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Abstract
Despite Rawls’ famous call to distinguish between justice and fairness, these and 
other justice-related words often seem to be used interchangeably by both ordi-
nary people and justice researchers. Based on a survey-embedded question wording 
experiment (N = 4534) fielded in Germany as part of the GESIS Panel, we explore 
the effects of three justice words— “just,” “fair,” and “appropriate”—on the sense of 
justice about earnings for self and others. We observe differences in the just reward, 
justice evaluation, and justice consequences by justice word. For example, justice 
evaluations of one’s own earnings are more negative, i.e., deeper in the underreward 
territory, signaling larger just rewards, when using “just” instead of “fair” or “appro-
priate” in the question wording. No such clear pattern emerges for justice evalua-
tions of others’ earnings. Our analyses show the decreasing effect of an underreward 
situation on psychosocial health to be significantly stronger in the “just” condition 
compared to the “fair” condition but do not reveal differential consequences by jus-
tice word for measures of satisfaction and trust. Overall, the observed differences by 
justice words are moderate in size. Nonetheless, our findings suggest caution for jus-
tice researchers in communicating with peers and respondents and warrant further 
inquiry extending research on the role of “justice language” to other language–coun-
try contexts.

Keywords Justice words · Justice of earnings · Question wording · Survey-
embedded experiment · German–Germany

Introduction

More than 60 years ago, Rawls (1958, p.164) forged a new frontier in the study of 
justice with the celebrated opening lines:
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It might seem at first sight that the concepts of justice and fairness are the 
same, and that there is no reason to distinguish them, or to say that one is more 
fundamental than the other. I think that this impression is mistaken [...].

Since then, philosophers and social scientists have sought to understand the exact 
meaning of the two words “justice” and “fairness” and their exact difference, rely-
ing, as Rawls (1958, 1971) did, and in concert with empirical social science, on the 
“ordinary speech” of ordinary people (e.g., Rawls, 1958, pp. 179–180). Notwith-
standing ubiquitous attempts to distinguish between the two concepts; to establish 
how something can be “just” but “unfair” or “fair” but “unjust”; to introduce dei-
ties, governments, and laws to assist in making the distinction; to draw precise links 
to legitimacy, appropriateness, morality, impartiality, equity—and sometimes even 
with a flavor of “oughtness”—the ordinary speech of ordinary people remains the 
final arbiter.1

The ordinary speech of ordinary people struck an early blow, and it was not 
on the side of a distinction between justice and fairness. For, while English pos-
sesses both words (with “fairness” acquiring the justice meaning in Middle English, 
roughly 1150–1470), as does German (with “fairness” entering the language in the 
nineteenth century), most languages do not have distinct words for justice and fair-
ness.2 As Sen (2009, pp. 72–73) notes, the French translation of Rawls’ (1971) book 
writes of “la justice comme équité.” Concomitantly, the Spanish translation renders 
it “la justicia como imparcialidad.” Both raise the new challenge of establishing the 
relation between the French “justice” and “équité” and between the Spanish “justi-
cia” and “imparcialidad” and their relation to the Rawlsian English-language con-
cepts of “justice” and “fairness.”

Meanwhile, researchers study what ordinary people think—i.e., public opinion—
on matters of justice by means of laboratory experiments, large-scale single country 
studies, as well as cross-country survey programs. In doing so, empirical work on 
the sense of justice has relied on the fundamental principle owed to Elaine Hatfield 
(Walster, Berscheid, & Walster, 1973, p. 152) and Milton Friedman (1977), “Justice 
is in the eye of the beholder.”3 But despite their explicit interest in understanding the 
conceptual differences, researchers seem to use “justice” and “fairness” interchange-
ably in their empirical endeavors to assess public opinion on matters of justice. 

1 For exemplars of these lines of inquiry, see Colquitt and Rodell (2015); Cugueró-Escofet and Rosanas 
(2013); Fortin and Fellenz (2008); Goldman and Cropanzano (2015); Jasso, Shelly, and Webster (2019); 
Liebig (2001); Raphael (2001); Sabbagh and Schmitt (2016); and comments posted on the StackEx-
change on English Language and Usage (https:// engli sh. stack excha nge. com/ quest ions/ 100576/ whats- the- 
diffe rence- betwe en- just- and- fair).
2 Sen (2009, pp. 72–73) writes that when he took to Rawls the objection raised, in conversation, by 
Isaiah Berlin that “‘Justice as fairness’... can hardly be such a fundamental idea since some of the major 
languages in the world do not even have clearly distinguished terms for the two..., Rawls replied that the 
actual existence of sufficiently distinguished specialized words is really of little significance; the major 
issue is whether people speaking in a language that lacks a distinction based on a single word can nev-
ertheless differentiate between the separate concepts, and go on to articulate the contrast using as many 
words as they need.”
3 Hatfield wrote “Equity is in the eye of the beholder,” and Friedman wrote “Fairness is strictly in the 
eye of the beholder.”

https://english.stackexchange.com/questions/100576/whats-the-difference-between-just-and-fair
https://english.stackexchange.com/questions/100576/whats-the-difference-between-just-and-fair
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Moreover, empirical justice research also sometimes uses other justice words, such 
as “appropriate.” For example, the European Social Survey (ESS) uses all three jus-
tice words “just,” “fair,” and “appropriate,” the International Social Survey Program 
(ISSP) uses both “just” and “fair,” and the International Social Justice Project (ISJP) 
uses both “just” and “appropriate” in asking for justice evaluations. This usage 
occurs both in what researchers say to their study participants and in what they write 
in published papers. In their review of organizational justice measures Colquitt and 
Shaw (2005) explicitly point to the use of synonyms (namely “just” as a synonym 
of “fair”) as a way to create repetition in justice scales (e.g., Earley & Lind, 1987). 
However, if Rawls was right in assuming that ordinary people differentiate between 
justice and fairness, then empirical studies have been presenting to respondents a 
heterogeneous mix of justice stimuli.

In light of a rich tradition of research papers showing that seemingly synonymous 
changes to question wording are associated with substantial differences in response 
behavior (Huber & Paris, 2013; Rasinski, 1989; Schuman & Presser, 1981; Singer 
& Couper, 2014; Smith, 1987), it is essential to understand the possibly differen-
tial effects of justice words if we are to understand the results obtained in empirical 
justice research. The question of differences in response behavior by justice word, 
therefore, has both theoretical and empirical implications, such as determining the 
reliability and validity of instruments measuring the sense of justice (e.g., Liebig, 
2001). Thus, our study aims at exploring whether different justice words shape atti-
tudinal responses in an adult population. We rely on a survey-embedded question 
wording experiment in a probability sample of German respondents.

Despite an expressed interest to distinguish “justice” and “fairness” in empirical 
justice research (e.g., Fortin & Fellenz, 2008; Goldman & Cropranzano, 2015), to 
our knowledge, the present paper marks the first systematic attempt to empirically 
assess to what extent and how three justice-related words—namely “just,” “fair,” 
and “appropriate”—shape the sense of justice about earnings for self and others. 
Thus, we extend existing empirical justice research concerning the question, “What 
do people think is just?” (Hegtvedt, 2006, p. 46; Jasso, 1978, p.1400) to the ques-
tion, “Is there a difference between what people think is just and what people think 
is fair and what people think is appropriate?”.

The paper is organized as follows. Section  2 introduces the theoretical frame-
work and describes the study of the justice of earnings for self and others. Sec-
tion 3 presents the etymology and usage in German of the three experimental justice 
words providing insights into differences in meaning among lay people. In Sect. 4, 
we describe the sample, data, and analytical strategy. Section 5 reports the results. 
Finally, we discuss implications of this work for further research on justice words 
across additional languages and countries.

Distributive Justice

Justice research spans a variety of domains, including distributive, retributive, proce-
dural, interactional, and informational justice (Hegtvedt, 2006; Sabbagh & Schmitt, 
2016), and the practice of using justice words interchangeably extends across all of 
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them. This paper focuses on distributive justice, more specifically on the justice of 
one’s own and others’ earnings.

Distributive justice refers, first, to individuals’ ideas about the just amounts of 
valued resources, such as earnings, and the relative importance assigned to different 
justice principles used to guide and regulate their allocation (Deutsch, 1975; Hülle 
et al., 2018; Törnblom & Kazemi, 2015). At least three major principles of justice 
have been proposed: equality, by which recipients should receive equal earnings; 
need, by which recipients with greater needs should receive higher earnings; and 
equity, by which recipients should receive higher earnings, the greater their effort, 
contribution, or productivity. Second, distributive justice refers to the subjective 
sense of (in)justice that is awakened when actual rewards are compared to subjec-
tive ideas of just rewards (Jasso, 1978). When actual earnings match just earnings, 
the situation evokes a sense of perfect justice. If actual earnings are lower than just 
earnings, this evokes a sense of deprivation (i.e., underreward); when actual earn-
ings exceed just earnings, this evokes a sense of overreward. This basic understand-
ing of distributive justice, called the justice evaluation process, triggers a long train 
of attitudinal and behavioral consequences (such as signing a petition and joining a 
protest).

The assessment that a given actual reward is just or unjust, and, if unjust, whether 
the injustice is of the underreward or overreward type, is called the justice evalu-
ation, with zero representing the point of perfect justice, negative numbers repre-
senting unjust underreward, and positive numbers representing unjust overreward. 
Moreover, because there may be differences between what people think and what 
they say, the justice evaluation process distinguishes between the experienced justice 
evaluation, denoted J*, and the expressed justice evaluation, denoted J. These ideas 
are formalized in the following equations (Jasso, 1978; Jasso & Wegener, 1997):

and

where A denotes the actual reward, C denotes the just reward, and θ denotes the sig-
nature constant whose absolute value indicates the observer’s expressiveness, now 
incorporated in the expressed justice evaluation (Jasso & Wegener, 1997).4 When 
the actual reward (e.g., the amount of earnings received) equals the just reward (i.e., 
the amount of earnings considered just), J* and J equal 0, the point of perfect jus-
tice; when the actual reward is less than the just reward, the justice evaluation is a 
negative number, representing underreward; and when the actual reward is greater 

(1)J
∗ =

[

sgn(�)
]

ln
(

A

C

)

(2)J = � ln
(

A

C

)

4 The sign of the signature constant indicates the framing of the reward, i.e., whether the observer 
regards the reward that is distributed as a good or as a bad. For the applied case, we study in this paper—
the justice of earnings—we assume that “earnings” are regarded as a good (i.e., a desirable resource to 
obtain) by respondents.
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than the just reward, the justice evaluation is a positive number, representing unjust 
overreward.

As the actual earnings increase, the justice evaluation increases, moving right-
ward, for example, from great underreward to less underreward to perfect justice 
to slight overreward to great overreward. As the just earnings increase, the justice 
evaluation decreases, moving leftward, for example, from great overreward to slight 
overreward to perfect justice to slight underreward to great underreward. Thus, as 
will be encountered below, justice evaluations moving leftward deeper into under-
reward territory imply larger amounts of just earnings, and conversely.

The log function further incorporates the idea that deficiency is felt more keenly 
than comparable excess (now called loss aversion). Finally, the equations can be 
used to assess the justice or injustice of both rewards received by self and by others 
(Jasso, 1978).

The justice evaluation process is accompanied by three other processes identi-
fied in justice theory: It is preceded by both the actual reward process and the just 
reward process and followed by the justice consequences process (Hegtvedt et al., 
2016; Jasso et al., 2016; Liebig & Sauer, 2016). (1) In the actual reward process, the 
allocator, guided by allocation rules, uses rewardee characteristics and other inputs 
to generate the actual reward (A) for the rewardee. (2) In the just reward process, the 
observer, guided by justice principles, uses rewardee characteristics and other inputs 
to generate the just reward (C) for the rewardee. These justice principles are thought 
to be of two kinds: (i) principles of microjustice, pertaining to the “why” in “who 
should get what and why”; and (ii) principles of macrojustice, pertaining to what the 
entire distribution of just rewards should look like (Brickman et al., 1981). To illus-
trate, microprinciples of justice refer to characteristics of a rewardee that are thought 
to warrant a higher (or lower) just reward. Borrowing from classic wage equations 
(Mincer, 1974), scholars of justice estimate the just returns to reward-relevant char-
acteristics by regressing the just earnings on rewardee’s age, education, and gender 
(e.g., Jasso & Wegener, 1999; Sauer et al., 2016). Principles of macrojustice, on the 
other hand, keep the entire distribution in mind and are studied by investigating the 
resulting distribution of just rewards, for example, its mean or level of inequality 
(e.g., Jasso, 2007; Jasso & Meyerson Milgrom, 2008).

As shown above, (3) the justice evaluation process then combines the actual 
reward formed in the actual reward process and the just reward formed in the just 
reward process to generate the justice evaluation. It is then followed by (4) the jus-
tice consequences process, in which the justice evaluation triggers a long train of 
justice consequences, possibly incorporating non-justice factors—stretching out to 
all areas of human behavior and the social life. Figure 1 provides visualization of the 
four processes in the world of distributive justice.

Of the four processes, the second through the fourth are specifically central to 
the study of justice and thus form the focus of this paper. If we are to understand 
how justice words affect the empirical study of distributive justice, we are tasked 
with understanding how they affect the entire range of justice operations. We, there-
fore, build on the comprehensive framework introduced above and study the wide 
panoply of justice operations: We explore the effects of the experimentally manipu-
lated focal justice words on the micro- and macroprinciples of justice guiding the 
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just reward process, on the expressed justice evaluation for self and others and the 
experienced justice evaluation for self, and on the justice consequences process, pro-
viding a comprehensive assessment of the role of justice words on the distributive 
justice of earnings.

Justice Words in the German‑Language Context

As summarized in the Introduction, a variety of justice words are used interchange-
ably in empirical research studying the quantities of justice introduced in Sect. 2. 
Relying on the ordinary speech of ordinary people in understanding if what is con-
sidered “just” differs from what is considered “fair” or “appropriate,” is further com-
plicated because these justice words may have connotations that differ across lan-
guage settings. For example, within a single language, meanings may differ across 
countries and cultures. Accordingly, in this first empirical foray we restrict attention 
not only to German but also to Germany, leaving for future work parallel studies in 
other German-speaking populations (e.g., in countries where German is an official 
language, such as Austria or Switzerland). In Germany, the most frequently used 
justice words in empirical research are “just” (gerecht), “fair” (fair), and “appropri-
ate” (angemessen).5

Assuming that potential differences in the justice, fairness, and appropriateness 
of earnings can be traced back to differences in the meaning ordinary people attach 
to these words and in keeping with the call to study the ordinary speech of ordi-
nary people, we refer to German dictionaries for insights into their contemporary 
meaning and etymology. We relied on three main sources—Duden (2018); Kemp-
cke (2000); Seebold (2002)— to highlight potential differences in how the justice 

Fig. 1  The World of Distributive Justice. Source: Jasso et al. (2016, p. 202)

5 For the remainder of the article, the English versions of the words will be used. However, it is impor-
tant to keep in mind that gerecht, fair, and angemessen are direct translations of the English words “just”, 
“fair”, and “appropriate”, respectively, and identical meaning and connotations across languages cannot 
be assumed.
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words “just,” “fair,” and “appropriate” may affect respondents’ justice assessments 
of earnings.

With roots in the Latin directus, the contemporary meaning of “just” appears by 
Gothic times6 and is “to act or judge in accordance with the sense of justice,” “to 
judge someone or something appropriately” (Kempcke, 2000, p. 400), and “to be in 
accordance with the law” (Duden, 2018, p. 445). The word “fair” only entered the 
German language from English in the nineteenth century; its contemporary meaning 
is associated with behavioral components of justice as it implies the idea of being 
“decent, fair in his/her behavior towards others” (Duden, 2018, p. 362). “Fair” also 
has a close relation to the domain of sports relating to the expression of “fair play” 
adapted from English (Seebold, 2002). The word “appropriate” developed from the 
German word messen (English: “to measure”), and its contemporary meaning sig-
nals “according to the circumstances” (Duden, 2018, p. 89). Summarizing potential 
differences in contemporary German usage of these three justice words, “just,” with 
its close association with the field of law, pertains to a formal sense of justice and 
provides a strong moral connotation. “Fair” also implies a moral judgment, but in 
the German language seems to refer to less formal and more situational ideas of jus-
tice (e.g., treating someone fairly, “fair play”), while, among the three justice words 
studied, “appropriate” suggests conventional behavior and a rather weak association 
with a moral standard (Turiel, 1983).

Accordingly, based on the etymology and meaning in contemporary German we 
would expect to find the standard of “earnings justice” to be particularly hard to 
reach, compared to the more informal “earnings fairness” and less morally charged 
“appropriateness of earnings,” suggesting more negative evaluations of earnings, in 
the “just” condition compared to the “fair” and “appropriate” condition for our sam-
ple of German adults.

Methods

Data and Experimental Design

The role of different justice words in the empirical study of ideas of justice and 
assessments of injustice has not, to the best of our knowledge, been analyzed sys-
tematically. In order to isolate the effect of question wording on response behav-
ior, we experimentally varied the justice words—“just” versus “fair” versus “appro-
priate”—for the same set of justice questions in an otherwise controlled setting as 
part of a general population panel study. Respondents were randomly assigned to 
one of three experimental groups. All three groups received identical questions on 
just earnings and justice evaluations of earnings for self and others. Totally, 1519 

6 The Gothic language was a Germanic language used by the Goths, approximately from the third to the 
sixth century (Wolfram, 1990).
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respondents were randomly assigned to the “just” condition, 1522 respondents to the 
“fair” condition, and 1493 respondents to the “appropriate” condition.7

The experiment was part of the GESIS Panel which is a probability-based 
mixed-mode panel that started in 2014 and runs its waves bimonthly using online 
computer-assisted Web interviews (CAWI) and offline paper-and-pencil interviews 
(PAPI). Respondents chose their preferred mode of participation. A majority of 67.1 
percent participated in CAWI mode, while 32.9 percent of respondents participated 
in PAPI mode. The GESIS Panel provides a probability sample of the adult popula-
tion living in Germany (Bosnjak et al., 2017), thus offering the ideal setting for a 
rigorous test of the effect of question wording on justice assessments.8 The question 
wording experiment was fielded in the 22nd wave of the GESIS Panel between Feb-
ruary and April 2017. The analyses further draw on sociodemographic information 
collected in earlier waves as well as information on satisfaction, health, and trust 
collected in the next wave, the 23rd wave of the GESIS Panel fielded between April 
and June 2017.9

Analytical Strategy

Question wording experiments are an important tool in understanding the role of 
specific words in public opinion research (Huber & Paris, 2013; Schuman & Presser, 
1981). Including measures of all the justice terms and operations introduced in 
Sect. 2 allows for a rigorous investigation into the role of justice words in the study 
of distributive justice. Our general strategy is to test for the effect of justice words 
by contrasting across the three experimental groups all the estimates central to the 
study of the justice of earnings, from the just reward and the principles of justice to 
the expressed and experienced justice evaluations for self and the expressed justice 
evaluation for others to the justice consequences.

To illustrate, for the case of the just reward and principles of justice, we explore 
how ideas of the just reward differ across the three justice words and whether the 

7 Effective randomization is crucial to the success of the experimental design. Comparing experimental 
groups on basic socio-demographics and variables studied in the upcoming analyses, we find the ran-
domization to have been successful. There are no significant differences in the composition of experi-
mental groups regarding age (F = .42, p = .66), gender (F = 1.69, p = .17), education (F = .02, p = .98), 
employment status (F = .20, p = .82), life satisfaction (F = 1.04, p = .36), job satisfaction (F = 1.25, 
p = .29), satisfaction with democracy (F = .10, p = .90), health satisfaction (F = 1.03, p = .36), psychoso-
cial health index (F = .92, p = .40), and generalized trust (F = .60, p = .55).
8 The GESIS Panel sample consists of two separate starting cohorts. The initial starting cohort was 
sampled in 2013 followed by a refreshment sample in 2016 drawn from the ALLBUS survey. With 
bimonthly waves, respondents from both cohorts are experienced survey respondents. Testing for dif-
ferences in response behavior between respondents from the two sampling cohorts did not reveal any 
systematic variation. Note that GESIS panelists had not been asked justice questions prior to fielding of 
the justice words experiment.
9 The analyses draw on the extended edition of the GESIS Panel data (GESIS (2021) Version 29.0; 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 4232/1. 13244). The extended edition of the GESIS Panel data is available in the Secure 
Data Center at the GESIS Data Archive for Social Sciences in Cologne. In order to gain access to the 
data, researchers are required to sign a special data usage contract and to work in an individually setup, 
secure, virtual work environment at GESIS in Cologne.

https://doi.org/10.4232/1.13244
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micro- and macroprinciples of justice used in the “just” reward process differ from 
the justice principles used in the “fair” reward process and the “appropriate” reward 
process. For the justice evaluations, we investigate whether expressed and experi-
enced justice evaluations of one’s own earnings and expressed justice evaluations 
of others’ earnings are indeed more negative in the “just” condition compared to the 
“fair” and “appropriate” conditions, signaling larger just rewards. With regard to the 
justice consequences process, we test whether “justice,” “fairness,” and “appropri-
ateness” of earnings are associated with the same consequences and if these associa-
tions are comparable in size.

Variables

Justice Evaluation of Earnings

Respondents were asked to evaluate the justice of their own net and gross earn-
ings and the gross earnings of others. We study the justice evaluations of both gross 
and net earnings as these evaluations tap different elements of the justice of earn-
ings. While evaluations of gross earnings refer to whether the employer’s payment 
for work is “just,” “fair,” “appropriate,” evaluations of net earnings also pertain to 
governmental intervention via income tax and social security contributions. The 
German questionnaire items and English translations are provided in the Appendix 
(see Tables 8 and 9). Variables for self were obtained only from respondents who 
received earnings from work, while justice for others was evaluated by all respond-
ents of the GESIS Panel. Table 1 summarizes the basic justice quantities in which 
we test for the effect of question wording.

To illustrate for one’s own net earnings, respondents were asked to evaluate their 
monthly earnings using an 11-point scale that ranged from −5 “[unjustly] [unfairly] 
[inappropriately] too low” through 0 “[just] [fair] [appropriate]” to + 5 “[unjustly] 
[unfairly] [inappropriately] too high” (see Appendix Fig. 6).

Continuing the illustration, respondents who indicated they were “unjustly”/“unfa
irly”/“inappropriately” paid were asked to state the monthly net earnings they would 

Table 1  Summary of Basic Justice Quantities

Type of earnings Type of information

Justice for self (reflexive justice variables)
Expressed justice evaluation of one’s own earnings (J) Gross and net 11-point scale
Actual earnings (A) Gross and net Open-format question, in €
Just earnings (C)—hybrid measure Gross and net if J = 0, C = A, otherwise:

Open-format question, in €
Experienced justice evaluation of one’s own earnings (J*) Gross and net J* = ln(A/C)
Justice for others (nonreflexive justice variables)
Expressed justice evaluation J of top earnings Gross 11-point scale
Expressed justice evaluation J of middle earnings Gross 11-point scale
Expressed justice evaluation J of bottom earnings Gross 11-point scale
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consider “just”/“fair”/“appropriate.” Respondents were then asked to state their 
actual monthly net earnings.10

To calculate the experienced justice J*, as per Eq. (1) in Sect. 2, we take the natu-
ral logarithm of the ratio of the actual earnings A to the just earnings C. Just earn-
ings C is a hybrid measure constructed from information on actual net earnings, 
if the expressed justice evaluation indicates perfect justice (as in this case the just 
earnings equal the actual earnings), and from the direct question on just earnings 
otherwise. Identical questions on gross earnings were administered to all respond-
ents receiving earnings from work.

All respondents of the GESIS Panel, regardless of their employment situation, 
were asked to rate the justice of gross earnings at the top, middle, and bottom of 
the earnings distribution using the same 11-point scale used for the assessments of 
one’s own earnings. The three questions were accompanied by context information 
on typical occupations in the tenth, fifth, and first deciles of the earnings distribu-
tion in Germany, representing top, middle, and bottom earnings, respectively. (See 
Appendix Table 8 for exact question wording.) Simultaneous measurement of jus-
tice evaluations of earnings for both self and others allows us to explore whether the 
effect of justice words differs between reflexive and nonreflexive justice evaluations, 
both of which are central to the study of distributive justice (Jasso et al., 2016).

Justice Consequences

To assess justice consequences and test for differences by justice word, we focus 
on three important generalized consequences—self-reported satisfaction, health, and 
trust. Besides providing insights into the role of justice words in the justice conse-
quences process, this allows us to assess concurrent validity (Lundmark, Gilljam, 
& Dahlberg, 2016). If the consequences of inappropriate underreward are different 
from the consequences of unjust or unfair underreward, this suggests differences in 
the underlying construct. Building on the notion that all of the three words experi-
mentally varied are “justice words,” we assume that all of them will show the 
expected correlations with self-reported satisfaction, health, and trust. Considering 
differences in meaning summarized in Sect.  3, we, however, explore whether the 
strength of association differs between experimental groups.

We include measures of life satisfaction and job satisfaction, as well as a measure 
of satisfaction with the way democracy works in Germany, and a measure of satis-
faction with overall health.11 The four measures of satisfaction use an 11-point scale 

10 Respondents answered in an open answer format without plausibility checks. This resulted in a num-
ber of extreme outliers (e.g., additional zeros were added in stating the actual or just gross and net earn-
ings). Earnings values (both actual and just earnings) were defined as extreme outliers when they dif-
fered by more than three standard deviations from the mean. According to this definition, 24 values were 
defined as extreme outliers and treated as missing.
11 Exact question wordings were: “How satisfied are you at the moment, all things considered, with your 
life?”, “How satisfied are you with your work?”, “On the whole, how satisfied are you with the way 
democracy works in Germany?”, “How satisfied are you with your health?” to measure life satisfaction, 
job satisfaction, satisfaction with the way democracy works, and health satisfaction, respectively.
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that ranges from 0 “Not at all satisfied” to 10 “Completely satisfied.” To comple-
ment the subjective assessment of health satisfaction, we calculated a psychosocial 
health index.12 Finally, we examined a measure of generalized trust.13 All measures 
that are investigated as consequences of experienced injustice were administered in 
the 23rd wave of the GESIS Panel.

Other Variables

To estimate the principles of microjustice, we specify just earnings equations in 
which the dependent variable is the natural logarithm of just earnings. The explana-
tory variables are the classic earnings-relevant worker characteristics (e.g., Adams, 
1963; Mincer, 1974): respondent age, age-squared, and schooling—including 
dummy indicators for the highest degree obtained, viz. lower secondary (Haupts-
chule), intermediate (Mittlere Reife), upper secondary (Fachhochschulreife, Abitur), 
lower tertiary (Fachhochschule), and upper tertiary education (Hochschulabschluss). 
Finally, we include gender, whose operation in just earnings determination has been 
amply documented (Auspurg et al., 2017; Ridgeway, 1991; Valet, 2018).

To estimate the principles of macrojustice, we use two measures of location 
(mean and median) for the just reward and five measures of inequality in the distri-
bution of just rewards (Atkinson, Gini, Theil Index, Theil MLD, CV).14

In the analyses of justice consequences, we also control for logged personal 
monthly gross earnings, as the level of personal income has been shown to affect 
measures of satisfaction, health, and trust and is thought to do so independently 
of the justice evaluation (e.g., Alesina & La Ferrera, 2002; Sauer & Valet, 2013; 
Schunck et  al., 2015). Summary statistics for all variables are displayed in the 
Appendix (Table 10).

Results

This section reports the results of the justice words experiment. We examine the 
effect of the three justice words—“just” versus “fair” versus “appropriate”—on 
basic justice quantities, starting with the just reward process, continuing with the 
justice evaluation process, and ending with the justice consequences process.

14 Formulas and computational routines for the five inequality measures are provided in Jasso (2018).

12 The psychosocial health index includes information from four questions asking respondents how 
often in the past four weeks they have “felt hounded or put under time pressure,” “felt lots of energy” 
(reversely coded), “had strong physical pain,” and “were constrained by physical or psychological prob-
lems in your social contacts, for example with friends, acquaintances, or relatives.” All four items used 
the same 11-point scale ranging from “Never (0)” to “Always (10).” The resulting mean index of psycho-
social health is reverse-coded and ranges from 0 (indicating poor psychosocial health) to 10 (indicating 
good psychosocial health) and captures dimensions of physical and mental health (Weinhardt & Richter, 
2014).
13 “Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted, or that you can’t be too careful 
in dealing with people?” with an 11-point scale ranging from “One can never be careful enough (0)” to 
“Most people can be trusted (10).”
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Just Reward Process

The Just Earnings Function and the Principles of Microjustice

As discussed in Sect. 2, the observer, guided by the principles of microjustice, forms 
ideas of the just reward for the rewardee. In this study, respondents form ideas of 
just earnings for themselves. To learn about the principles of microjustice guiding 
respondents, we estimate just earnings functions based on classic earnings functions 
(Mincer, 1974). To assess the effects of the three justice words, the natural log of the 
hybrid measures of the just, fair, and appropriate gross earnings is regressed on age 
and age–squared, gender, and the binary variables representing schooling attainment 
discussed earlier. The coefficients can then be read as the “just,” “fair,” and “appro-
priate” returns to each worker characteristic. We first estimate a separate model 
for each experimental condition and next estimate a joint model using a seemingly 
unrelated estimation framework which enables correcting for correlated error terms 
across models and testing for differences between models. Table 2 shows the results 
of the seemingly unrelated estimations for just gross earnings. The last column dis-
plays the results of postestimation tests for equality of coefficients across models. A 
significant result indicates that effects differ across models.

Both age and age-squared are statistically significant, and the coefficients indi-
cate that “just”/“fair”/“appropriate” gross earnings increase to a peak and subse-
quently decline. The age at which just gross earnings peak is about 50 in the “just” 
and “appropriate” conditions and about 41 in the “fair” condition. As expected, men 
have higher just gross earnings, on average. While this is true for all three models, 
the effect is strongest in the “just” condition. Expressed in terms of the just gender 
multiplier routinely calculated in justice research (e.g., Jasso et al., 2019), which is 
defined as the exponential of the gender coefficient when women are coded 1 (or 
the exponential of the negative of the gender coefficient when men are coded 1) and 
interpreted as the ratio of female just earnings to male just earnings, the results in 
Table 2 indicate that on average, the just gender multiplier is substantially lower in 
the “just” condition—the gross earnings women regard as just are about 62% the 
gross earnings regarded as just by men—while in the “fair” and “appropriate” con-
ditions the multiplier is about 69–70%. The just base gross earnings, estimated for 
women aged 18 with lower-secondary education, are lowest in the “just” condition 
(903.25 Euro), followed by the “fair” condition (1037.95 Euro), and highest in the 
“appropriate” condition (1176.15 Euro). Higher education, as an indicator of higher 
perceived inputs, is also associated with higher expected “just,” “fair,” and “appro-
priate” returns. Compared to the reference category of completed lower secondary 
education, the higher the degree, the higher the expected returns. Overall, the effects 
of education are weakest in the “appropriate” condition.

Overall, these results indicate that the “just” condition produces just gross earn-
ings that provide the smallest base amount, that peak later (by only a year relative to 
the “appropriate” condition but by 9 years relative to the “fair” condition), and that 
are substantially higher among men. While these findings generally suggest that the 
same set of reward-relevant characteristics are used in the just reward process across 
the three experimental conditions, the observed differences in microprinciples of 
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justice across justice words warrant further research in order to pinpoint more pre-
cisely the effects of the justice words in the just reward process.

The Just Reward Distribution and the Principles of Macrojustice

The principles of macrojustice highlight the overall distribution and what it should 
look like (Sect.  2). To explore how principles of macrojustice guide respondents’ 
ideas of one’s own gross and net just earnings, we study characteristics of the just 
reward distributions by calculating measures of location (arithmetic mean and 
median) and measures of inequality (Atkinson, Gini, Theil Index, Theil MLD, CV). 
Table 3 reports these properties of the “just,” “fair,” and “appropriate” distributions 
for both gross and net earnings. As shown, the arithmetic mean and median are 
comparable across the three experimental groups for both gross and net earnings. 
However, Table 3 also shows that the “just” condition yields the largest average just 
gross earnings and the intermediate average just net earnings.

The general pattern of similarity is also observed for the five inequality meas-
ures. In tendency, the “fair” level of inequality is the highest across all measures of 
inequality (except for the Gini coefficient) for both gross and net earnings and the 
“appropriate” level of inequality of gross earnings is slightly lower compared to the 
“just” and “fair” inequality across all inequality measures.

Overall, analyses of the principles of macrojustice seem to suggest that properties 
of the just earnings distribution are similar across the three justice words. However, 
the observed differences in the principles of microjustice point to somewhat differ-
ent conceptions of “just” earnings compared to “fair” and “appropriate” earnings. 
Building on this observation, the following section will scrutinize the role of justice 
words in the justice evaluation process.

Justice Evaluation Process

Justice for Self: Expressed and Experienced Justice Evaluation

Table 4 reports the average expressed and experienced justice evaluations of one’s 
own gross and net earnings by justice word. Recall that the justice evaluation extends 
from negative numbers to positive numbers with extremes of underreward in the 
leftmost region, perfect justice at zero, and extremes of overreward in the rightmost 
region. Of the four justice evaluations shown—expressed and experienced, for gross 
and net earnings—three have the largest underreward, viz. the leftmost value, in the 
“just” condition, signaling that the just reward is highest in the “just” condition, con-
sistent with the results above for the just reward.

Figure 2 provides a closer look at the distribution of response categories for the 
expressed justice evaluation of one’s own gross earnings. As shown, although at first 
blush the proportions look somewhat similar across all justice words, some cross-
word patterns can be discerned. For example, not only did respondents in the “just” 
condition choose the scale midpoint (indicating perfect justice) least often but also 
respondents in the “fair” condition chose the scale midpoint more often. Moreover, 
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Fig. 2  Expressed Justice J of One’s Own Gross Earnings, by Justice Word. Data: GESIS Panel (Version 
29.0; https:// doi. org/ 10. 4232/1. 13244)

Table 2  Principles of Microjustice: Just Gross Earnings Equation, by Justice Word

Data: GESIS Panel (Version 29.0; https:// doi. org/ 10. 4232/1. 13244). Seemingly unrelated estimation, 
standard errors in parentheses. Log of just earnings regressed on age, age-squared, gender, and educa-
tion.  R2 values from separate OLS regression models. The last column displays results testing coeffi-
cients for equality across models: a indicates a significant difference between the “just” (Model 1) and 
“fair” condition (Model 2), while b indicates a significant difference between the “just” (Model 1) and 
“appropriate” condition (Model 3). c indicates a significant difference between the “fair” (Model 2) and 
“appropriate” condition (Model 3)
 + p < 0.1, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

M1: Just M2: Fair M3: Appropriate

Age 0.099*** (0.017) 0.081*** (0.015) 0.097*** (0.017) n.s
Age2 −0.001*** (0.000) −0.001*** (0.000) −0.001*** (0.000) n.s
Male (1 = yes) 0.484*** (0.050) 0.359*** (0.049) 0.370*** (0.047) a+  b*

Lower secondary Ref Ref Ref
Intermediate 0.276** (0.095) 0.138 (0.088) −0.093 (0.079) b**  c+

Upper secondary 0.286** (0.104) 0.237* (0.100) 0.012 (0.092) b*  c+

Lower tertiary 0.409*** (0.097) 0.537*** (0.085) 0.244*** (0.078) c*
Upper tertiary 0.586*** (0.095) 0.555*** (0.105) 0.395*** (0.085) n.s
Constant 5.042*** (0.399) 5.505*** (0.341) 5.342*** (0.382)
R2 0.253 0.231 0.240
N (single models) 595 610 621
N (overall) 1826

https://doi.org/10.4232/1.13244
https://doi.org/10.4232/1.13244
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the most extreme underreward was reported more frequently in the “just” condition. 
One-way between-subject ANOVAs reveal that indeed the expressed justice evalu-
ations of one’s own gross earnings (F (2, 2366) = 3.66, p = 0.03) and net earnings 
(F (2, 2366) = 3.42, p = 0.03) differ by justice word. Post hoc pairwise comparisons 
using Student–Newman–Keuls (SNK) adjustment for multiple comparisons (e.g., 
Hilton & Armstrong, 2006) indicate that expressed justice evaluations J of both 
one’s own gross and net earnings are significantly more positive (i.e., tending to the 
overreward region) in the “fair” and “appropriate” conditions compared to the “just” 

Table 3  Principles of Macrojustice: Two Measures of Location and Five Measures of Inequality, by Jus-
tice Word

Data: GESIS Panel (Version 29.0; https:// doi. org/ 10. 4232/1. 13244). The sample on which the principles 
of macrojustice for own gross earnings were calculated was smaller compared to the sample for net earn-
ings, because fewer respondents reported their just/fair/appropriate gross earnings compared to their just/
fair/appropriate net earnings

Location Inequality

Just mean Just 
median

Just Atkin-
son

Just Gini Just Theil 
Index

Just Theil 
MLD

Just CV N

Own gross earnings
 Just 3596.07 3200 0.176 0.311 0.160 0.193 0.572 643
 Fair 3568.18 3300 0.178 0.309 0.163 0.196 0.594 652
 Appropri-

ate
3505.81 3200 0.167 0.299 0.148 0.182 0.546 657

Own net earnings
 Just 2368.02 2200 0.141 0.281 0.132 0.152 0.525 714
 Fair 2371.95 2200 0.144 0.278 0.132 0.155 0.526 703
 Appropri-

ate
2304.31 2000 0.143 0.284 0.134 0.154 0.525 720

Table 4  Summary 
Characteristics of Expressed 
Justice Evaluation J and 
Experienced Justice Evaluation 
J* of One’s Own Earnings, by 
Justice Word

Data: GESIS Panel (Version 29.0; https:// doi. org/ 10. 4232/1. 13244)

Expressed justice evalu-
ation J

Experienced justice 
evaluation J*

Mean SD N Mean SD N

Own gross earnings
 Just −1.275 1.701 804 −0.190 0.298 617
 Fair −1.051 1.701 788 −0.161 0.263 626
 Appropriate −1.074 1.663 797 −0.197 0.351 637

Own net earnings
 Just −1.253 1.716 829 −0.207 0.307 690
 Fair −1.091 1.707 825 −0.169 0.249 681
 Appropriate −1.060 1.636 813 −0.196 0.335 701

https://doi.org/10.4232/1.13244
https://doi.org/10.4232/1.13244
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condition. However, the expressed justice evaluations do not differ significantly 
between the “fair” and “appropriate” conditions.

Analyses of the experienced justice evaluation J* show a similar pattern. The jus-
tice word does influence J* of gross earnings (F (2, 1847) = 2.64, p = 0.07) and net 
earnings (F (2, 1847) = 3.28, p = 0.04). Post hoc comparisons reveal that the experi-
enced justice evaluations are more positive (i.e., tending to the overreward region) 
in the “fair” condition compared to the “just” condition, while J* does not differ 
between the “just” and “appropriate” conditions. Expressed justice evaluations in 
the “appropriate” condition are, however, significantly more negative compared to 
the “fair” condition, signaling larger just rewards.

Justice for Others

Turning to the justice evaluations of others’ earnings at the top, middle, and bot-
tom of the earnings distribution, we see a slightly different picture from what we 
observed for justice for self. Looking at the mean values displayed in Table 5, the 
expressed justice evaluations do not seem to differ across the three experimental 
conditions. A closer look at the response distributions for the justice evaluation of 
earnings at the top, middle, and bottom of the earnings distribution shows justice 
evaluations to be similar across conditions (see Figs. 3, 4, 5). For the justice evalu-
ation of earnings at the top and the middle, the middle category was chosen most 
frequently in the “appropriate” condition.

However, one-way between-subject ANOVAs do not reveal a significant effect 
of justice words on either the justice evaluation of top earnings (F (2, 4110) = 0.21, 
p = 0.81), middle earnings (F (2, 4110) = 1.33, p = 0.26), or bottom earnings (F 
(2, 4110) = 0.56, p = 0.57). While all justice evaluations of one’s own earnings are 
affected by the justice word used in the survey question, the justice evaluations for 
others remain unaffected.

It has long been known that people experience the sense of justice about both self 
and others (Berger et al., 1972; Jasso, 1978), and questions and conjectures regularly 
arise about whether these two kinds of justice judgments operate differently and how 
they are combined (Jasso et al., 2016, 2019). If systematic differences in justice pro-
cesses across self and other are couched in different words or use words differently, 
then the work reported in this paper opens the door to fuller and deeper understand-
ing of justice. Note, however, that the justice evaluations of others’ earnings were 
obtained not only from respondents who are in paid work themselves but also from 
respondents who were not working and did not receive any earnings. As the justice 
evaluation of earnings might be more relevant to individuals who are in paid work 
themselves, we ran separate ANOVAs with only those respondents receiving earn-
ings. While the evaluation of top (F (2, 2158) = 0.13, p = 0.88) and middle earnings 
(F (2, 2158) = 1.09, p = 0.34) remained unaffected by the justice word used, among 
individuals in paid work, justice evaluations of the bottom earnings in Germany 
were significantly more positive (i.e., less underrewarded, tending toward the over-
reward region) in the “fair” condition compared to the “just” and “appropriate” con-
ditions (F (2, 2158) = 3.16, p = 0.04). This tentatively suggests that persons in paid 
work provide more nuanced justice evaluations of the earnings of others, especially 
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when evaluating very low earnings. In line with other research reports (Adriaans & 
Liebig, 2018; Adriaans et al., 2019), respondents in Germany assess the most severe 
injustice for very low earnings. A particular concern for earnings at the bottom of 
the distribution may have contributed to the observation that only the evaluation of 
very low earnings was affected by the justice word used.

Fig. 3  Expressed Justice J of Bottom Earnings, by Justice Word. Data: GESIS Panel (Version 29.0; 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 4232/1. 13244)

Table 5  Summary 
Characteristics of Expressed 
Justice Evaluation J of Others’ 
Earnings, by Justice Word

Data: GESIS Panel (Version 29.0; https:// doi. org/ 10. 4232/1. 13244)

Mean SD N

Top earnings (Decile 10)
 Just 0.922 1.802 1389
 Fair 0.910 1.845 1408
 Appropriate 0.869 1.678 1369

Middle earnings (Decile 5)
 Just −2.220 1.656 1389
 Fair −2.208 1.744 1421
 Appropriate −2.131 1.640 1385

Bottom earnings (Decile 1)
 Just −2.996 1.687 1409
 Fair −2.925 1.752 1424
 Appropriate −2.941 1.666 1385

https://doi.org/10.4232/1.13244
https://doi.org/10.4232/1.13244
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Justice Consequences Process

In the previous sections, we saw that both the just reward and the justice evaluation 
are affected by the justice word used. We now turn to the role of justice words in the 

Fig. 4  Expressed Justice J of Middle Earnings, by Justice Word. Data: GESIS Panel (Version 29.0; 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 4232/1. 13244)

Fig. 5  Expressed Justice J of Top Earnings, by Justice Word. Data: GESIS Panel (Version 29.0; https:// 
doi. org/ 10. 4232/1. 13244)

https://doi.org/10.4232/1.13244
https://doi.org/10.4232/1.13244
https://doi.org/10.4232/1.13244
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justice consequences process. We address this question by estimating the effect of 
the justice evaluation of one’s own earnings on putative consequences of injustice. 
By introducing the justice evaluation, the justice word (i.e., the experimental group), 
and their interaction into the models, we can detect whether the slope of the jus-
tice evaluation differs across justice stimuli. Significant interaction effects indicate 
that the effect of the justice evaluation differs between experimental groups pointing 
toward differences in the justice consequences process by justice word as well as in 
the underlying concepts of “justice,” “fairness,” and “appropriateness” among Ger-
man respondents.

Tables 6 and 7 report the effect of the expressed and experienced justice eval-
uation, respectively, of one’s own gross earnings on indicators of satisfaction, 
health, and trust.15 Inspecting main effects first, we see that, as the justice evalua-
tion increases—from larger to smaller underreward or to overreward—respondents 
report higher levels of life satisfaction, job satisfaction, satisfaction with democ-
racy, and health satisfaction. In a similar fashion, as the justice evaluation moves 
from larger to smaller underreward or from smaller overreward to larger overre-
ward, respondents report higher levels of psychosocial health. Generalized trust is 
positively related to the expressed justice evaluation of gross earnings but not to the 
experienced justice evaluation of gross earnings.

Looking at the interaction effects of justice evaluation and justice word, we find 
no significant interaction effect for five out of six investigated justice consequences. 
The choice of justice word does not affect the association between the justice evalu-
ation of gross earnings (both expressed J and experienced J*) and life satisfaction, 
job satisfaction, health satisfaction, satisfaction with democracy, and generalized 
trust. However, significant interaction effects in models M5a and M5b indicate that 
the associations between the justice evaluations of one’s own gross earnings and the 
psychosocial health index differ by justice word. The decreasing effect of “unjustly 
underrewarded” earnings on the psychosocial health index is significantly stronger 
compared to the decreasing effect of “unfairly underrewarded” earnings. This inter-
action is only marginally significant for the expressed justice evaluation J of one’s 
own gross earnings, but highly significant for the experienced justice evaluation J* 
of one’s own gross earnings.

Our findings indicate that for the majority of justice consequences studied—
namely satisfaction and trust—the justice words do not affect the justice conse-
quences process. However, we do find the effects of underreward in earnings on the 
psychosocial health index to differ in magnitude across the “just” and “fair” condi-
tions. While underreward—regardless of whether it is “unjust,” “unfair,” or “inap-
propriate”—is generally associated with decreased levels of psychosocial health, the 
association is strongest in the “just” condition suggesting differences in the underly-
ing construct. This warrants further research into how the effects of justice words 

15 We ran the same analyses using the expressed justice evaluation J and the experienced justice evalu-
ation J* of one’s own net earnings. Results are very much in line with the results for gross earnings. To 
conserve space, we therefore do not report these results; they are available from the authors upon request.
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observed in the just reward process and the justice evaluation process translate into 
the justice consequences process.

Discussion

Justice is in the eye of the beholder. This guiding principle of empirical justice 
research signals the importance of asking ordinary people about their sense of jus-
tice. Notwithstanding theoretical calls to distinguish between the concepts of justice 
and fairness (e.g., Rawls, 1958) and insights from the survey research methods lit-
erature suggesting that seemingly synonymous changes to question wording can pro-
duce substantial variation in response behavior (e.g., Huber & Paris, 2013; Schuman 
& Presser, 1981), empirical justice researchers use justice words interchangeably 
in querying respondents and reporting their results. This study reports the results 
of an experiment that assessed the role that justice words—namely “just,” “fair,” 
and “appropriate”—play in eliciting justice evaluations of earnings. Drawing on this 
question wording experiment that was part of a mixed-mode panel study representa-
tive of the adult population in Germany, we investigated whether and how justice 
words affect three central processes identified in justice theory, namely (1) the just 
reward process, (2) the justice evaluation process, and (3) the justice consequences 
process.

Justice theory distinguishes between principles of microjustice and macrojustice 
that guide the just reward process. Scrutinizing both, we found that while concep-
tions of a just reward reflected in the microprinciples of justice seem to differ across 
the “just,” “fair,” and “appropriate” experimental conditions, the resulting distribu-
tion of just rewards was remarkably similar across them.

Turning to the justice evaluation process, we studied the effect of justice words on 
both the expressed and experienced justice evaluation of one’s own earnings and the 
expressed justice evaluation of others’ earnings. The question wording experiment 
revealed that indeed the justice evaluation of one’s own earnings is affected by the 
justice word used. Respondents in the “just” condition assessed their own gross and 
net earnings less favorably compared to respondents in the “fair” and “appropriate” 
conditions. Generally, differences between justice words followed the same pattern 
for both expressed and experienced justice evaluations.

Respondents also evaluated the justice of the earnings of others. Surprisingly, 
these nonreflexive evaluations did not differ across experimental conditions for the 
whole sample. However, restricting analyses of nonreflexive evaluations to respond-
ents who were in paid work revealed that their justice evaluations of bottom earnings 
in Germany differed by experimental conditions: It was significantly more positive 
(tending to overreward) in the “fair” condition than in the “just” and “appropri-
ate” conditions. Justice evaluations of top and middle earnings, however, remained 
unaffected.

As noted above, it has long been known that people experience the sense of jus-
tice about both self and others (Berger et al., 1972; Jasso, 1978), and questions and 
conjectures regularly arise about whether these two kinds of justice judgments oper-
ate differently and how they are combined. Our findings with regard to the role of 
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justice words in the justice evaluations for self and others suggest that justice evalu-
ations, first, may be more nuanced when assessing one’s own rewards than when 
assessing others’ rewards, and this may be especially visible when contrasting across 
the three experimental conditions. This conclusion is further enhanced by our obser-
vation that principles of macrojustice—which keep the total distribution in mind—
seem to be more similar across conditions, while we observe more pronounced 
differences in microjustice between the manipulated justice words. Second, in our 
sample of German adults, those receiving earnings from work seem to provide more 
nuanced judgments of the earnings distribution compared to those who are not in 
paid work.

Overall, our analyses suggest that indeed there are differences in what people 
think is “just,” “fair,” and “appropriate” for self. Across multiple measures, justice 
evaluations in the “just” condition are deeper in the underreward territory, imply-
ing higher just rewards, followed by the “appropriate” and “fair” conditions. Indeed, 
“earnings justice” seems to be harder to achieve than “earnings fairness” or “earn-
ings appropriateness,” as we speculated based on the meaning of these justice words 
in the German language, with “just” referring to a formal sense of justice. To test 
the robustness of our findings, we excluded first- and second-generation immigrants 
from the analysis. As there is no information on language ability or mother tongue 
available in the data, this sample restriction came closest to eliminating differential 
language ability as a possible source of further differences in response behavior by 
justice word. Results for reflexive as well as nonreflexive evaluations also remained 
unchanged when controlling for level of education, as a proxy indicator for ability to 
differentiate between the three justice words.

If conceptions of “earnings justice,” “earnings fairness,” and “earnings appropri-
ateness” indeed differ, the question remains whether they display distinctive asso-
ciations with known justice consequences. Distinctive consequences would provide 
strong indication that the concepts underlying the three justice words differ fun-
damentally and may not be interchangeable for studying the justice consequences 
process identified in distributive justice theory. Our analyses into the justice conse-
quences process, however, did not reveal differential justice consequences for gener-
alized measures of satisfaction and trust across the three justice words, underlining 
that all three justice words capture evaluations that trigger the justice consequences 
process. Indeed, it does matter what people think and it matters for the assessment of 
“just,” “fair,” and “appropriate” alike. Nonetheless, the decreasing effect of underre-
ward on psychosocial health is significantly stronger in the “just” word condition 
than in the “fair” word condition. This seems to be in line with the more general 
notion that “fairness”— in the German language—touches a less formal and more 
situational notion of “justice.” A state of “injustice” therefore seems to be a more 
severe stressor compared to the same intensity of “unfairness.”

In conclusion, our findings underscore that the choice of justice word affects the 
assessment of public opinion on matters of the justice of earnings. Although the 
observed differences in the just reward and justice evaluation are moderate in size, it 
is important to understand them as there seem to be systematic differences in what 
people think is just, fair, and appropriate, lending support to Rawls’ insight and line 
of inquiry initiated more than 60  years ago. Follow-up research will therefore be 
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useful to extend the investigation of dictionary definitions undertaken here and pin-
point more precisely these differences in the conceptions of “justice,” “fairness,” and 
“appropriateness.” For example, directly asking ordinary people about the mean-
ing of the words “just,” “fair,” and “appropriate” in open-format survey questions 
or qualitative approaches (e.g., cognitive interviewing) may shed new light on the 
observed patterns—guiding the measurement of public opinion on the sense of jus-
tice as well as advancing knowledge of justice matters more generally.

All three justice words tap the just reward process, the justice evaluation process, 
and the justice consequences process identified in justice theory. Nonetheless, the 
observed differences by justice word in all three processes central to distributive 
justice suggest some caution when comparing justice evaluations that use different 
justice words directly. In the German language context, researchers asking for the 
“fairness” of earnings will pick up evaluations that are systematically more posi-
tive (tending toward overreward thus signaling smaller just rewards) than research-
ers asking their respondents for the “justice” of earnings. Accordingly, researchers 
might consider using justice words consistently within a questionnaire and avoid 
presenting respondents with a mix of justice words. Such caution is especially war-
ranted in cross-national studies because researchers are faced with the additional 
challenge of different languages and their specific justice words. Given cross-
national research programs that collect data on just rewards and justice evaluations 
(e.g., ESS, 2019) and concerns about measurement equivalence, it remains critical 
to study the role of justice words in other language–country contexts as well.

Besides new experiments, there are three things that potentially would help 
advance the goal of understanding the role of language in justice research: First, 
build an online database, in which authors of published articles can list the publica-
tion details and indicate the language–country research context as well as the spe-
cific justice words used with respondents. Second, issue a call for new research on 
unanalyzed data that varies justice words. Third, in each future published article, use 
the final keyword to indicate the language–country context (e.g., German–Germany, 
German–Germany/Austria, English–Canada/USA, and so on).

For now, with respect to one’s own earnings in Germany, the “just” reward is 
larger than the “fair” reward, the “justice” evaluation tends more to underreward 
than the “fairness” evaluation, and “justice” shows a stronger association with psy-
chosocial health than “fairness,” while associations with satisfaction and trust do 
not differ by justice word. Future research will discern more clearly the differences 
between Rawlsian justice and Rawlsian fairness—and other justice words—across 
rewards, self and others, and language–country contexts.

Appendix

See Fig. 6, Tables 8, 9, and 10.
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Table 8  Question Wording—Justice Evaluation of One’s Own Earnings

German English translation

Expressed Justice Evaluation J of Net Earnings
Bitte denken Sie an Ihr gegenwärtiges persönliches Netto-

Einkommen, also das Einkommen das Sie nach Abzug 
von Steuern und Abgaben von Ihrem Arbeitgeber erhalten

Thinking about your current personal net income, meaning 
the personal income you receive from your employer after 
taxes and deductions

Würden Sie sagen, dass es in Bezug auf Ihre Tätigkeit 
[gerecht] [fair] [angemessen], [ungerechterweise] 
[unfairerweise] [unangemessenerweise] zu niedrig oder 
[ungerechterweise] [unfairerweise] [unangemessener-
weise] zu hoch ist?

Considering the work you do, would you say the net income 
that you earn at your current job is [just] [fair] [appropri-
ate], [unjustly] [unfairly] [inappropriately] too low or 
[unjustly] [unfairly] [inappropriately] too high?

Mit den Werten zwischen “−5” und “+ 5” können Sie Ihre 
Meinung abstufen

You can grade your opinion with the values from
“−5” to “+ 5”

[ungerechterweise] [unfairerweise] [unangemessener-
weise] zu niedrig (−5)

[Gerecht] [Fair] [Angemessen] (0)
[ungerechterweise] [unfairerweise] [unangemessener-

weise] zu hoch (+ 5)

[unjustly] [unfairly] [inappropriately] too low (−5)
[just] [fair] [appropriate] (0)
[unjustly] [unfairly] [inappropriately] too high (+ 5)

Just Net Earnings
Was wäre in Ihren Augen ein [gerechtes] [faires] 

[angemessenes] monatliches Netto-Einkommen für Sie?
What would be a [just] [fair] [appropriate] monthly net 

income in your opinion?
Actual Net Earnings
Wie hoch ist Ihr eigenes monatliches Netto-Einkommen 

aus Ihrer Erwerbstätigkeit?
What is your monthly net income from work?

Gemeint ist der Betrag, den Sie nach Abzug von Steuern 
und Abgaben von Ihrem Arbeitgeber erhalten. Falls Sie 
selbständig sind, geben Sie bitte den Betrag an, den Sie 
durchschnittlich im Monat verdienen

Meaning the amount you receive from your employer after 
taxes and deductions. If you are self-employed, please 
state your average monthly earnings

Expressed Justice Evaluation J of Gross Earnings
Bitte denken Sie jetzt an Ihr gegenwärtiges persönliches 

Brutto-Einkommen, also das Einkommen das Sie vor 
Abzug von Steuern und Abgaben von Ihrem Arbeit-
geber erhalten

Thinking about your current personal gross income, mean-
ing the personal income you receive from your employer 
before taxes and deductions

Würden Sie sagen, dass es in Bezug auf Ihre Tätigkeit 
[gerecht] [fair] [angemessen], [ungerechterweise] 
[unfairerweise] [unangemessenerweise] zu niedrig oder 
[ungerechterweise] [unfairerweise] [unangemessener-
weise] zu hoch ist?

Considering the work you do, would you say the gross 
income that you earn at your current job is [just] [fair] 
[appropriate], [unjustly] [unfairly] [inappropriately] too 
low or [unjustly] [unfairly] [inappropriately] too high?

Mit den Werten zwischen “−5” und “+ 5” können Sie Ihre 
Meinung abstufen

You can grade your opinion with the values from
“−5” to “+ 5”

[ungerechterweise] [unfairerweise] [unangemessener-
weise] zu niedrig (−5)

[Gerecht] [Fair] [Angemessen] (0)
[ungerechterweise] [unfairerweise] [unangemessener-

weise] zu hoch (+ 5)

[unjustly] [unfairly] [inappropriately] too low (−5)
[just] [fair] [appropriate] (0)
[unjustly] [unfairly] [inappropriately] too high (+ 5)

Just Gross Earnings
 Was wäre in Ihren Augen ein [gerechtes] [faires] 

[angemessenes] monatliches Brutto-Einkommen für Sie?
What would be a [just] [fair] [appropriate] monthly gross 

income in your opinion?
Actual Gross Earnings
 Wie hoch ist Ihr eigenes monatliches Brutto-Einkom-

men aus Ihrer Erwerbstätigkeit?
What is your monthly gross income from work?

 Gemeint ist der Betrag, den Sie vor Abzug von Steuern 
und Abgaben von Ihrem Arbeitgeber erhalten. Falls 
Sie selbständig sind, geben Sie bitte den Betrag an, 
den Sie durchschnittlich im Monat verdienen

Meaning the amount you receive from your employer 
before taxes and deductions. If you are self-employed, 
please state your average monthly earnings
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Table 9  Question Wording—Justice Evaluation of Others’ Earnings

German English translation

Expressed Justice Evaluation J of Top Gross Earnings
Wenn Sie einmal daran denken, was andere hier in 

Deutschland vor Abzug von Steuern und Abgaben 
verdienen

Thinking about what other people in Germany earn before 
taxed and deductions

Wie [gerecht] [fair] [angemessen] ist das Brutto-Einkom-
men derjenigen, die in Berufen mit hohen Einkommen 
tätig sind, wie zum Beispiel Ärzte, Ingenieure oder 
Unternehmensberater?

Würden Sie sagen, dass diese Einkommen [gerecht] [fair]
[angemessen], [ungerechterweise] [unfairerweise] 
[unangemessenerweise] zu niedrig oder [ungerechter-
weise] [unfairerweise] [unangemessenerweise] zu hoch 
ist?

How [just] [fair] [appropriate] is the gross income of those 
working in occupations with high incomes, e.g. doctors, 
engineers and business consultants? Would you say 
these incomes are [just] [fair] [appropriate], [unjustly] 
[unfairly] [inappropriately] too low or [unjustly] 
[unfairly] [inappropriately] too high?

Mit den Werten zwischen “−5” und “+ 5” können Sie Ihre 
Meinung abstufen

You can grade your opinion with the values from
“−5” to “+ 5”

[ungerechterweise] [unfairerweise] [unangemessener-
weise] zu niedrig (−5)

[Gerecht] [Fair] [Angemessen] (0)
[ungerechterweise] [unfairerweise] [unangemessener-

weise] zu hoch (+ 5)

[unjustly] [unfairly] [inappropriately] too low (−5)
[just] [fair] [appropriate] (0)
[unjustly] [unfairly] [inappropriately] too high (+ 5)

Expressed Justice Evaluation J of Middle Gross Earnings
Und wie [gerecht] [fair] [angemessen] ist aus Ihrer Sicht 

das Brutto-Einkommen derjenigen, die in Deutschland 
in Berufen mit mittleren Einkommen tätig sind, wie 
zum Beispiel Krankenschwestern bzw. Krankenpfleger, 
Buchhalter oder Elektriker?

Würden Sie sagen, dass diese Einkommen [gerecht] [fair] 
[angemessen], [ungerechterweise] [unfairerweise] 
[unangemessenerweise] zu niedrig oder [ungerechter-
weise] [unfairerweise] [unangemessenerweise] zu hoch 
ist?

And how [just] [fair] [appropriate] is the gross income of 
those working in occupations with medium incomes, 
e.g., nurses, accountants and electricians? Would you say 
these incomes are [just] [fair] [appropriate], [unjustly] 
[unfairly] [inappropriately] too low or [unjustly] 
[unfairly] [inappropriately] too high?

Mit den Werten zwischen “−5” und  “+ 5” können Sie Ihre 
Meinung abstufen

You can grade your opinion with the values from
“−5” to “+ 5”

[ungerechterweise] [unfairerweise] [unangemessener-
weise] zu niedrig (−5)

[Gerecht] [Fair] [Angemessen] (0)
[ungerechterweise] [unfairerweise] [unangemessener-

weise] zu hoch (+ 5)

[unjustly] [unfairly] [inappropriately] too low (−5)
[just] [fair] [appropriate] (0)
[unjustly] [unfairly] [inappropriately] too high (+ 5)

Expressed Justice Evaluation J of Bottom Gross Earnings
Und wie [gerecht] [fair] [angemessen] ist aus Ihrer Sicht 

das Brutto-Einkommen derjenigen, die in Deutschland 
in Berufen mit niedrigen Einkommen tätig sind, wie 
zum Beispiel Reinigungskräfte, Friseure oder Paket-
boten?

Würden Sie sagen, dass diese Einkommen [gerecht] [fair] 
[angemessen], [ungerechterweise] [unfairerweise] 
[unangemessenerweise] zu niedrig oder [ungerechter-
weise] [unfairerweise] [unangemessenerweise] zu hoch 
ist?

And how [just] [fair] [appropriate] is the gross income of 
those working in occupations with low

incomes, e.g., cleaning staff, hair dressers and parcel carri-
ers? Would you say these incomes are [just] [fair] [appro-
priate], [unjustly] [unfairly] [inappropriately] too low or 
[unjustly] [unfairly] [inappropriately] too high?

Mit den Werten zwischen “−5” und  “+ 5” können Sie Ihre 
Meinung abstufen

You can grade your opinion with the values from
“−5” to “+ 5”

[ungerechterweise] [unfairerweise] [unangemessener-
weise] zu niedrig (−5)

[Gerecht] [Fair] [Angemessen] (0)
[ungerechterweise] [unfairerweise] [unangemessener-

weise] zu hoch (+ 5)

[unjustly] [unfairly] [inappropriately] too low (−5)
[just] [fair] [appropriate] (0)
[unjustly] [unfairly] [inappropriately] too high (+ 5)
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