
Vicarious Justice Shapes Observers’ Climate
Perceptions: Moderating Role of Collectivism 

Pooja Purang

Pooja Purang is Professor of Psychology in theDepartment of Humanities and Social Sciences, IITBombay. E-mail: purangp@iitb.ac.i

Reactions to social accounts of
justice have remained largely
unexamined in the Indian context,
though group harmony and loy-
alty are important aspects of the
work place in collectivist cul-
tures. Hence, others’ experiences
would be given importance and
more likely integrated while form-
ing justice judgments about or-
ganizations and authority fig-
ures. To fill this gap this study
examines the effects of vicarious
justice on perceptions of proce-
dural justice climate and em-
ployee engagement, with collec-
tivist values as a moderator. A
field experiment was conducted
on 67 respondents. The findings
showed that vicarious justice in-
fluences climate perceptions for
high collectivists only and pro-
cedural justice climate mediated
the relationship between vicari-
ous justice and employee engage-
ment.
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IntroductionReactions to employee mistreatmentoutside the dyad of victim and transgres-sor influence perceptions of fairness judg-ments of organizations and individuals andare relevant for varied reasons. Third partyperspectives, comprise the large numberof third parties e.g. co-workers, friends andothers who get information through the or-ganizational grapevine and social mediaabout a victim’s mistreatment, can influ-ence the victim’s reaction (Skarlicki &Kulik, 2005; Barley, 1991). Also memberslearn vicariously about the treatment theycan expect from the organization and su-periors which would further influence theirattitudes on the job. Lastly, third party re-sponses define the scope and norms thatregulate human behavior providing insightsinto acceptable ethical behavior in organi-zations. How an observer reacts toanother’s negative experience involves theperceptions of injustice and understandingthis viewpoint would provide more insightsin the existing literature on justice theoryand evolution of unethical behavior in anorganization.Prior research has identified specificoutcomes due to vicarious experiences
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in the organizational setting like loweringof fairness perceptions (van den Bos &Lind, 2001), negative effect on respon-dents who are identified with the group,reduction of group engagement of observ-ers (Okimoto, 2009), reduced work per-formance and lowered commitment(Brockner et al., 1987), high levels ofemotional labor (Spencer & Rupp, 2009)and positive emotions in vicarious punish-ment condition of unethical behavior(Trevino & Ball, 1992). These studies high-light that vicarious justice influences atti-tudes and behavior of observers in an or-ganization based on which this study at-tempts to look at how vicarious justice in-fluences perceptions of procedural justiceclimate in an organization as fairness judg-ments of supervisors and organization canbe learned vicariously. Furthermore, fair-ness perceptions also guide engagement(Saks, 2006; Kahn, 1990). However, thishas remained unexamined in the contextof vicarious justice so this study also aimsto investigate the effect of vicarious jus-tice on employee engagement. Since cor-porations today are constantly engaged inincreasing commitment and engagementof employees to the organization it is im-portant to examine factors that enhanceengagement. Also cross cultural variationsin outcomes of justice have been estab-lished by research, thus to fully investi-gate the effects of vicarious justice ex-amining them with collectivist valueswould help improve the understanding of

the notion of justice in the contemporaryIndian settings. More clarity on norms thatguide fairness perceptions of observersand reasons for their reactions to such in-cidences would provide new ideas on im-proving ethical behavior in Indian work-places.
Development of Procedural Justice
ClimateIndividuals in an organization observeothers in their groups and form judgmentsabout fairness of procedures experiencedby other members and how these can af-fect them, and sometimes procedural in-justice against one can be interpreted asan injustice against the entire group(Naumann & Bennett, 2000). At the sametime research also identifies climate per-ceptions that reflect meaning derived fromthe organizational context like policies, prac-tices and procedures that an organizationrewards or supports (James, Joyce &Slocum, 1988). Similarly a procedural jus-tice climate can exist guided by policies,practices and procedures in the organiza-tion that communicate procedural justiceto employees. Thus procedural injusticeagainst another member can imply possi-bility of such treatment for observers andhence shaping perceptions of proceduraljustice climate in the organization evenwhen one is not the victim of the ill-treat-ment. Furthermore, the fairness heuristictheory provides fairness as a social heuris-tic to deal with the fundamental social di-lemma1 in the organizational setting, and1 The two fundamental social dilemmas refer to theconcern about investing time, effort and resourcesin an organizational relationship and to bedependent on others and their choices about one’s

These studies highlight that vicari-
ous justice influences attitudes
and behavior of observers in an
organization.
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justice relevant information leads to forma-tion of general justice judgments which fur-ther guide social decisions and interpreta-tions of new information (Lind, 2001). Inorganizational settings individuals may usesocial accounts in the absence of personalexperiences to draw on. Hence others’ ex-periences can provide indicators of fairnessthat may lead to perceptions of work envi-ronment and thereby influence the observ-ers’ behavior and attitudes. Based on theabove arguments, this study hypothesizesvicarious justice influences procedural jus-tice climate.Hypothesis 1: Vicarious justice positivelyeffects perceptions of procedural jus-tice climate.
Vicarious Justice Shapes Employee
EngagementEmployee engagement was first de-fined by Kahn (1990) as harnessing oforganization members’ selves to theirwork roles; in engagement, people em-ploy and express themselves physically,cognitively, and emotionally during roleperformances. Engagement is fosteredby the development of three psycho-logical states i.e. meaningfulness, avail-ability and safety. Schaufeli et al.(2006) defined work engagement as apositive, fulfilling work-related motiva-tional state of mind characterized bydedication, vigor and absorption. It rep-resents a psychological and a motiva-tional state, wherein employees invest

in their work and promote organiza-tional goals.Prior research on justice has foundpositive effects of fairness on higher sat-isfaction,  motivation to improve (Lathamet al., 2005; Cawley et al., 1998; Maslach& Leiter, 2008) and higher perceptions ofprocedural justice are likely reciprocatedby higher organizational engagement(Saks, 2006). Kahn (1990) found thattransformational leaders who incorporateinteractional and fair leadership styles cre-ate meaning for employees which is nec-essary for engagement. Den Hartog andBelschak (2012) found that work engage-ment mediates the relationship betweenethical leader behavior which was char-acterized by fair and respectful treatmentof followers and positive and negative dis-cretionary behaviors such as counterpro-ductive behavior. Research on differentaspects of well-being in the workplaceexplains the effects of different forms ofjustice to the employees perceiving theyare fairly rewarded, believing they arebeing interacted with respectfully and arereceiving timely and accurate explanations(Lawson, Noblet & Rodwell, 2009). Theabove studies highlight the role of fairnessin enhancing different forms of engage-ment by providing what inputs about thetreatment to expect from the organization.However, most of this research has ex-amined the direct experiences of justice,but vicarious justice also provides cuesabout the treatment, specially, in a coun-
Vicarious justice also provides
cues about the treatment, spe-
cially, in a country like India.

 outcomes. The second refers to the concern forlinking one’s identity in a relationship, role ororganization. By linking one’s identity one runsthe risk of being rejected or excluded which canlead to negative identity consequences.
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try like India. Studies on cross cultural dif-ferences in employee engagement havefound in Indian organizations engagementmanifested around a sense of communityand community activities. Meaningfulnesswas seen as an antecedent of employeeengagement which was concluded fromthe inter-meshing of the employer withinthe local community. (Kelliher, Hailey &Farndale, 2013). Also the job resourcesparadigm provides social support like su-pervisory and co-worker support and teamclimate as antecedents of employee en-gagement. (Rothmann, 2013). Thus, basedon the above arguments we propose thatvicarious justice would provide insights tothe treatment an employee can expect andthe fairness climate in the organizationwhich would further shape employee en-gagement.Hypothesis 2: Procedural justice climatewould mediate the relationship be-tween vicarious justice and employeeengagement.
Justice in the Cultural ContextGreenberg and Colquitt (2005) sug-gest a three stage model that consists ofjustice rules, criteria and practices beused to organize cross-cultural literatureon organizational justice because thereare substantial cultural variations in thesalience and preference for justice rules,criteria and practices. Value orientationslike Individualism/collectivism and powerdistance influence justice perceptions byproviding a conceptual basis for organiz-ing and interpreting outcomes and events.While, majority of research on organiza-tional justice was done in the westerncontext, studies (Yoon, 1996; Leung et

al., 1996) report different outcomes ofjustice, hence, limiting the generalizabilityof findings across different cultures.Previous research by social scientistsin India provides a traditional view of jus-tice gleaned from various Hindu texts likesRamayana, Dharamshastras etc. The con-cept of justice is incorporated in the spiri-tualist philosophy of Hindu thought, how-ever, no explicit definition of the conceptof justice is provided (Krishnan, 1992). Astrong prescriptive element exists with theterm “neeti” (ethical or moral codes) asan expression of justice and emphasis islaid on deservingness, with action-out-come orientation and deservingness inspecific situations like distribution of re-sources (Sinha, 1998 & Krishnan, 1992).Krishnan (1992) further states that con-temporary studies of distributive justice inIndia are more influenced by “western”perspectives and no resonance of the tra-ditional Indian views has been found.Recent research on justice in the In-dian context has been very diverse. Singhet al. (2009) report that justice percep-tions are determined by social contextualfactors like religion and caste; in the or-ganizational setting dimensions of leader-member exchange effect different formsof justice differentially (Kumar & Singh,2011); procedural justice and distributivejustice mediate the impact of leader-mem-ber exchange on subordinate outcomes
Procedural justice and distributive
justice mediate the impact of
leader-member exchange on sub-
ordinate outcomes.
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(Bhal & Ansari, 2007); relating proceduraljustice and distributive justice to outcomeslike job satisfaction, organizational com-mitment (Bakshi, Kumar & Rani, 2009)and employee engagement (Biswas,Varma & Ramaswami, 2013). All theseresearchers have focused on justice per-ceptions from the individual’s perspectivebut the third party perspective remainsrelatively unexplored. At the same time,cross-cultural research emphasizes har-mony, team cohesiveness and maintain-ing good internal and external relationshipsas criterion of justice in collectivistic cul-tures (Early, 1989; Cohen & Avrahami,2006). Group harmony and loyalty areimportant aspects of the work place, incollectivist cultures other experienceswould be given importance and integratedmore while forming justice judgment aboutorganizations and authority figures. Insuch a culture the social accounts of in-justice in the workplace should have con-siderable impact and lead to strong reac-tions. Vicarious injustice could also be per-ceived by collectivists as a challenge tothe harmonious relationships of the groupmembers that are important. Hence, we

argue that vicarious justice experienceswill be important in a collectivist societylike India and collectivist values will actas a moderator in strengthening the ef-fects of vicarious justice on proceduraljustice climate.
Vicarious injustice could also be
perceived by collectivists as a
challenge to the harmonious rela-
tionships of the group members.Hypothesis 3: Collectivist values willmoderate the effect of vicarious jus-tice on procedural justice climatesuch that the effect of vicarious jus-tice on procedural justice climate willbe stronger for high collectivists.Thus summing up we propose amodel (Fig 1) that vicarious justice per-ceptions shape perceptions of proceduraljustice climate which in turn effects em-ployee engagement.. Furthermore, thecollectivist values will moderate the ef-fect of vicarious justice on proceduraljustice climate.

Figure 1 A Moderated Mediation Model Showing Effects of Vicarious Justice on Employee
Engagement
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MethodologyA field experiment was conducted toexamine the vicarious justice perceptionsand its effects on climate and engagement.67 individuals responded to the request forparticipation, volunteers were sought bysending mails to HR managers/ heads ofvarious organizations the researcher wasinteracting with regarding training work-shops. Questionnaires were mailed to theHR managers who further distributed thesame to employees across different lev-els in the organization.
Procedures & ParticipantsThe researcher used the scenariomethodology; with role playing vignettesbeing used to manipulate the high vicari-ous justice and low vicarious justice andin-group/out-group membership. The re-searcher randomly distributed differentversions of the scenario based surveysto the working professionals during train-ing programs or were communicated toothers through HR managers. Therewere two versions of the scenario andthe participants responded to either. Thestudy was conducted in English, as all theparticipants were fluent with the lan-guage. The respondents were given hy-pothetical situations in which they wereasked to imagine themselves as employ-ees of an organization, an IT company.The scenario described the situation fromthe perspective of a co-worker who wasdenied voice, in a situation, by the orga-nization. Their reactions on hearing of theincident were tapped using questionnaireson procedural justice climate, collectivistvalues and employee engagement.

SampleThe sample of 67 employees had 39males and 28 females. Their ages rangedfrom 21 years to 59 years. The mean agewas 31.89 and the number of years ofwork experience ranged from 3 monthsto 37 years. The mean was 12.18.
Measures & Manipulations

Independent variable: Vicariousjustice was studied as the independentvariable. Role playing vignettes wereused for manipulating the voice that wasprovided the co-workers as fair or un-fair treatment of co-workers. In the highprocedural justice condition, the managerwas fair to ‘A’.
“….Few days back A- your co-

worker was removed from his/her
current project and asked to move
into  leadership  training.  His /her
manager (X) informed him/her about
the removal and patiently explained
challenges caused by duplication of
skills with a new trainee joining the
project. The Manager explained that
as A was more experienced it was time
for A to move into middle manage-
ment roles for which the new train-
ing was essential. The manager also
reassured A about working with HR
to find a senior role for A on another
project and to ensure A’s previous
consistent performance does not go
unnoticed.”In the low justice condition, the man-ager denies voice to ‘A’.
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“….Few days back A- your co-
worker was removed from his/her cur-
rent project and placed on the bench.
His/her manager (X) informed A about
the removal without providing any rea-
sons and overlooking A’s excellent
performance record. The manager
stated that A did not fit in anymore and
without acknowledging A’s dismay
asked A to communicate directly with
HR for all concerns.”

Mediator, Moderator & Depen-
dent Variables: 5 items were used tomeasure for procedural justice climate byColquitt et al, (2002), 15 were taken tomeasure collectivism by Triandis (1996)and 9 items were taken from Schaufeliand Bakker(2003) for employee engage-ment. The alpha coefficient for collec-tivism was 0.893; the alpha coefficientfor procedural justice climate was 0.870;the alpha coefficient for the employeeengagement scale was 0.941.
Manipulation ChecksThe researcher conducted manipu-lation checks using two items to test forthe manipulation of procedural justice.The two items were: “A’ was given theopportunity to voice his/her opinion,” “A

has been able to influence the outcomesarrived”. The independent samples t testfor the first item showed significantmean differences between high justicecondition, M=2.418, low justice condi-tion M=1.852, t= -3.914, p<.01df=65;and for the second item, showed signifi-cant mean differences between high jus-tice condition M=2.508, and low justicecondition M=2.017,  t= -3.548 p<.01,df=65. The differences between the twoconditions were therefore significant forthe variation in high and low conditionsof justice.
Analysis

Descriptive Statistics & Correla-
tions: Means, standard deviations, inter-nal consistency estimates and correla-tions for all the study variables are shownin Table 1. The alpha coefficients for thevariables were more than the minimumvalue of .7 recommended for research.(Coaley, 2010). The coefficients of cor-relation were positive and significant be-tween procedural justice climate andemployee engagement. Collectivism hadsignificant negative correlation with pro-cedural justice climate. The correlationswere below .9 hence no multicollinearitywas seen between the variables.

Table 1 Descriptive Statistics & Inter-correlations between the Variables

Variables Mean S D 1 2 3

Procedural justice climate 13.48 4.57 (.87)
Collectivism 57.73 10.08 -.401** (.89)
Employee Engagement 29.99 8.83 .490** -.178 (.94)Note: N= 67, * p<.05& **p<.01. The alpha coefficients are given in parenthesis.Further conditional process analysisthrough PROCESS MACROS (Model 7) was used to examine the moderated me-diation relationships with procedural jus-
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tice climate as a mediator and collectiv-ism as a moderator. The results in thefirst regression equation shows (Table 2)that collectivist orientations moderate thevicarious justice procedural climate re-lationship which is seen in the significantinteraction effect (β=.208*, R²= .236).Though the direct effect of vicarious jus-tice is not significant on procedural jus-tice climate with the effect of vicarious

justice on procedural justice climate (β=-10.593), however as Hayes (2013) pro-vides for a moderation effect to be sig-nificant, the interaction effect has to besignificant even if the direct effects ofthe independent variable or the modera-tor are not significant.  Furthermore pro-cedural justice climate was examined asa mediator in the vicarious justice- em-ployee engagement relationship. The sec-ond regression equation shows that whilethe effect of vicarious justice on employeeengagement is not significant (β=.392),procedural justice climate has a signifi-cant effect on employee engagement(β=.937**, R²= .240). Furthermore thedirect effects of vicarious justice on em-

Collectivist orientations moderate
the vicarious justice procedural
climate relationship which is seen
in the significant interaction effect.

Table 2 Moderating Mediation Relationship with Procedural Justice Climate and
Collectivism

Procedural Justice Climate Employee Engagement1st regressionVicarious Justice B= -10.593, t=-1.793Collectivism B= -.499, t=-3.039**VJX Collectivism B=.208, t=2.059*; R²=.236;(Interaction) F=6.470**, df=3, 63;2nd RegressionVicarious Justice B=.392, t=.202Procedural Justice B=.937, t=4.382**; R²=.240,Climate F=10.114**; df=2,64
Direct effect of vicarious justice on employee engagementEffect T p LLCI ULCI.392 .202 .841 -3.498 4.283
Conditional indirect effect at different levels of the moderatorCollectivism Effect BootSE LLCI ULCIProcedural justice climate (PJC) 47.655 (“1SD) -.659 1.243 -3.069 1.929PJC 57.731 (Mean) 1.299 1.088 -.371 3.879PJC 67.808 (+1SD) 3.259 1.732 .554 7.411
Index of moderated mediation Index SE(Boot)  LLC ULCIPJC .194 .103 .023 .428Note; N =67, Non-standardized coefficients are reported. Bootstrap sample size = 5000, 95%bootstrap confidence interval is reported. *p<.05; **p<.01.
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For high collectivist orientation in-
dividuals, procedural justice cli-
mate does shape employee en-
gagement.ployee engagement are not significanthowever the results of moderated me-diation show that for high collectivist ori-entation individuals, procedural justiceclimate does shape employee engage-ment. Thus, the moderator mediatinghypothesized relationship is significantbetween vicarious justice and employeeengagement. Thus our hypotheses 2 and3 are accepted.

DiscussionThe findings of this study show thatin this sample vicarious justice does notdirectly influence procedural justice butthe interaction effect of vicarious justiceand collectivism is significant. Hayes(2013) provides that due to the differentways by which the independent variableand the moderator may be measured mayinfluence their direct effect on the me-diator, to conclude whether the moder-ated effect occurs on the interaction ef-fect should be examined. Which wasfound to be significant hence vicariousjustice results influences procedural jus-tice climate only for high collectivism.This shows that in India individuals whoare highly collectivist are influenced bythe fairness experiences of their co-workers, which could imply that integra-tion of vicarious experiences in the gen-eral fairness judgment of observers (Lind,2001). Furthermore, the results alsoshowed that procedural justice climate

does mediate the effect of vicarious jus-tice on employee engagement. We canconclude that integrating vicarious expe-riences in the general fairness judgmentimplies forming of overall evaluation ofthe organization based on others experi-ences which would consequently shapeemployee attitudes and behavior in theorganization. This extends the researchon justice that found higher proceduraljustice improving well-being and engage-ment (Lawson et al, 2009; Saks, 2006)to including co-worker’s treatment alsoshaping perceptions about the work en-vironment and thereby influencing em-ployee engagement in an organization.
ImplicationsThe findings highlight the importanceof fairness for all in an organizationalsetting, especially in collectivist cultures.It is important for organizations to de-velop fair processes that are widely com-municated to all. As not just victims butthird parties are also influenced by deci-sions taken, specially in times of uncer-tainty, even when they may not be di-rectly impacted by it. A fair working cli-mate would make employees sure of thetreatment they can expect from the or-ganization and hence make them moreengaged and ready to invest time andeffort on behalf of the organization. Theresults also showed that procedural jus-tice climate is guided by vicarious justicefor those high on collectivism. This im-plies that social accounts are taken seri-ously by collectivists and hence wouldmore likely shape behavior at work. Theywould be more strongly guided by normsthey see prevalent around them than di-
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rect communication they may receivefrom the organization.
Limitations & Future ResearchIn an attempt to capture reactions tovicarious justice perceptions this studyused a field experiment, though we gotresponses from a small sample onlywhich does place limitations on thegeneralizability of the findings. Also sincethis study used only one source of datathe problem of common method variancecould also be a challenge. Future researchcould use cross sectional research tocapture responses to real life ill-treat-ment of co-workers with a bigger samplewhich help validate the findings of thisstudy. Using interviews and experimen-tal designs along with the cross-sectionalstudy would help deal with commonmethod variance. Secondly, the kind ofunfairness used was a voice manipula-tion; studies could also examine otherforms of vicarious injustice and their ef-fects to draw deeper insights into thenotion of justice in an organizational set-ting. Furthermore, research refers to jus-tice as a felt experience; hence futureresearches could use emotional reactionsand perceived organizational support asmediators in the model as well. Also ex-amining other value orientations likepower distance and importance of jus-tice as moderators would provide a morecomprehensive understanding of the no-tion of justice.
ConclusionsThe findings of this study showthat among working professionals we

see the formation of the global fair-ness judgment in response to vicari-ous perceptions of justice. This per-ception then shapes individuals evalu-ation of future situations and guidestheir actions and attitudes in an orga-nization. In this study the perceptionof fairness climate is seen as a pre-dictor of employee engagement andthis effect is stronger in people highon collectivist orientations.
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