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The Self-Relevant Implications of Distribution
Rules: When Self-Esteem and Acceptance Are
Influenced by Violations of the Equity Rule

David De Cremer1

Based on the assumption that distribution rules may have similarities to proce-
dures, the present research examined the extent to which a violation of the equity
rule can influence feelings of self-esteem and acceptance as a function of people’s
social value orientation (i.e., prosocial vs. proself orientation) and attributional
explanation (internal vs. external). In a scenario study, participants imagined that
they received a similar financial reward as their task partner, but this partner, how-
ever, put less effort into the task (i.e., violation of the equity rule). Results showed
that this unfair outcome negatively influenced people’s feelings of self-esteem and
acceptance, but only among those with a proself orientation and when an internal
explanation was given for differences in input.

KEY WORDS: procedures; equity; self-esteem; attribution; social value orientation.

INTRODUCTION

People’s fairness judgments are mostly influenced by how fair people evaluate
the outcomes they receive (distributive justice), and by the decision-making pro-
cedures followed to guide outcome allocations (i.e.,procedural justice; Brockner
and Wiesenfeld, 1996). One reason why a distinction is made between distributive
and procedural justice is because distributive justice concerns (also referred to
as outcome favorability) are generally evaluated in terms of economic or instru-
mental aspects, whereas procedural fairness concerns are evaluated in terms of
socioemotional or relational aspects; that is, outcome fairness is seen as a func-
tion of the economic value of the outcome, for example, the possibility of a pay
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raise or not (Folger and Cropanzano, 1998). Presentations of procedural fairness,
however, have recently been linked to relational or self-relevant motives. For ex-
ample, authorities using fair procedures (e.g., giving voice to others; Folger, 1977)
influence significantly commitment to the group and/or organization, and people’s
self-esteem (e.g., Tyler, 1999), regardless of cultures (e.g., Lind and Earley, 1992).
Therefore, as Cropanzano and Ambrose (2001) argue, “distributive justice has
been loosely equated with economic benefits, whereas procedural justice has been
loosely equated with socioemotional benefits” (p. 125).

Based on previous theoretical assumptions (see Deutsch, 1985; Foa and Foa,
1974), the present study aims to empirically demonstrate that distribution rules—
just like procedural fairness—may also have self-relevant consequences; that is,
procedural fairness theories like the group-value model (Tyler and Lind, 1992) ar-
gue that fair procedures (e.g., receiving voice) also influence people’s self-identity
and self-esteem because fair procedures communicate respect and acceptance by
the authority. In a similar vein, distribution rules may also communicate such
self-relevant information. For example, if outcomes are distributed in such a way
that one gets less or more than another, although both have made similar efforts,
people may experience a variety of emotions influencing one’s own self-worth.
The present study will examine the effect of attributional explanations (internal
vs. external) and people’s social value orientations on reported self-evaluations
when the equity rule is violated.

Distribution Rules and Self-Relevant Implications

The present paper will use the assumption that distributive justice is not only
related to economic value concerns but also to self-evaluative concerns. In line
with this, Deutsch (1985), for example, argued that outcomes can have either
economic or socioemotional consequences (see also Foa and Foa, 1974). More
recently, a similar statement was made when Van den Bos, Vermunt, and Wilke
(1996) noted “distributive fairness judgments also may be affected by symbolic
concerns” (p. 391). Thus, in line with relational models of justice advocating the
important relational and self-relevant implications of procedures (Lind and Tyler,
1988; Tyler and Lind, 1992), distribution rules also may be informative about
one’s self-worth. Therefore, Cropanzano and Ambrose (2001) recently said, “these
distribution rules, which are classified as distributive justice (Deutsch, 1985), may
thus also be used to assign what research hers have been calling procedures”
(p. 139). Although it seems clear that the idea of a self-relevant psychology of
distributive justice is not entirely new, it is still not well documented and therefore
requires more research.

One distribution rule that has received considerable attention from justice
researchers is theequity rule (Adams, 1965; Walster, Berscheid, and Walster,
1973). This rule states that the outcomes one receives should depend upon the
proportionality of one’s own inputs and the inputs of the relevant other. In others
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words, the fairness of an outcome (e.g., money, goods) is based on the comparison
of one’s own outcome/input ratio to the outcome/input ratio of a relevant other.
Inputs constitute the contributions one provides in the exchange situation. In the
present research, it is proposed that a violation of the equity rule will influence
people’s self-evaluation. In examining thehow and whenof this influence on
people’s self-evaluations, the role of attributional explanations and people’s social
value orientation is expected to be particularly important. In the following, I will
explain why this should matter.

Imagine a situation in which two people work on a common project, but both
put a different number of hours in the job. At the end of the project, however, both
are paid the same amount. Based on equity theory, one would argue that this is not
fair, because a greater input (more hours work) should result in a higher output
(a higher pay). Particularly in such situations where people receive unfavorable
outcomes, it is suggested that people will engage in a process of sense making to
find out why they received such an unfair distribution (Rutte and Messick, 1995). In
other words, an attribution strategy will be activated to examine the cause behind
this negative and unexpected outcome (Weiner, 1985). In this paper, I wish to
argue that how this cause for different inputs is explained (internal vs. external
attributions) may inform us how people will react to received outcomes once they
know the cause of this difference in inputs.

Suppose that in the above example it was said that the reason why the other
person put less hours in the project is because he or she personally decided to
devote some time on other projects and issues. Thus, it was the other person’s
own choice to do less for this common project, that is, aninternal attribution
to explain the other’s actions. Under such circumstances, still being paid equally
could then indicate to the person who put more hours in the job that his or her
work is not valued by the allocator. Following the procedural fairness literature, if
people do not feel treated with respect and dignity by the allocating authority, one’s
feelings ofself-esteemandacceptanceare expected to decrease (see, e.g., Tyler,
1999; Tyler, Degoey, and Smith, 1996). Thus, in the present paper, I argue that
under such circumstances the unfair use of a distribution rule by the allocator will
communicate the same negative self-relevant implications as unfair procedures do
(see also Cropanzano and Ambrose, 2001).

In contrast, suppose that the reason why the other person worked fewer hours
is anexternalone (i.e., a cause beyond the control of the person who performed
less). Then, people may not perceive the other person to be responsible for the
unequal division of labor, and under such circumstances people may not as eas-
ily infer that the one who allocates the outcomes do not value and respect their
work. Consequently, people will not, or at least, to a lesser degree, perceive the
equal distribution of the outcomes as a threat to one’s self-worth (i.e., it does not
communicate a direct sense of disrespect).

However, would all people react similarly to this type of information? In
line with recent claims that not all justice behavior is situationally determined
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(Brockner et al., 1998; Skarlicki, Folger, and Tesluk, 1999; Vermunt, van
Knippenberg, van Knippenberg, and Blaauw, 2001), I propose that individual dif-
ferences insocial value orientationsmay moderate how people react toward the
attributional explanations provided to account for differences in input (cf. Mischel,
1973; Snyder and Cantor, 1998). This additional focus on individual differences
is in line with the argument of Brockner and colleagues (1998) that, in their spe-
cific case with respect to procedural fairness, “relatively few studies have investi-
gated the moderating role of theoretically derived, individual-difference variables”
(p. 395).

Social Value Orientation, Attributional Explanation,
and Violation of Equity

Social value orientations are individual differences in how people evaluate
outcomes for themselves and others in interdependent situations (McClintock,
1972; Messick and McClintock, 1968). Broadly speaking, people can be classi-
fied as prosocial individuals (i.e., primarily aimed at maximizing joint outcomes),
competitors (i.e., aimed at maximizing the difference between outcomes for self
and other), or individualists (i.e., aimed at maximizing own outcome, regardless
of other’s outcome). The latter two are usually referred to as proselfs (Van Lange
and Liebrand, 1991). Previous research on this individual difference variable has
convincingly demonstrated that prosocials exhibit more cooperative behavior than
proselfs and express a greater concern with the group as a whole (e.g., De Cremer
and Van Lange, 2001; Van Vugt, Van Lange, and Meertens, 1995).

Applying this distinction between prosocials and proselfs on the earlier men-
tioned scenario and the explanatory value of attributions for differences in input, it
is important to take into account the differentfocusandgoalsprosocials and pros-
elfs have; that is,proselfs, relative to prosocials, primarily aim to obtain desirable
economic outcomes, preferably in favor of their own interest (Messick and McClin-
tock, 1968). This economic-driven goal represents an important aspect of proselfs’
belief systems and self-worth (cf. De Dreu and McCusker, 1997). Therefore, com-
pared with prosocials, proselfs are believed to be particularly sensitive toward any
given information regarding self-relevant outcome allocations (i.e., how do my out-
comes relate to the outcomes of the others and why?). This implies that particularly
proselfs should be expected to assign more weight to attributional explanations and
subsequently use it to evaluate the consequences of the outcome allocations.

Thus, in case of an internal explanation, proselfs’ self-esteem would be af-
fected in a negative way as receiving an equal share—despite the fact that the
comparison other was personally responsible for putting less effort into the task—
would clearly communicate disrespect and lack of acceptance on behalf of the
allocator. In other words, they will very much use the internal explanation to
delineate what the equal share says about them. If an external explanation is
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provided, however, proselfs’ self-esteem may not suffer. Knowing that their partner
put in less effort because of reasons beyond his/her control will motivate proselfs
to perceive an equal share as less or not threatening to their self-worth and val-
ues. More specifically, because of their strong focus on information regarding
self-relevant outcome allocations, proselfs will assign much weight to the external
attributional explanation to account for the lack of difference in final outcomes
between themselves and the other.2

With respect toprosocials, it can be expected that among prosocials the
type of attributional explanation will not be weighted that much. Early research
(McClintock and Liebrand, 1988; Messick and McClintock, 1968) demonstrated
that prosocials primarily focus on maximizing joint outcomes and do not compare
own outcomes to others as much as proselfs do. As a result, it can be assumed
that prosocials, relative to proselfs, will not pay so much attention to the type of
attribution that is communicated.

Summary of Hypotheses

The major aim of the present paper is to examine the extent to which dis-
tribution rules, in addition to procedural fairness, also communicate self-relevant
implications. Before proceeding with the study, I first outline the hypotheses. First,
following from the above it is expected that people’s reported self-evaluations
(Hypothesis 1a) and feelings of acceptance (Hypothesis 1b) will decrease when an
internal reason, relative to an external reason, is provided to explain why a relevant
comparison other has a lower input. Second, because of proselfs’ stronger focus on
outcome differences between self and other, it is expected that this effect of attri-
butional explanation will be most pronounced among proselfs rather than among
prosocials (Hypothesis 2). Thus, an interaction effect is expected. The dependent
measure will be participants’ reported self-evaluations.

METHOD

Participants and Design

Forty-seven undergraduates participated voluntarily in the present experi-
ment. They were randomly allocated to a 2 (SVO: prosocial vs. proself)× 2

2In case of an external explanation, also an additional line of reasoning may be delineated. Following
the procedural fairness literature, a consistent and fair use of rules and procedures tells people that
over time their outcomes will be fair (cf. Tyler, 2001). Consequently, people may feel accepted and
perceive the authority as trustworthy. In a similar vein, in an external explanation condition, proselfs
may also argue that in the future if their input would be less than the others because of reasons beyond
their control, the allocating authority would take this also into account and would give them an equal
share as well. As a result, they may feel accepted by this authority and will not suffer any loss of
self-worth.
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(Attributional explanation input: internal vs. external) between-subjects factorial
design.

Procedure

The study was conducted during small group teaching sessions. All partic-
ipants were presented a small booklet containing all instructions, materials, and
scales.

Assessment of Social Value Orientation

As a first task, participants completed a written version of the 9-item De-
composed Games measure to assess their social value orientation (see Van Lange,
Otten, de Bruin, and Joireman, 1997 for details). The Decomposed Games mea-
sure has excellent psychometric qualities. It is internally consistent (e.g., Parks,
1994), reliable over substantial time periods (Eisenberger, Kuhlman, and Cotterell,
1992), and is not related to measures of social desirability or indices of mood (e.g.,
Platow, 1992).

The task consists of nine items, each containing three alternative outcome
distributions with points for oneself and an (anonymous) other. Each outcome dis-
tribution represents a particular orientation. Participants are classified as prosocial,
individualistic, or competitive when at least six choices (out of nine) are consis-
tent with one of the three orientations (e.g., Van Lange and Kuhlman, 1994). In
the present study, out of 47 individuals, 28 were identified as prosocials, 14 as
individualists, and 2 as competitors. Three individuals could not be classified and
were therefore excluded from further analyses. The individualists and competitors
were combined to form one group of proselfs (N= 16).

After filling out this SVO-questionnaire, participants were required to read a
scenario. They were asked to imagine that they were one of two students (same
sex) doing a job at a regional library. In addition to the original project (which they
were hired for), participants had to imagine that both they and the other student
were asked by their supervisor whether they were willing to help out in another
short project that would enable the library to earn an additional sum of money.
Participants had to imagine that they and the other student agreed with this. At the
end of this additional project, each participant was asked to imagine that he/she put
(in addition to the original project) 10 hr into this other project, whereas the other
student, however, put only 7 hr into this project. Thus, all participants imagined
having worked for 10 hr.

After imagining this situation, the attributional explanation manipulation was
introduced. Half of the participants were informed that the reason why this other
person worked 7 hr was because he suddenly had to do some extra tasks for the
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original project he was initially hired for by the library (external attribution),
whereas the other half was told that the reason was that this other person had
the opportunity to organize a party with his friends (internal attribution). After
this, participants were asked to imagine that the library would take 400 Dutch
Guilders (180 Euro) from the total amount earned by this additional project and
that the supervisor would distribute this 400 DFL between themselves and the
other student. The scenario then described that the supervisor decides to give both
the participant and the other student each 200 DFL (90 Euro). Thus, both students
were rewarded an equal share.

After participants finished reading the scenario, several questions were asked.
All questions were answered on 7-point scales, ranging from not at all (1) to very
much so (7).

First, to assess feelings of acceptance by the allocating authority, participants
were asked to what extent they felt accepted by the supervisor. Further, to assess
participants’ reported self-esteem (items taken from Leary, Cottrell, and Phillips,
2001), four items were asked: (1) “how proud would you be of yourself?”; (2)
“how positive would you think of yourself?”; (3) “how much would you value
yourself?”; and (4) “to what extent would you feel less than the other?” These
four items were combined to form one average self-esteem score (Cronbach’s
α = 0.87). Finally, participants were debriefed and thanked.

RESULTS

Expectations

To check whether participants indeed expected to receive a higher reward
than the other student (based on the input–output ratio), I asked them how much
they expected to earn. On average, participants expected to receive 248.90 DFL
(SD = 71.26) for 10-hr work, which is close to the amount of 235.29 DFL as
calculated by the equity rule. This finding shows that, as intended, participants
expected rewards to be allocated rather on the basis of the equity rule than on the
basis of an equality rule.

Self-Esteem

A 2 (SVO) × 2 (Attribution: external vs. internal) ANOVA on the self-
esteem score revealed a significant main effect for Attribution (Hypothesis 1a),
F(1, 40)= 5.31, p < 0.05,η2 = 0.12: Reported self-esteem was lower in the
internal than in the external attribution condition (M = 5.18 vs. 5.94, SD= 1.22
and 0.87, respectively). Also, a significant interaction emerged (Hypothesis 2),
F(1, 40)= 4.31,p< 0.05,η2 = 0.09 (see Table 1).
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Table 1. Means and Standard Deviations of Self-Esteem and Acceptance as a Function
of SVO and Attribution

Dependent
SVO

variables Attribution Prosocial Proself

Self-esteem Internal 5.66(1.19) 4.70(1.11)
External 5.75(0.86) 6.12(0.89)

Acceptance Internal 4.64(1.64) 3.50(1.87)
External 5.00(1.35) 5.80(0.78)

Note. Entries in bold are means on 7-point scales, with higher values indicating higher
ratings of self-esteem and acceptance, respectively; entries within parentheses are
standard deviations.

The attributional explanation effect was significant among proselfs,
F(1, 42)= 6.75,p < 0.05, but not among prosocials,F(1, 42)< 1. SVO was
not significant within the external attribution conditions,F(1, 42)< 1, and within
the internal attribution conditions,F(1, 42)= 1.54,p= 0.22.

Feelings of Acceptance

A 2 (SVO) × 2 (Attribution: external vs. internal) ANOVA on the accep-
tance score revealed a significant main effect for Attribution (Hypothesis 1b),
F(1, 40)= 8.37,p< 0.01,η2 = 0.17: Participants in the internal attribution con-
dition felt less accepted by the supervisor than those in the external condition
(M= 4.07 vs. 5.40, SD= 1.75 and 1.20, respectively). Also, a significant interac-
tion emerged,F(1, 40)= 4.47,p< 0.05,η2 = 0.10 (see Table 1).

The attributional explanation effect was significant among proselfs,F(1, 42)=
9.90,p< 0.005, but not among prosocials,F(1, 42)< 1. SVO was not significant
within the external attribution conditions,F(1, 42)< 1, and within the internal
attribution conditions,F(1, 42)< 1.

Exploratory Analyses

Because the procedural fairness literature suggests that procedures commu-
nicate feelings of inclusiveness and acceptance (Lind, 2001), I explored whether
such feelings of acceptance could also account for the effect of distribution rules on
people’s self-evaluations. A 2 (SVO)× 2 (Attribution) ANCOVA on the average
self-esteem score, with acceptance as covariate, revealed a significant main effect
for the covariate,F(1, 39)= 29.49,p< 0.001. More importantly, however, both
the main effect of Attribution,F(1, 39)< 1, ns, and the interaction between SVO
and Attribution,F(1, 39)< 1, ns, disappeared.

In addition, it could also be that feelings of self-esteem mediated the effects
of SVO and attribution on acceptance. One reason to expect this can be derived
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from sociometer theory (Leary and Baumeister, 2000). This theory suggests that
the level of self-esteem represents the degree to which people feel accepted by
others. Thus, following this line of reasoning it could be expected that acceptance
and self-esteem could be tapping into the same thing. Therefore, a 2× 2 ANCOVA
on the acceptance score, with the average self-esteem score as a covariate, was
run. This analysis revealed a significant effect for the covariate,F(1, 39)= 29.49,
p< 0.001, and also showed that the significant interaction disappeared,F(1, 39)<
1, ns. The main effect of Attribution was marginally significant,F(1, 39)= 2.88,
p= 0.09. I will return to this in the discussion.

DISCUSSION

Taken together, the present findings provide supportive evidence for the hy-
pothesis that violation of the equity rule influences people’s self-evaluations as a
function of attribution strategy and SVO. More specifically, participants’ feelings
of self-esteem and acceptance were negatively influenced when making internal
rather than external attributions, but only for those classified as proselfs. In the fol-
lowing paragraphs the most important findings and implications will be discussed.

The present research shows that if a violation of the equity rule was explained
by internal attributions (i.e., the comparison other was personally responsible for
his/her lower input), proself individuals reported less positive self-evaluations than
when an external explanation (i.e., the cause of the poor performance of the com-
parison other was beyond his/her control) was given. This finding suggests that the
focus of proselfs, relative to prosocials, is mainly on achieving favorable outcomes
for self, and from this perspective any given information related to the differences
in input–output will be weighted more by proselfs than by prosocials. Thus, be-
cause of their greater focus on the attributional information, proselfs’ ratings of
self-esteem and acceptance were influenced negatively when the information con-
firmed to them that the allocator treated them disrespectfully (i.e., the internal
attribution condition).

Although distribution rules seem to influence people’s self-evaluations, the
fact that both situational cues (i.e., attributional explanation) and individual dif-
ferences (SVO) moderated this influence also suggests that these self-evaluative
consequences may not always be observed. Therefore, a suggestion for future
research on the psychology of distribution rules may be to examine the moderat-
ing influence of other individual difference variables that have self-relevant im-
plications, like for example, social self-esteem (De Cremer, submitted; Vermunt
et al., 2001). Moreover, the present findings are also related to the recent argument
of Cropanzano and Ambrose (2001) that distribution rules could be seen as pro-
cedures.(Cropanzano and Ambrose, 2001). For example, the procedural fairness
literature shows that the fairness of procedures influences people’s self and identity
and that feelings of inclusion may account for this effect (see Lind, 2001). In a
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similar vein, the present findings indeed suggest that distribution rules influence
people’s self and that in this process similar processes (feelings of inclusiveness
and acceptance) seem to play an important role. I hasten to say, however, that
although distribution rules and procedures may reveal similar consequences, this
does not necessarily imply that both should be regarded as conceptually similar
(see, e.g., Sweeney and McFarlin, 1993). Nevertheless, future empirical research
is needed to investigate further the conditions under which distribution rules reveal
similar effects as procedures.

Another interesting finding was that the exploratory analyses showed that
feelings of acceptance mediated the effects of SVO and attribution on self-esteem.
Moreover, a second mediational analysis showed that self-esteem also mediated
these effects on feelings of acceptance. These results suggest that, in line with
the procedural fairness literature (see Lind, 2001), feelings of acceptance are im-
portant in explaining the self-relevant implications of distribution rules, but also
suggest that both feelings of acceptance and self-esteem are strongly related (in
the present study,r = 0.72, p < 0.001). The latter observation is in line with
sociometer theory (Leary and Baumeister, 2000), which states that the function
of self-esteem is to monitor the degree to which one is accepted by others. This
implies that self-esteem has a communicative function signaling whether one is
socially accepted by others or not (Leary, Tambor, Terdal, and Downs, 1995). The
present findings do support this proposed relationship between self-esteem and
feelings of acceptance. Furthermore, future justice studies using self-esteem as an
independent or dependent measure may benefit by including additional measures
of inclusiveness and acceptance (see also De Cremer, 2002).

Before closing, some limitations and strengths need to be discussed. A first
potential limitation is that the present research employed a scenario methodology.
Indeed, particularly in imaginary situations, people’s attitudes about how they
might behave may not match up that well with their actual behavior (cf. Ajzen and
Fishbein, 1977; particularly attitude strength in such situations may be low, see also
Kraus, 1995). Furthermore, evaluations of outcomes may also have been influenced
by concerns about self-presentation or self-enhancing processes. Despite the fact
that the use of hypothetical scenarios may be hindered by these problems, it is
encouraging to note that the results still revealed good evidence for the moderating
role of social value orientation. Indeed, evidence exists that the measurement
of social value orientation is independent of tendencies toward favorable self-
presentation, as such reducing the chance that self-presentational concerns may
have played a role (Platow, 1992). Moreover, it is known that scenario studies are
most appropriate for studies aimed at exploring not well-documented phenomena
(like the presented study attempted), and that, according to Lind and Tyler (1988),
scenarios using known situations to the participants (as was the case in the present
research: the description of a student job) enhance the validity of the study.

Another potential limitation is that I measured participants’ self-esteem af-
ter their feelings of acceptance. As a consequence, self-esteem may have been
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influenced by the variable acceptance (i.e., reverse causal effects; Kenny, Kashy,
and Bolger, 1998) in a way that responding to the self-esteem items involved some
type of “dissonance reduction” to justify their prior feeling of acceptance. How-
ever, if this would be true then I should have found that expectations mediated all
effects (including the main effect of attribution), but this was not the case (i.e., the
main effect of attribution was still marginally significant). A final limitation is that
the present results do not make entirely clear whether internal attribution lowers
feelings of self-esteem and acceptance or whether external attribution heightens
those same feelings. Therefore, future research is needed that, in addition to an
internal vs. external attribution condition, also includes a no-attribution control
condition to examine this specific issue.

An important strength is that the present findings provide some first empirical
evidence that distribution rules, just as procedures, have self-relevant implications.
Indeed, receiving less than one actually should (based on the distribution rule) may
also say something about how one is looked at by the allocator. I wish to note,
however, that arguing that distribution rules may in some ways be related to and
be perceived as procedures does not necessarily mean that distributive justice as a
whole can be equated with procedural justice, as suggested in a monistic approach
(see Cropanzano and Ambrose, 2001). For example, recent research by Van den
Bos et al. (1998) has demonstrated that people may evaluate fairness of outcomes
even when no information about comparison others is given (making it difficult to
use distribution rules like equality and equity to determine whether the outcome
is fair or not). Further research is needed to examine how different operationaliza-
tions of distributive fairness may reveal similar or different results as procedural
manipulations. To conclude, the present research provides evidence suggesting
that the violation of the equity rule has self-relevant implications depending on the
type of attributional explanation given and people’s social value orientation.
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