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though people notice violations of procedural justice, they are generally less concerned if 

the violation is one that provides assistance.

The effect of this perceptual difference was demonstrated in the response patterns 

on the situational satisfaction and supervisor approval variables. The responses of 

participants in the positive violation condition were significantly greater than responses 

in both the neutral and negative conditions. It appears to be true that when people are 

helped by a positive violation of justice, they are willing to accept it. Even though a 

violation was observed, participants seemed to feel that it was not necessarily a bad thing. 

As long as the violation was advantageous, participants responded as if there were no 

violation at all. This response pattern highlights the role of self-interest in the formation 

of individuals’ reactions to justice violations. It appears that when individuals benefit 

from an injustice, they respond quite favorably. This finding is not consistent with 

conventional thought regarding procedural justice. While research has agreed that people 

may be less bothered by positive violations than by neutral or negative violations, it has 

maintained that there is a distinct difference between individuals’ reactions to situations 

involving no violation and those involving positive violations. Even though there was a 

clear difference with regard to perceived justice in these two conditions, the present study 

found no such difference in terms of the other three dependent variables.

This has important implications for supervisors who are accustomed to adhering 

as closely as possible to company policies in order to maximize the approval of their 

subordinates. While it is probably best to avoid justice violations altogether, supervisors 

may periodically break a rule and still achieve the same levels of approval, as long as that
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violation is helpful to those affected by it. A decrease in subordinates’ justice perceptions 

is not always accompanied by a decrease in their feelings of situational satisfaction and 

supervisor approval. In fact, such a decrease was only found where the lowered justice 

perceptions were related to violations that either did not affect or that actually hurt those 

subordinates. A word of caution, however, is due before moving on to the next point of 

discussion. It should be mentioned that these results focus on only the responses of the 

individual directly affected by the supervisor’s actions. While a positive violation will not 

cause that employee’s situational satisfaction and supervisor approval to decrease, others 

observing the violation may have quite different responses. By seeing the supervisor act 

in favor of the employee, observers may feel left out and therefore disadvantaged. So, 

supervisors must keep in mind the effects of their actions on all those close enough to 

observe them, and not simply those directly affected by them.

In the introduction, it was explained that the reciprocity norm was expected to 

influence individuals’ reactions to justice situations. Evidence in support of this argument 

was found in the positive violation condition. Here, participants reported high levels of 

supervisor approval and situational satisfaction, even though they clearly acknowledged 

that a rule was broken. On the surface, this response seems a bit confusing. But taking 

into account the influence of the norm of reciprocity, it begins to make more sense. When 

participants came to realize that the supervisor’s actions benefited them, it was as if he 

had simply done them a favor. A favor which, while against the rules, was quite 

satisfying. Participants seemed to be willing to trade their disapproval of violated justice 

for an advantage in the testing situation. In essence, the positive feelings resulting from
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the advantage were able to offset the negative effects of seeing the rule broken. This 

response pattern fits nicely with the logic of the norm of reciprocity.

The reciprocity norm was also evidenced in the responses on the OCB variable.

Of all the comparisons performed in the analysis regarding OCB intentions, the only 

significant difference was found between the positive and negative conditions. Even 

though a rule was broken, when participants perceived that the violation was beneficial to 

them they reported more willingness to engage in OCB aimed specifically at the 

supervisor (the person seen as responsible for the assistance). This finding has important 

implications for organizational leaders, especially when coupled with the findings related 

to the other dependent variables of the present study. By committing positive violations 

of procedural justice, leaders may find their subordinates to be more willing to engage in 

OCB than if the violation was negative. Further, subordinates’ intentions will not be 

lower than if no violation had occurred. Based on the results reported here, they will feel 

just as much approval toward their leaders and be just as satisfied with the situation as 

they would if there had been no violation at all. Thus we see that positive violations are in 

fact quite different from other types of violations in terms of the reactions they evoke. As 

such, they deserve increased attention in future contributions to the justice literature. 

Negative Violation Condition

Participants in the negative group reported the lowest ratings across all four 

dependent variables. As discussed in the previous section, those in the negative violation 

group expressed significantly lower OCB intentions than those in the positive violation 

condition. This was the only difference in the response patterns in the neutral and
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negative groups. These responses are informative of how individuals are affected by 

negative procedural justice violations. As has been shown in the literature for years, those 

who were subjected to negative violations seemed to retaliate emotionally toward the 

supervisor and the situation. Consistent with the self-interest model (Tyler, 1994), when 

it became apparent that their chances of obtaining the desired outcome were decreased, 

participants expressed negative feelings toward both the supervisor and the situation. This 

pattern is also predicted by the reciprocity norm. People have a tendency to return what 

they are given, whether it is good or bad. The results showed that when participants 

perceived that an offense had been committed against them by the supervisor, they were 

less inclined to see the situation in a favorable light. Again, this is nothing extraordinary, 

and has been reported in the literature many times. It seems that the worst thing a leader 

can do, then, is to break the rules in a way that has hurtful consequences for his or her 

subordinates.

Perceived Stability and Intentionalitv

The supplemental analysis regarding perceived stability and intentionality yielded 

very interesting results. As predicted, participants’ perceptions of the stability of the 

supervisor’s actions were significantly correlated with situational satisfaction, supervisor 

approval, and OCB intentions. This indicates that, in general, when individuals believe 

that the justice conditions they encounter will consistently (or inconsistently) be 

encountered in the future, their situational satisfaction, supervisor approval, and OCB 

intentions increase (or decrease).
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Surprisingly, the only dependent variable to correlate significantly with the 

perceived intentionality of the supervisor’s behavior in the vignettes (across all 

participants) was the perceived level of procedural justice. Even more surprising was the 

fact that this correlation was negative. This indicated that as perceptions that the 

supervisor’s behavior was intentional increased, perceptions of justice decreased. This 

statistic is a bit misleading, however, because it reflects responses of the entire sample. 

The intentionality scale assessed the level of intentionality, but not the type of intention 

that the supervisor was perceived to have. It is logical that participants in each group may 

have been affected by both the level and type of perceived intentionality. In other words, 

the role played by perceived intentions in the formation of individuals’ responses may 

partly depend on what the intention was perceived to be, and not only whether it was 

there. Hence, the unusual correlation (negative) between justice perceptions and OCB 

could be explained by the influence of perceived hurtful intentions in the negative 

violation and neutral violation conditions.

The results of the ANOVA of perceived intentionality support this explanation. 

There seemed to be two clusters of responses, with the impactful violation conditions 

(positive and negative violation conditions) reporting significantly greater levels of 

perceived intentionality than the no violation condition. Where the violation had an effect 

on the probability of obtaining the desired outcome, for better or worse, participants saw 

it as more intentional.

In the neutral condition, the perceived intentionality appeared to have a greater 

influence on some of the dependent variables than the actual effect of the violation itself.
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While the neutral violation had no real effect on the expected outcome, participants’ 

responses in this condition on the situational satisfaction and supervisor approval 

variables were not significantly different from those in the negative condition, in which 

the violation had an obvious effect on the expected outcome. Perhaps people are more 

concerned with the intentions of those around them than they are with the actual effects 

of those actions. This may explain why those in the neutral condition responded in a way 

that was similar to those in the negative condition. If this is true, it could mean that 

individuals in leadership positions not only have to be concerned with how their actions 

affect their subordinates, but also with what intentions they are believed to have. This 

may expose an interesting connection between the research areas of justice and 

impression management. Further research focusing on this issue may add to the current 

understanding of these relationships.

Limitations

Before concluding this discussion, several limitations need to be mentioned. First, 

the study was carried out in a laboratory setting. While such a setting provides a great 

deal of control, a certain degree of reality is sacrificed. WTiile it is likely that the results 

obtained here are quite similar to those that would have been obtained if the study had 

been conducted in a “real-world” setting, the conclusion that they are necessarily 

identical is obviously not warranted. However, the sample used here consisted of 

individuals who were old enough to have held jobs or be in other situations (school, etc.) 

where they have been evaluated and perhaps experienced injustice first-hand. It is not 

unreasonable to claim that these participants were capable of placing themselves mentally
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in the role of the subordinate in the vignettes. In fact, Lind and Tyler (1988) explained 

that when scenarios are constructed to deal with situations the respondents have 

experienced and understand, their use is very appropriate in the study of participant 

reactions to procedures. They claimed that it is reasonable to ask what procedures one 

would prefer in a particular situation, or to ask what one’s attitudes would be given 

certain circumstances. They proposed that scenario studies should be taken as 

establishing minimum effects that are often equaled or exceeded in natural settings. Thus, 

while a study conducted in a real-world context is an obvious next step, the results of the 

present study can be interpreted with a fair degree of confidence.

Another limitation of the present study is in the design itself. During the analysis 

it was noted that in the no violation, neutral violation, and positive violation conditions, 

participants’ responses to the OCB intentions scale were not significantly different. At 

face value, it appears from these data that participants were affected equally by these 

three different treatments. There is, however, an alternative explanation. Recall that the 

vignettes included no information regarding the actual outcome of the situation 

(promotion, raise, etc.). It is entirely possible that since this decision was still pending, 

participants perceived OCB as a way to influence the outcome. That is, it is possible that 

they reported high OCB intentions in each of these three conditions despite their feelings 

about the situation in order to increase their chances of obtaining the desired outcome. 

This explanation is partially supported by the data obtained for the situational satisfaction 

and supervisor approval variables in these three conditions, where the neutral violation 

evoked significantly lower responses for both of these variables. Unlike the OCB
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intentions reported by participants, their feelings of situational satisfaction and supervisor 

approval would not likely be seen as instrumental to influencing the outcome, and would 

therefore not be confounded by its pending status. So, even though participants felt less 

satisfaction and approval toward the supervisor in the neutral violation condition, they 

were still as willing to engage in OCB as those in the positive and no violation 

conditions. Given that the desire to influence the outcome through OCB may have 

confounded the results obtained on the OCB measure, it would be informative to conduct 

a follow-up study in which the justice situation did not involve a pending outcome. One 

such situation might involve a worker whose supervisor distributes work assignments of 

various difficulty levels that are perceived as fair or unfair. This way, participants would 

be likely to respond to all of the dependent variables without being concerned with 

influencing any outcome.

Future directions

Since the present study explored an area of procedural justice that was almost 

untouched by the existing literature, several interesting paths for future researchers are 

apparent. First, future researchers should address the relationships between positive 

violations of procedural justice and other organizational variables, such as job satisfaction 

and organizational commitment. Obviously, even though the dependent variables 

included in this study are important to organizations, they are not the only ones of 

interest. While it seems likely that similar results would be obtained using these other 

dependent measures, it remains to be seen.
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Another direction for future research is to investigate the effects of individual 

differences. There are numerous individual differences that could affect the way people 

respond to procedural injustice, including past encounters with injustice, level of 

religiosity, and the perceived value of the outcome affected by the injustice. Schmitt 

(1996) has identified one possible variable, “sensitivity to befallen justice.” People are 

not all affected by injustice in the same way. It is possible that individuals’ differing 

levels of sensitivity to injustice may make them respond to it in different ways. It is 

possible that those who are extremely sensitive to it may react to any injustice as a bad 

thing. Similarly, those who are very tolerant of it may respond to it only when it places 

them at a severe disadvantage.

Yet another direction for future research to follow would be to investigate the 

effects of the various types of procedural justice violations on individuals who witness 

them from a distance. The present study examined participants’ reactions to situations in 

which they were the directly involved with the injustice. Schmitt (1996) reported that 

those who observed negative violations, even if they were not directly involved in the 

situation, reported feelings of anger, similar to those who were directly affected by the 

injustice. Future researchers should explore the effects of positive violations on 

individuals who are not directly involved in the situation, but are close enough to it to 

observe and recognize the violation and its effects. This way, conclusions could be drawn 

as to whether this type of violation has the same effect on observers as on those directly 

affected.
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Conclusions

The results discussed above add significantly to the body of procedural justice 

literature. Until now it has been widely accepted that people will respond negatively to 

almost all unjust situations. The findings of this study advance the idea that in the future, 

researchers need to be more aware of the subtle differences between the various types of 

procedural injustice. Positive violations of procedural justice do indeed have effects that 

are significantly different from those of neutral or negative ones. It is apparent from this 

research that the role of self-interest in formulating reactions to an injustice is, under 

certain circumstances, powerful enough to partially overcome the negative affect caused 

by the injustice itself. These findings have important implications for social scientists and 

employers in general. Future studies will surely shed more light on this interesting area of 

research.
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Appendix A

Employee Responses to Promotion Decisions

You are invited to participate in a research study. You are eligible because you are a 
student in Psychology 1010 at the University of Nebraska at Omaha (UNO).

The purpose of this study is to observe individuals’ reactions to promotional decisions. 
Your participation will take approximately 15 to 20 minutes. You will be asked to read a 
short story and mentally put yourself in the place of one of the characters. Then, you will 
be asked to answer several questions regarding how you felt about the story.

We are unaware of any risks or discomforts associated with participating in this study.

There are no known benefits to participating in the survey. If you choose to participate in 
this study you will be awarded 1 research exposure point for every half-hour of 
participation. If you have already earned all of your required research exposure points 
and all of your extra-credit points, you will not receive any for participating in this study. 
Your Psychology 1010 course has alternative ways to earn these points available to you.

Your responses will be recorded by participant number rather than by name. Your 
responses will be kept completely confidential, and will not be associated with the 
information you provide.

Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will 
not affect your present or future relationship with the University of Nebraska at Omaha, 
the researchers, or your Psychology 1010 instructor. If you decide to participate, you are 
free to stop at any time. You will be given a copy of this informed consent form to keep.

I AM VOLUNTARILY MAKING A DECISION TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS STUDY. 
MY SIGNATURE CERTIFIES THAT I HAVE DECIDED TO PARTICIPATE 
HAVING READ AND UNDERSTOOD THE INFORMATION PRESENTED ABOVE.

Signature

Principal Investigator: 
Eric Rowlee

Secondary Investigator: 
Wayne Harrison, Ph.D.

Date

(402)571-4079 

(402) 554-2452
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Appendix B

Please read the following story carefully. As you read, 
imagine that you are an employee of the company in the 
story. Try to imagine how you would feel as the events of 
the story take place.

Imagine that you work at a large company that produces 
and sells computer equipment. You have worked there for 
several years, and are currently being considered for a 
promotion. If you get promoted you will get a large raise and a 
nicer office than you have right now. It is the company’s 
policy to give a written test to any person who is being 
considered for a promotion. The only way to get promoted is 
to do well on the test. The purpose of the test is to measure 
how much you know about how the company works. Your 
boss is the department supervisor. He will continue to be your 
boss whether or not you get the promotion. He is responsible 
for giving you the test.

As your department supervisor gives you the test papers, 
he explains to you that the company’s rule is that you get 
exactly 60 minutes to answer all of the questions. You then 
begin to take the test.

As you finish the last test question, you see that you have 
a few minutes left. When the 60 minutes is up your supervisor 
returns and takes your test papers from you. He tells you that 
your test will be graded as soon as possible.
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Appendix C

Please read the following story carefully. As you read, 
imagine that you are an employee of the company in the 
story. Try to imagine how you would feel as the events of 
the story take place.

Imagine that you work at a large company that produces 
and sells computer equipment. You have worked there for 
several years, and are currently being considered for a 
promotion. If you get promoted you will get a large raise and a 
nicer office than you have right now. It is the company’s 
policy to give a written test to any person who is being 
considered for a promotion. The only way to get promoted is 
to do well on the test. The purpose of the test is to measure 
how much you know about how the company works. Your 
boss is the department supervisor. He will continue to be your 
boss whether or not you get the promotion. He is responsible 
for giving you the test.

As your department supervisor gives you the test papers, 
he explains to you that the company’s rule is that you get 
exactly 60 minutes to answer all of the questions. You then 
begin to take the test.

When only 50 minutes of your time has elapsed your 
supervisor returns and says, “You’ll have to give me your test 
now. I don’t think that it should take you the whole 60 
minutes.” Fortunately, you have just answered the last 
question and finished the test. He takes your test papers from 
you and tells you that your test will be graded as soon as 
possible.
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Appendix D

Please read the following story carefully. As you 
read, imagine that you are an employee of the company 
in the story. Try to imagine how you would feel as the 
events o f the story take place.

Imagine that you work at a large company that produces 
and sells computer equipment. You have worked there for 
several years, and are currently being considered for a 
promotion. If you get promoted you will get a large raise and a 
nicer office than you have right now. It is the company’s policy 
to give a written test to any person who is being considered for a 
promotion. The only way to get promoted is to do well on the 
test. The purpose of the test is to measure how much you know 
about how the company works. Your boss is the department 
supervisor. He will continue to be your boss whether or not you 
get the promotion. He is responsible for giving you the test.

As your department supervisor gives you the test papers, he 
explains to you that the company’s rule is that you get exactly 60 
minutes to answer all of the questions. You then begin to take 
the test.

When the 60 minutes are up, your supervisor comes in to 
see if you are finished. You tell him that you are almost done 
but still have a few questions left to answer. He says, “Well, I ’m 
really supposed to take your test from you now. But if you need 
more time I’ll give you an extra 10 minutes.” Using this extra 
time you are able to answer all of the questions and finish the 
test. When the extra time is up he returns and takes your test 
papers from you. He tells you that your test will be graded as 
soon as possible.
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Appendix E

Please read the following story carefully. As you read, 
imagine that you are an employee of the company in the 
story. Try to imagine how you would feel as the events of 
the story take place.

Imagine that you work at a large company that produces 
and sells computer equipment. You have worked there for 
several years, and are currently being considered for a 
promotion. If you get promoted you will get a large raise and a 
nicer office than you have right now. It is the company’s 
policy to give a written test to any person who is being 
considered for a promotion. The only way to get promoted is 
to do well on the test. The purpose of the test is to measure 
how much you know about how the company works. Your 
boss is the department supervisor. He will continue to be your 
boss whether or not you get the promotion. He is responsible 
for giving you the test.

As your department supervisor gives you the test papers, 
he explains to you that the company’s rule is that you get 
exactly 60 minutes to answer all of the questions. You then 
begin to take the test.

When only 50 minutes of your time has elapsed your 
supervisor returns and says, “You’ll have to give me your test 
now. I don’t think that it should take you the whole 60 
minutes.” You probably would have finished the test on time, 
but without the remaining 10 minutes you are forced to leave 
several questions blank. He takes your test papers from you 
and tells you that your test will be graded as soon as possible.
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Appendix F

After reading the story, imagine how you would feel if you were in the place of the 
employee. Please read the following statements and circle the number that most 
accurately describes how you feel toward the supervisor in the story.

1) I would stay after normal working hours without pay to finish a project.
1 2 3 4 5

Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree

2) I would help the supervisor if it appeared that he needed assistance.
1 2 3 4 5

Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree

3) I would stick up for the supervisor if others were saying negative things about 
him.

1 2 3 4 5
Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree

4) I would help the supervisor feel better when he was down.
1 2 3 4 5

Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree

5) I would try to follow the rules and do what the supervisor asked me to do.
1 2 3 4 5

Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree

6) I would check with my supervisor before doing anything out of the ordinary.
1 2 3 4 5

Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree

7) I would act as a peacemaker in the department if disagreements occurred.
1 2 3 4 5

Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree
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8) I would take steps to prevent problems with the supervisor.
1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 
Disagree Agree

9) My supervisor gave me:

a) the exact amount of time that he was supposed to for the test.
b) more time than he was supposed to for the test.
c) less time than he was supposed to for the test.

10) I had:

a) exactly 60 minutes to take the test.
b) more than 60 minutes to take the test.
c) less than 60 minutes to take the test.

11) My supervisor followed the rules about how the test was supposed to be given.

a) Yes, he followed the rules.
b) No, he did not follow the rules.

12) My supervisor observed the company’s policy about how the test should be given.

a) Yes, he observed the company’s policy.
b) No, he did not observe the company’s policy.

13) I by the way my supervisor gave me the test.

a) was given an advantage
b) was given a disadvantage
c) was not affected

14) My chances of passing the test w ere___________by my supervisor’s actions.

a) increased
b) decreased
c) not affected
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15) The way my supervisor treated me during the test is representative of the way he 
usually treats me.

1 2 3 4 5
Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree

16) Whether my supervisor did or did not follow the rules, it was a deliberate decision 
on his part.

1 2 3 4 5
Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree
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Appendix G

Please answer the following questions, keeping in mind the events of the story 
you just read. Circle the answer that best fits what you remember from the story.

1) I am satisfied with the testing situation.

1 2 3 4 5
Strongly Disagree 
Disagree

Neutral Agree Strongly
Agree

2) The way that I was given the test helped me to do my best.

1 2 3 4 5
Strongly Disagree 
Disagree

Neutral Agree Strongly
Agree

3) I like how the time limit rule was handled.

1 2 3 4 5
Strongly Disagree 
Disagree

Neutral Agree Strongly
Agree

4) I would like to work for the supervisor in the story.

1 2 . 3 4 5
Strongly Disagree 
Disagree

Neutral Agree Strongly
Agree

5) The supervisor treats employees well.

1 2 3 4 5
Strongly Disagree 
Disagree

Neutral Agree Strongly
Agree

6) All supervisors should treat their employees like the one in the story.

1 2 3 4 5
Strongly Disagree 
Disagree

Neutral Agree Strongly
Agree
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7) The way the test was given to me was fair.

1 2 3 4 5
Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree

8) My supervisor gave me the test properly.

1 2 3 4 5
Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree

9) My supervisor followed the rules about how the test should be given.

1 2 3 4 5
Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree


