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ABSTRACT

Social psychologists in both sociology and psychology commonly use vignettes to gauge how
people might respond in a given situation. Research subjects in such studies, like those in other
experiments, are often undergraduates, surveyed or recruited in classes. While there has been
significant attention to the generalizability of students’ attitudes to other groups, here were turn
our attention to differences within the student population and ask how reliable responses are
from particular classes. With previous research suggesting that college coursework influences
egalitarianism, defection rates in ultimatum games, and attribution of blame, researchers must
consider that the differences in subject pools might affect other variables of interest. In this
research we compare responses to vignettes about procedural, interactional, and distributive
Justice from students in popular sociology and business classes. The results indicate that there is
no significant difference in the how these two groups conceptualize justice. We discuss the
importance of this null-finding.
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INTRODUCTION

Vignettes are a common research tool used by social psychologists to gauge respondents’
presumed reactions to hypothetical situations (Alexander and Becker 1978). They are
particularly popular because they are an inexpensive and relatively quick way to collect data.
Often, these vignette surveys are distributed in university courses. Even when vignette surveys
are completed in a laboratory setting, the subjects are often recruited in large courses (Willer and
Walker 2007). Given researchers’ desire to build and test theory with these experiments rather
than to produce directly generalizable results, researchers often feel comfortable with these
subject pools. However, with research suggesting that college coursework influences
egalitarianism (Hastie 2007a, 2007b), corruption (Frank and Schulze 2000), free-riding (Marwell
and Ames 1981), defection rates in ultimatum games (Frank, Gilovich, and Regan 1993; James,
Soroka and Benjafield 2001), and attributions of blame for social problems (Guimond, Begin,
and Palmer 1989, Guimond and Palmer 1990), it is important to ask whether the subject of the
surveyed courses potentially affects the responses to the vignettes.

The following paper specifically explores these potential effects by comparing social science and
business students’ responses to a hypothetical situation designed to elicit justice judgments. To
position this paper in previous research, we begin with a discussion of the connection between
education and values and a survey of the subject pools used in recent vignette studies. We then
briefly describe the types of justice perceptions we measure and present our results. We conclude
with limitations of this particular study and vignette research in general, as well as potential
future directions.

EDUCATION AND VALUES

It is well-documented that a college education affects individuals’ values. Previous findings
suggest that people who are college educated are less prejudiced and have more egalitarian views
(e.g. tolerance for minorities and support of social welfare programs and left-wing economic
programs [Hastie 2007a]) than the general population (Newcomb 1943/1957, Pascarella and
Terenzini 1991). The two explanations typically given for this relationship are that people with
less prejudiced attitudes self-select into college or students are socialized through the college
experience or specific coursework into a more egalitarian attitude (Hastie, 2007b). However,
there is little research looking at variation within college students rather than between those who
are and are not enrolled in higher education.

We found no studies explicitly comparing student respondents for methodological reasons.
However, there is research on the effect of academic training that suggests that students’ courses
influence their perceptions of the world around them. For instance, researchers have found that
social science students differ from business and physical science students on their explanations
for the cause of social problems. Furthermore, these differences begin early in one’s academic
career (Guimond, Begin, and Palmer 1989; Guimond and Palmer 1990). Social science students
are more likely to blame structural forces for poverty, unemployment, and economic inferiority,
attributing these issues to systemic problems like low-wages and government policies. Business
and physical sciences students, on the other hand, are more likely to assume attributes of the
individual (e.g. lack of effort, foolish spending, and bad morals) cause these outcomes. Results
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suggest that these differences emerge as early as the first year of specialized coursework and are
a product of both a selection-effect and of socialization in courses (Guimond and Palmer 1990).

A long-standing debate in economics on whether economists are different than other college
students (Frank, Gilovich, and Regan 1996; Yezer, Goldfarb, Poppen 1996) cites research
suggesting that similar effects of self-selection and socialization might lead those who study
economics to be more corrupt (Frank and Schulze 2000) and self-interested (Frank et al. 1993;
James et al. 2001; Marwell and Ames 1981). While we don’t further engage this debate here, we
do draw on this research to ask whether major matters in our survey samples.

THE USE OF VIGNETTES

Appendix A lists vignette studies appearing in the last two years of the two principal social
psychology journals, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, a primarily psychological
publication, and Social Psychology Quarterly, which is largely sociological. This table is heavily
dependent on the studies in Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. Only two of these
studies were published in Social Psychology Quarterly. However, the tradition of using vignette
in sociological social psychology, as well as in Social Psychology Quarterly, is strong (e.g.
Hegtvedt, Thompson, and Cook 1993; Jasso and Webster 1997; Shelly 2001). As is clear from
the table, there is quite a bit of research that employs vignettes, covering topics from attributions
to social knowledge. There is also variation in the pools of respondents. While sixteen studies
draw from psychology courses, two studies are drawn from business courses, one each from
courses in nursing and sociology, and twenty-seven studies are unspecified. Are students in these
courses similar in attitudes, values, and on other social psychological dimensions?

Of course we would not expect that all topics listed in Appendix A would differ across student
majors. For instance, topics that are not particularly salient or that have not been discussed in
coursework might elicit similar responses across students from different courses. One the other
hand, things that are regularly covered would likely yield differences. For instance, some
research suggesting that economics students are more likely to defect in ultimatum games
attributes this behavior to having learned about such games in classes, rather than differences in
ethics or values (James et al. 2001). Similarly, structural causes of social problems are likely to
be addressed in social science courses, increasing the likelihood students would begin to perceive
structure as important.

One area of social psychology that often uses vignettes is research on justice (e.g. Hegtvedt et al.
1993; Jasso and Webster 1997). With students in both social sciences and business likely to
cover issues of justice, albeit differently, and with cross-cultural differences found in such
perceptions (Gelfand et al. 2002), we might expect that perceptions of justice vary by student
training. To test whether major matters in reactions to perceived injustice, we compare
perceptions of three types of justice — distributive, procedural, and interactional — of students in
two large, mid-level classes at a private university in the Midwest. One class is geared toward
social science majors (primarily sociology, psychology, and anthropology), the other to
undergraduate business students. Before we describe the results, it is important to clarify the
dimensions of justice we focus on here.
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TYPES OF JUSTICE

Distributive justice (Homans 1974, Adams 1965) is the perceived fairness of allocation of
rewards or costs among individuals. Distributive justice can be understood in terms of equity,
where the distribution is proportional; equality, where the distribution is equal; or need, where
those with greater need receive greater rewards. Typically, when people in the United States
think of justice, most consider equity above equality or need (Hegtvedt and Markovsky 1995). In
general, evaluations of fairness are based on two things: (1) justice expectations, or the
expectations individuals have from past experience or base on social norms, and (2) on social
comparisons, or the ways by which individuals compare themselves to the others in the
interaction.

Procedural justice (Folger 1977; Lind and Tyler 1988; Thibaut and Walker 1975), on the other
hand, is the perceived fairness of the process by which such rewards or costs are distributed.
Research in this area has focused on developing rules that constitute fair practices and
procedures or outlining which characteristics of situations tend to result in people perceiving the
procedure as fair. Recent research indicates that procedural fairness is important independent of
the outcome. In other words, people may feel that the process is fair even if the outcome. In
addition, perceptions of fairness of the process might enhance perceptions of fairness of the
outcome (Lind and Tyler 1988).

While there are many components of procedural justice, the earliest conception of procedural
justice focused on an actor’s perception of his or her control over the fairness of the process
(Thibaut and Walker 1975). This instrumental approach assumes that people are focused
primarily on their outcomes and attempt to control the process as a way to shape these outcomes.
This type of control is a zero-sum game and if a third party is needed to arbitrate or mediate the
situation, the threat of losing control over the process can reduce perceptions of procedural
fairness (Karambayya and Brett 1989). Later work focuses on other aspects of ostensibly fair
processes, including the important of voice (Greenberg and Folger 1983). Situations in which
individuals are able to offer their side, or give “voice,” are perceived as fairer (Folger 1977).

Emerging from work on procedural justice is recent work drawing a distinction between the
perceived fairness of the process and the fairness of those engaged in the process (Bies 2001).
Such fairness of others is considered interactional justice. While early research in this area
focused on perceptions of fairness of the supervisor (e.g. Organ and Moorman 1993; Skarlicki
and Folger 1997), recent research has examined the fairness of the interaction between peers.
Findings suggest that perceptions of interactional justice are higher when a causal explanation is
given for unfair or unequal treatment (Bies and Shapiro 1987) and when interaction is seen as
more cooperative than competitive (Molm, Collett and Schaefer 2007).

EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN AND PROCEDURES

To test whether one’s academic training affects their perceptions of these types of justice, we
administered vignettes and an attached questionnaire to students in two large courses — one
business and the other sociology — in the spring semester of 2008. The vignettes introduced a
scenario in which the respondent and a former business partner, Taylor, participate in a process
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to liquidate the assets from a shared company. Regardless of the procedure used, the result is an
arguably unfair outcome, with the respondent ending up with less than half the available profit
(42%).

We chose this outcome because under-reward is more likely to motivate immediate justice
considerations (Barrett-Howard and Tyler 1986; Jasso 1978). We chose to name the business
partner as a way to add to the believability of the situation. After pre-testing three names (Chris,
Morgan, and Taylor), Taylor elicited the most diverse assumptions about the gender of the
business partner. Still, the majority of both men and women believed Taylor was a man, likely
because of the business scenario. Also, the students in the business class were more likely to
think that Taylor was a man than the students in the sociology class. These gender assumptions
do not affect the results.

With the outcome the same across conditions, it is the liquidation process — negotiation,
mediation, or arbitration — that is crossed with course as the second factor in the 2x3 factorial
design. Table 2 shows the number of respondents in each group, separated by gender. While
there are more women in the social science class, and more men in the business class, gender
made no difference in the analyses presented here. Respondents are well distributed across the
three levels of intervention.

Table 1: Breakdown of Respondents by Gender, Course, and Resolution Process

Negotiation Mediation Arbitration
N=80 N=79 N=80 Total
Social ) Social ) Social )
. Business . Business . Business
Sciences Sciences Sciences
109
Men 9 23 11 24 19 23 (46%)
130
Women 30 18 28 16 17 21 (54%)
149

34%* 33%** 34%* 32%** 32%* 35%**

Notes: Of 114 social sciences students, 34% were male. Of 125 business students, 56% were
male. * = of social sciences students, ** = of business students

The vignettes (Appendix B) were randomly distributed among students. They described a
conflict of interest, the process used to settle the conflict, and the unequal outcome. Other than
the description of the processes — negotiation, mediation, and arbitration — the three vignettes
were identical.

Measures
After reading the vignettes, respondents completed an attached questionnaire. The questionnaire
included questions about the respondent’s perceptions of fairness of the dispute resolution

process (procedural justice), perceptions of fairness of the distribution of assets (distributive
justice), and the perceptions of fairness of Taylor and the third party if one was present
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(interactional justice). All items on used 7-point, bipolar, semantic differential scale. We recoded
these so that higher values indicate more positive outcomes.

To assess respondents’ perceptions of procedural justice, we use a two-item scale, “How would
you describe the [negotiation/mediation/arbitration] process?” (fair/unfair, just/unjust). The alpha
reliability of this scale is .92.

We measure distributive justice with a similar two item scale a three-item scale asking about the
outcome fairness and justness (fair/unfair, just/unjust), and whether the outcome was reasonable
(reasonable/unreasonable). With these three items combined, the alpha reliability is .86.

We look at perceived fairness of interactions with both Taylor and the third party, if one was
present. Interactional justice of Taylor was measured with a scale combining two questions,
“How would you describe Taylor” (fair/unfair, reasonable/unreasonable). The alpha reliability of
this scale is .84. The same two questions, although with the third party as the target, determined
perceptions of interactional justice of the mediator or arbitrator. This second scale’s alpha is .86.

RESULTS

Table 2 shows the means and standard deviations of the four measures of justice by resolution
process and course. Analyses of variance (not shown here) suggest that there are no statistically
significant differences between the business classes and sociology classes on the perceptions of
procedural, distributive or interactional justice. These results indicate that students in business
and sociology classes do not significantly differ in evaluations of justice. In fact, the only
significant difference between conditions is an effect of third party intervention in the resolution
process on procedural fairness (F = 14.11, p <.001). Consistent with previous research, the more
a third party exerts control over the process and the outcome, the lower ratings of procedural
fairness (Karambayya and Brett 1989). A similar effect of intervention with regard to perceptions
of distributive fairness was borderline significant (F = 2.79, p =.06). These results suggest that
coursework does not affect perceptions of justice in any of the dispute resolution processes.

Table 2: Means and Standard Deviations of Measures of Perceptions of Justice by Course
and Resolution Process

Negotiation Mediation Arbitration
Social . Social . Social .
. Business . Business . Business
Sciences Sciences Sciences
Procedural 4.72 4.72 4.53 4.12 3.56 3.68
(1.74) (1.74) (1.31) (1.45) (1.46) (1.85)
Distributive 3.72 3.38 343 3.33 3.14 3.17
(1.39) (1.50) (1.32) (1.07) (1.32) (1.31)
Interactional: Taylor 4.26 4.28 4.02 4.38 4.13 4.17
’ (1.52) (1.36) (1.27) (1.39) (1.22) (1.53)
Interactional: Third 3.95 4.01 3.92 3.97
Party - B (0.41) (0.65) (0.79) (0.40)
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DISCUSSION

Our findings should be comforting for those who study justice, an area of social psychology that
often uses vignettes (see Karen Hegtvedt’s work for numerous examples). While researchers
who study justice tend to work in psychology, sociology, and business departments, and draw
convenience samples from students in their own or colleagues’ classes, our research indicates
that students in these departments do not differ significantly on evaluations of justice. In other
words, the results of previous vignette research should apply to college educated individuals in
general. These findings should alleviate some concern over the choice of vignette respondents in
both previous and future research on justice. However, researchers must keep in mind that
previous research has shown that college coursework matters for other social psychological
processes (e.g. attributions of blame, defection, and egalitarianism) and these differences should
be considered by future researchers in light of the topic being studied.

Another potential limitation of this research is that it solely used vignettes and associated
questionnaires to gauge perceptions of justice. With recent research suggesting that vignettes are
not as effective at evoking justice considerations as laboratory experiments (Collett 2008), where
individuals actually engage in the processes and suffer monetarily as a result of the outcome, it
should be considered that any differences between business and social science students were
muted by the method’s weakness in motivating justice considerations. Perhaps future research on
justice, in both the laboratory and vignettes, should collect data on student coursework or majors.

A possible remedy to any concerns about generalizability (either due to differences within the
student population, or between students and those who do not attend college or who are older) is
the use of nationally representative samples. Programs like TESS (the National Science
Foundation funded program Time-Sharing Experiments in the Social Sciences) allow researchers
with an experimental design to collect nationally representative data. Researchers are just
beginning to analyze the differences between such representative data and that collected from
college students (e.g. Lovaglia et al. 2008). This type of comparison is valuable in general, but
particularly to those who draw from the student population for research subjects.

In sum, we believe that the null-results presented here are important. In this case, lack of a
significant difference is still quite significant. While previous research finds important
differences in perceptions and values of business versus social science students, such differences
are not apparent in perceptions of distributive, procedural, or interactional justice. This has
implications for those with an interest in perceptions of justice or education’s effects,
specifically, but also for social psychologists more generally.
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APPENDIX A: Vignette Studies with Undergraduates, by Topic & Sources of Respondents

Topics Respondents

References

Self and Identity

General/Unspecified Students

Social Perception and Cognition

Gailliot et al. 2007; Koo and Fishbach 2008; Shnabel and
Nadler 2008; Tamir et al. 2007

Psychology Courses

Sociology Courses
Nursing Courses
Business Courses

General/Unspecified Students

Attitudes

Fischer, Schultz-Hardt, and Frey 2008; Fosterling, Preikschas,
and Agthe 2007;

Leary et al. 2007

Nelson, 2006*

Sagi and Friedland 2007

Kray, Galinsky and Wong 2006; Ku, Galinsky and Murnighan
2006

Chun and Kruglanski 2006; DeWall and Baumeister 2006;
Fishbach, Dhar, and Zhang 2006; Hirschberger 2006;
Henderson, Trope, and Carnevale 2006; Kray, Galinsky, and
Wong 2006; Louro, Pieters, and Zeelenberg 2007; Stolte and
Fender 2007%*; Sagi and Friedland 2007

Psychology Courses
General/Unspecified Students

Symbolic Communication and Language

Bain, Kashima, and Haslam 2006; Cohen et al. 2007; Fischer,
Greitemeyer, and Frey 2008; Tracy and Robins 2007

Fischer, Greitemeyer, and Frey 2008; Fischer and Roseman
2007

Psychology Courses
General/Unspecified Students

Oishi et al. 2007
Kim and Kashima 2007; Risen and Gilovich 2007

Self-Presentation and Impression Management

Psychology Courses
General/Unspecified Students
Helping and Altruism

Griskevicius et al. 2006; Risen and Gilovich 2007
Risen and Gilovich 2007

Psychology Courses
General/Unspecified Students

Interpersonal Attraction and Relationships

Exline et al. 2008; Graziano et al. 2007
Norgren, van der Pligt, and van Harreveld 2007

Psychology Courses

General/Unspecified Students
Group Cohesion and Conformity

Griskevicius et al. 2007; Griskevicius, Cialdini, and Kendrick
2006; Turan and Horowitz, 2007;
Boyes and Fletcher 2007; Bartz and Lydon 2006

General/Unspecified Students

Group Structure and Performance

Weaver et al. 2007; Fu et al. 2007; Prinin, Berger, and Molouki
2007

Psychology Courses
Intergroup Conflict

Scheepers et al. 2006

General/Unspecified Students
Social Structure and Personality

Mallett, Wilson, and Gilbert 2008

General/Unspecified Students
Deviant Behavior and Social Reaction

Stephens, Markus, and Townsend 2007

General/Unspecified Students

Morrison and Miller 2008

Notes: These headings are from the headings of a popular Social Psychology textbook (Michener, DeLamater,
& Myers 2004). Some references appear under multiple topics or with multiple sources of respondents,
reflecting these articles’ research topics and designs. * = Articles from Social Psychology Quarterly
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APPENDIX B: Vignettes
The beginning and end of all of the vignettes were the same, but the middle differed slightly.
Below is the text of the vignette, with the three variations labeled.

[All]You and Taylor have been in business for three years. It is not working out and you are both
ready to move on to new business ventures. There are a number of assets (e.g. supplies, parts)
left from the business to divide between you. You feel that you have contributed more to the
business and deserve a larger share than Taylor. Taylor believes the opposite and is asking for a
larger share. It is important to you that you accumulate as many assets as possible because you
plan on trading your assets in for their cash value at the end of the division process. You will use
the cash to begin your next business venture. You are unsure of Taylor’s future plans and do not
know if they include trading the assets for cash or using them in the future.

[Negotiation vignette] To divide these various assets, you and Taylor engage in a negotiation
process. You divide the assets one at a time until all of them have been liquidated. In this
negotiation process you and Taylor exchange offers (e.g. how many sprockets you get, how
many Taylor gets). After considering the offers, you each make counteroffers. These offers and
counteroffers continue until the two of you agree on a division of the asset. This decision is final,
and the asset is divided accordingly. This process begins again with each new asset and the
negotiations continue until you and Taylor have divided all the assets.

[Mediation vignette] To divide these various assets, you and Taylor engage in a mediation
process. You divide the assets one at a time, with the help of a mediator, until all of them have
been liquidated. In this mediation process you and Taylor make offers (e.g. how many sprockets
you get, how many Taylor gets) to a mediator. The mediator relays your offers to Taylor and
Taylor’s offers to you. After considering the offers, you each make counteroffers. These offers
and counteroffers continue through the mediator until the mediator announces that the two of you
agree on a division of the asset. This decision is final, and the asset is divided accordingly. This
process begins again with each new asset and the negotiations continue until you and Taylor,
with the help of the mediator, have divided all the assets.

[Arbitration vignette] To divide these various assets, you and Taylor engage in an arbitration
process. You divide the assets one at a time, with the help of an arbitrator, until all of them have
been liquidated. In this arbitration process you and Taylor make offers (e.g. how many sprockets
you get, how many Taylor gets) to an arbitrator. After considering both offers, the arbitrator
decides on a division of the asset. The arbitrator’s decision is final and the asset is divided
accordingly. This process begins again with each new asset and the negotiations continue until
you and Taylor, with the help of the arbitrator, have divided all the assets.

[All]At the end of the [negotiation/arbitration/mediation] process you add up your assets and
compute their value, preparing to trade them in. Taylor decides to do the same. You compare the
value of your assets to the value of Taylor’s accumulated assets and realize that you received less
than half the total value of the assets. You acquired only 42% of the value. Taylor on the other
hand, has 58%.
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APPENDIX C: Descriptive Statistics

Collett & Childs

Variable N | Mean s.d.
Procedure
Fair 239 | 4.22 1.70
Just 239 | 4.34 1.68
Scale 239 | 4.28 1.62
Outcome
Fair 239 | 3.02 1.50
Just 239 | 3.53 1.54
Scale 238 | 3.27 1.26
Taylor
Fair 239 | 4.07 1.49
Reasonable | 238 | 4.32 1.46
Scale 238 | 4.20 1.37
Third
Party
Fair 159 | 4.60 1.65
Reasonable | 159 | 3.32 1.69
Scale 159 | 3.96 0.59
Correlations of Variables
Procedure Outcome Taylor Third Party
Fair | Just Fair Just Fair | Reasonable | Fair | Reasonable
Procedure
Fair| 1.00
Just | 0.83 1.00
Outcome
Fair | 0.53 0.45 1.00
Just | 0.39 0.42 0.56 1.00
Taylor
Fair | 0.36 0.43 0.43 0.32 1.00
Reasonable | 0.31 0.33 0.38 0.29 0.69 1.00
Third
Party
Fair | -0.58 | -0.54 -0.37 -0.32 -0.26 -0.30 1.00
Reasonable | -0.58 | -0.59 -0.39 -0.30 -0.39 -0.39 0.75 1.00
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Correlations of Scales

Collett & Childs

Taylor Third Party
Procedural | Distributive | Interactional | Interactional
Fairness Fairness Fairness Fairness

Procedural 1.00
Distributive 0.57 1.00
Taylor Interactional 0.41 0.45 1.00
Third Party
Interactional -0.06 -0.04 -0.19 1.00
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