
  

 

 

Tilburg University

Fairness and ethics in social decision making

De Cremer, D.; van Dijk, E.

Published in:
Social Justice Research

Publication date:
2003

Link to publication in Tilburg University Research Portal

Citation for published version (APA):
De Cremer, D., & van Dijk, E. (2003). Fairness and ethics in social decision making. Social Justice Research,
16(3), 191-194.

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            • You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal
Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

Download date: 23. May. 2023

https://research.tilburguniversity.edu/en/publications/41070fef-169e-4e4d-8c65-3c4e6f5aaa8f


P1: JQX

Social Justice Research [sjr] pp982-sore-471126 September 13, 2003 19:58 Style file version Nov 28th, 2002

Social Justice Research, Vol. 16, No. 3, September 2003 (C© 2003)

Fairness and Ethics in Social Decision Making

David De Cremer1,3 and Eric van Dijk 2

Many of our daily decisions are made within a social context, in which we are
confronted with the opinions, the actions, and the presence of other active decision
makers. Because of this social setting, decision makers often are interdependent
to one another (Kelley, 2000). As a result, our decisions often have impact on
the welfare of others, and vice versa. Research on this type of “social” decision
making (SDM) distinguishes itself from the many studies that have been conducted
in the field of “individual” decision making (IDM). IDM is mainly interested in
examining the cognitive biases and intuitive strategies that make the decisions that
we take deviate from the predictions made by economic models (i.e., also referred
to asbounded rationality; Simon, 1957). This type of research has, for example,
shown that people do not search for the most optimal solution, but are generally
satisfied with a suboptimal solution that is acceptable in terms of effectiveness or
performance, that people use rule of thumbs, which are simple cognitive strategies
to cope with the complex environment, and that decision makers often use initial
anchors (e.g., a number like a starting price) to base their decision on (see, e.g.,
Bazerman, 2002; Tversky and Kahneman, 1974).

Although IDM research has provided us much insight into how decision mak-
ers reason and act, its conclusions are somewhat flawed as much of this research
has not included the potential influence of other’s actions and strategies. Indeed, as
Bazerman (2001, p. 354) notes “individual-level behavioral decision making has
not easily handled the presence of another active decision maker in the environ-
ment.” Many real-life situations represent a context in which decisions are also a
function of the extent to which other parties and individuals are responsive to one’s
personal needs, are ethical in their considerations of own and other’s interests, and
are motivated to promote joint outcomes. These are all considerations and motives
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that are particularly apparent in interdependence situations that involve a conflict
between personal and collective interests (e.g., social dilemmas, negotiations, etc.;
Komorita and Parks, 1995). As the literature on interdependence points out, such
situations are often susceptible to eithical, normative, and justice influences (e.g.,
Rusbult & van Lange, 2003). In fact, social interdependence brings with it op-
portunities for exploitation, congeniality, and defines possibilities for trusting or
conflicting relationships (Rusbultet al., 2001).

Following from the above, it becomes clear that an important feature that
emerges in decision making as soon as others and their interests become included
in the decision itself is the issue of fairness. In fact, issues of fairness and justice
often are best understood by accounting for their relationship with the social con-
text, as referred to in the concept of social justice (which is also acknowledged
in the title of the present journal). Therefore, it is our belief that it is increasingly
important to understand the shape that fairness takes within social relationships
and to what extent it is weighted when making social decisions. For example,
recently, organizations have started to show more concerns with the fairness and
ethics of treatment employees and managers receive from the organization (Tyler
and Blader, 2000). Also, research in negotiations examines how people use fairness
as a strategic means to maintain or enhance their social reputation (e.g., Milinski
et al., 2002). As such, what constitutes fairness in social settings has attracted the
attention of scholars from a variety of fields like psychology, economics, organiza-
tional behavior, marketing, and so forth. This integration of fields has also brought
with it that in addition to a focus on distributive fairness (i.e., “did I receive a fair
outcome or not?”), decision-making research has started to focus on the fairness
of the procedures used to allocate these outcomes (e.g., De Cremer and Van Vugt,
2002; Tyler and Degoey, 1995). In fact, as SDM entails repeated interactions with
others, it becomes clearer that the procedures and structures used to regulate these
interactions have to become part of how fairness in SDM is defined.

In this special issue, a series of papers is presented that focus on how fairness
and thinking about morality and ethics is constructed, dictates actions, regulates
perceptions and, finally, influences the final decision within interdependent social
settings. In addition, as we noted earlier, although most decision-making research
has focused solely on the issue of distributive fairness, contributions to this special
issue also highlight the importance of procedural fairness issues when making,
for example, bargaining decisions. Taken together, the papers in this special issue
comprise a broad range of topics that underscore the relevance of fairness and
ethics in SDM.

Eek and Biel study the important role of fairness in the process of constraining
greed and pursuing efficiency in public good dilemmas. They argue that previous
social dilemma research has solely focused on the correlation between estimated
fair and actual cooperation rates, whereas, according to their perspective, it is
also necessary to examine the relationship between how fair the distribution of
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a resource is perceived and cooperation rates. In two experiments they indeed
show that perceptions about fairness influence cooperation and the extent to which
decisions are based on greed, efficiency, or fairness.

Beersma and de Dreu highlight the role of social value orientation in affecting
procedural fairness judgements in negotiations. Two studies show that prosocial
group members experience more procedural fairness than pro-self-oriented group
members. Moreover, experiencing procedural fairness was found to influence, at
least partly, negotiation outcomes. As such, these studies underscore the impor-
tance of social value orientation as an antecedent of procedural fairness and the
fairness of procedures in negotiating outcomes.

Pillutla and Murnighan assess the impact of fairness in negotiations and bar-
gaining. After a brief introduction on how fairness can be defined, they present a
comprehensive review of studies on the importance of fairness. On the basis of this
review, they conclude that many of the behaviors that have been labeled as fair can
be conceived as self-interested behavior. They argue that perceived fairness needs
to be differentiated from actual fairness. And in doing so, they even arrive at the
rather provocative conclusion that fairness has only limited explanatory power in
bargaining.

Handgraaf, van Dijk, and De Cremer take a somewhat different stand. In
their article, they make use of the social utility model, and argue that bargaining
behavior is best understood by assuming that bargainers are both motivated by
self-interest and fairness concerns. In their review of ultimatum bargaining, they
not only discuss what is known about possible effects of the bargaining context,
the bargainers involved, and the game characteristics on the weight people assign
to these motives. they also identify blind spots that call for additional research.

Tenbrunsel, Smith-Crowe, and Umphress take a broader perspective by fo-
cusing on the role of ethics, respect, and justice in a context of organizational
decision making. How can decision makers be encouraged to behave ethically? In
their article, they introduce a theoretical model to describe an organization’s eth-
ical infrastructure. In their model, they distinguish between formal and informal
elements—including communication, surveillance, and sanctioning systems—as
well as the organizational climates that support the infrastructure. After this the-
oretical exercise, they also discuss the more practical implications of their model
for the improvement of ethical effectiveness.

All in all, these studies all demonstrate the importance of examining and
defining issues of fairness and ethics from a social dynamic perspective. That is,
integrating social interdependence characteristics with social phenomena such as
fairness and ethics raises important theoretical and practical questions that have
the potential to broaden our understanding of why justice matters in social settings
and interactions of all kind. To realize this potential, it is our hope that justice
researchers from a variety of academic disciplines (e.g., psychology, political sci-
ences, economics, organization science, sociology, etc.) perceive the integration
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between justice, ethics and social decision making as an intriguing and interesting
challenge for future research.
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