect of justice for individual social
production functions is the increase in social well-being that comes along with procedural
justice. This is in line with other models that connect justice and well-being (Frey and Stutzer,
2005; Bjørnskov et al., 2013). The indirect effect of justice on individual social production
functions is that it provides stability of auxiliary conditions and therefore leads to
predictability of outcomes and efficiency of these functions. Moreover, it provides protection
from exploitation by others in interactions as justice provides standards that ensure equal
consideration of interests.
Based on this theoretical background, the study developed an explanatory model for the
rationality of justice. We hypothesized that deficits in physical and social well-being increase
the importance of justice in private and public contexts (deficit hypothesis), and we argued
that the influences of these deficits would be stronger in public context (i.e. workplace and
society) than in the private context, as the public context is more important for the efficient
use of means to reach individual goals (efficiency hypothesis). The empirical analysis
supported both hypotheses. It confirmed the assumption that deficits in the endowments with
physical or social well-being influence the perceived importance of justice: increasing deficits
of these endowments lead to an increased importance of justice. Our third hypothesis
(signaling hypothesis) stated that the degree of involvement in a cooperative situation, i.e.,
being dependent on the work and cooperation of others, increases the importance of justice
because it ensures that one is not exploited. The analysis also confirms this hypothesis: the
more people are interconnected to others at their workplace and are dependent of cooperation
to produce outcomes, the more they think that justice should be important. This makes sense,
as justice and the reliance on justice norms again ensure predicable outcomes and protect
people of exploitation from others. This is in line with results by Henrich et al. (2010) who
find that people who rely on non-kin cooperation or cooperation with strangers have to ensure
that justice is in place to ensure the fulfillment of their own goals besides the fulfillment of the
cooperative goals.
This study gives new empirical insights on the role of justice as a vehicle for gaining balance
between needs and their fulfillment. Justice can guarantee stability and predictability of
outcomes—a crucial factor if one tries to improve the own situation, which is connected to an
increasing effort and a use of resources. The study provided the explanatory path of how
justice becomes an important category for people who are assumed to act as stated in SPF.
Therefore, the paper contributes to the question of how justice becomes a crucial social force
in human attitude formation processes and behavior in social situations. Moreover, the
importance of justice in the public context was more strongly affected by the individual
endowments regarding physical and social well-being than in the private context. This is in
line with the theoretical predictions and is also supported by findings of earlier studies that do
not treat the prosocial attitudes of humans as a psychological trait but as influenced by the
institutions and interaction partners people deal with. Henrich et al. (2010) show that in
cooperative interaction situations with strangers fairness or justice especially matters, as it is
normally guaranteed by institutions and their rules. All in all, the paper provides a theoretical
explanation grounded in a generic explanation of individual behavior (2013, 2015) and is the
first test of this general model.
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Appendix
Figure A1: Social production functions (SPF): Question 1: Value of first-order instrumental goals
The general well -being of a person is based on several things.
How much do the following things determine your general well
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Source: Own employee survey.

Figure A2: Social production functions (SPF): Question 2: Realization of first-order instrumental goals
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your friends and acquaintances ?

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

G

The recognition you
work ?

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

H

The love you get from your partner
and family?

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

receive at

Source: Own employee survey.
.
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Table A1: Full Structural Equation Model for Importance of Justice

Measurement Model
Parameter Estimates

Unstandardized

Importance of justice: private context →
Relationship and family
Importance of justice: private context →
Circle of friends
Importance of justice: public context →
Workplace
Importance of justice: public context →
Society
Cooperation in group →
Help of colleagues
Cooperation in group →
Collaboration with colleagues
Cooperation in group →
Being on one's own
Variances
Deficit in physical well-being
Deficit in social well-being
Relationship and family
Circle of friends
Workplace
Society
Help of colleagues
Collaboration with colleagues
Being on one's own
Importance of Justice Private context
Importance of Justice Public context
Cooperation in group
Age
Household income [ln]
Sex [male = 1]
Years of education
ISEI
Covariances
Deficit in physical well-being * Deficit in social well-being
Circle of friends * Society
Importance of Justice Private context * Importance of Justice
Public context
Age * Household income [ln]
Age * Sex [male = 1]
Age * Years of education
Age * ISEI
Household income [ln] * Sex [male = 1]
Household income [ln] * Years of education
Household income [ln] * ISEI
Sex [male = 1] * Years of education
Sex [male = 1] * ISEI
Years of education * ISEI
19

SE

Standardized

(.)

0.789

-0.038

0.911

(.)

0.902

-0.031

0.756

(.)

0.530

1.341***

-0.080

0.598

-1.591***

-0.097

-0.645

0.467***
0.432***
0.227***
0.143***
0.135***
0.391***
1.747***
2.208***
2.435***
0.355***
0.538***
0.674***
121.955***
0.300***
0.250***
7.942***
239.437***

-0.012
-0.011
-0.011
-0.017
-0.017
-0.018
-0.062
-0.093
-0.121
-0.016
-0.024
-0.060
-3.188
-0.008
-0.007
-0.208
-6.260

0.958
0.981
0.378
0.170
0.187
0.428
0.719
0.643
0.585
0.950
0.914
0.987
1.000
1.000
1.000
1.000
1.000

0.129***
0.054***
0.280***

-0.009
-0.010
-0.012

0.288
0.226
0.640

0.782***
-0.014
-1.389*
-6.916*
0.011*
0.410***
2.367***
-0.012
0.070
28.216***

-0.113
-0.102
-0.576
-3.162
-0.005
-0.030
-0.163
-0.026
-0.143
-0.960

0.129
-0.003
-0.045
-0.040
0.039
0.266
0.280
-0.009
0.009
0.647

1.000
1.365***
1.000
0.942***
1.000

Table A1: Full Structural Equation Model for Importance of Justice (continued)

Structural Model
Parameter Estimates
Deficit in physical well-being
Age
Household income [ln]
Sex [male = 1]
Years of education
ISEI
Deficit in social well-being
Age
Household income [ln]
Sex [male = 1]
Years of education
ISEI
Importance of justice: private context
Deficit in physical well-being
Deficit in social well-being
Cooperation in group
Age
Household income [ln]
Sex [male = 1]
Years of education
ISEI
Importance of justice: public context
Deficit in physical well-being
Deficit in social well-being
Cooperation in group
Age
Household income [ln]
Sex [male = 1]
Years of education
ISEI
Cooperation in group
Years of education
ISEI

Unstandardized

SE

Standardized

0.005***
0.042
-0.143***
0.020***
0.004***

-0.001
-0.025
-0.025
-0.006
-0.001

0.079
0.033
-0.103
0.080
0.081

-0.005***
0.067**
-0.107***
-0.013*
-0.001

-0.001
-0.024
-0.024
-0.006
-0.001

-0.091
0.055
-0.081
-0.055
-0.026

0.117***
0.071***
0.046*
0.000
-0.029
-0.041
-0.030***
0.000

-0.018
-0.019
-0.019
-0.001
-0.023
-0.024
-0.006
-0.001

0.134
0.077
0.063
0.002
-0.026
-0.034
-0.136
0.005

0.169***
0.115***
0.051*
0.003*
-0.080**
-0.170***
-0.033***
-0.002

-0.023
-0.024
-0.023
-0.001
-0.029
-0.030
-0.007
-0.001

0.153
0.099
0.055
0.043
-0.057
-0.111
-0.121
-0.036

0.040***
-0.002

-0.009
-0.002

0.136
-0.042

Notes: Model fit: Chi² = 255.126 df (43); Chibase² = 7133.345 df (81); p<0.001; RMSEA = .041; CFI = .970;
TLI = .943; Calculations with Stata 13.1; Levels of significance: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
Source:
Source: Own employee survey; N = 2,926.
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