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Social comparison processes were integral to the origins of the organizational justice
literature, and are incorporated within several justice-based constructs and theories.
Yet, despite this, the justice social comparison literature is theoretically underdevel-
oped; while the extant literature affirms that justice social comparisons influence em-
ployee outcomes, it does not explain why, when, or for whom these effects occur. We
build new theory on why justice social comparison perceptions influence employee
behavior (specifically, helping and instigated incivility) by viewing the phenomenon
through a self-regulatory lens. Doing so enables us to identify a novel explanatory
mechanism and boundary condition for these effects. In two experience sampling
studies, each conducted over multiple weeks, we test our proposed mechanism—envy
and self-regulatory resource depletion—against four alternative justice-based mecha-
nisms derived from equity theory, the group engagement model, social exchange theory,
and referent cognitions theory. Findings were consistent with our theorizing, verifying
that our integration of self-regulation with social comparison processes offers new in-
sights to the justice literature. Overall, our scholarship has the potential to change the
conversation about social comparisons in the justice literature by revitalizing a foun-
dational aspect of justice rarely considered in contemporary research.

Social comparison processes were integral to the
inception of the justice literature. For example, social
comparisons are inherent in distributive justice per-
ceptions (i.e., comparingone’s input–outcomeratio to
those of others; Adams, 1965). Folger, Rosenfield,
Grove, and Corkran (1979) articulated a role for social
comparison in procedural justice perceptions as
well, and Folger’s (1986) referent cognitions theory
positioned social comparison as an input into fair-
ness judgments. Yet, 30 years later, only a handful of

studieshave examined social comparisonprocesses as
a mechanism for the effects of justice (e.g., Ambrose,
Kulik, & Harland, 1991; Colquitt, 2004; Du, Choi, &
Hashem,2012;Grienberger,Rutte,&vanKnippenberg,
1997). To put this number in context, Colquitt et al.
(2013) identified several hundred papers on social
exchange as a mechanism for justice effects in the pe-
riod 2000–2010 alone, despite the more recent inte-
gration of this theory with justice (see Masterson,
Lewis, Goldman, & Taylor, 2000).

The comparatively scant attention paid to justice
social comparisons implies that scholars may be-
lieve there is little left to learn about these percep-
tions. We disagree, and put forth the thesis that
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several key opportunities remain to better under-
stand the interplay of justice and social comparisons.
This is largely because the justice social comparison
literature is theoretically underdeveloped. The few
papers on this topic either test referent cognitions
theory’s proposition that justice comparisons affect
fairness judgments (e.g., Grienberger et al., 1997), or
invoke social comparison theory to interpret interac-
tions of employee justice perceptions with percep-
tions of others’ justice (e.g., Colquitt, 2004). Yet in
neither case did scholars build or test additional the-
ory that elucidates the psychological mechanisms
responsible for linking justice social comparisons
with outcomes. The result is a literature that can
confidently affirm that justice social comparisons in-
fluence employee outcomes, but cannot account for
why, when, or for whom these effects occur.

The time is thus ripe to take a fresh look at justice
social comparisons. To do so, we focus on the mech-
anism underlying social comparison—discrepancy.
Social comparison can be seen as a theory of
discrepancy awareness, in that individuals are sen-
sitive to discrepancies between themselves and
others on some criterion of interest (Festinger,
1954). For example, imagine an employee, Cony, at
work one day when his supervisor stops by to
discuss a recent decision. The decision is timely
and Cony’s supervisor is polite, but the explana-
tion is somewhat cursory and Cony is not asked for
his opinion. The supervisor then talks to another
employee, Albert, who not only receives a detailed
explanation, but also is asked to express an opin-
ion. If Cony were to overhear this, the resulting
discrepancy may lead him to make an upward
(unfavorable, or low) justice social comparison.1

Should Cony subsequently act in a retaliatory
manner, scholarsmay rightly identify this upward
(hereafter, “low”) justice social comparison per-
ception as the trigger. However, the extant justice
social comparison literature is ill suited to ex-
plain why.

Theories of self-regulation provide a framework to
answer this question. “Self-regulation” describes a
dynamic process of how discrepancy awareness in-
fluences behavior through shifts in attention and
self-control (Johnson, Chang, & Lord, 2006). Thus,

discrepancy plays a central role in self-regulation as
well. Given this conceptual alignment, we use self-
regulation as a lens and further its integration with
the justice literature (e.g., Thau & Mitchell, 2010).
This provides us with a framework to build new
theory explaining the effects of justice social com-
parisons. To that end, theory on self-regulation,
social comparison, and justice converge in sug-
gesting negative emotion as a potential explanation
for Cony’s reactions to a low justice social compar-
ison perception. Emotions are fundamental mech-
anisms in theory on both justice and self-regulation
(Carver & Scheier, 1990; Colquitt, 2012), and are
primary outcomes of social comparisons (Gerber,
Wheeler, & Suls, 2018; Smith, 2000). In particular, we
focus on envy (i.e., “the unpleasant emotion that can
arisewhenwecompareunfavorablywithothers”; Smith
& Kim, 2007: 46) as the specific negative emotion Cony
mayhaveexperienced,becauseenvyis the“prototypeof
social comparison-based emotions” (Smith, 2000: 177)
and occurs when an employee both lacks and covets
something possessed or experienced by a coworker.

Envy is an unpleasant, painful, and socially undesir-
able emotion (Smith & Kim, 2007) that, when viewed
througha self-regulation lens, is expected todeplete self-
regulatory resources (e.g., Hill, DelPriore, & Vaughan,
2011). This is because employees must suppress not
only the emotionalmanifestation of envy, as dictated by
societal standards (Heider, 1958), but also its cognitive
and behavioral manifestations (Smith & Kim, 2007).
Such suppression requires self-control, and acts of self-
control draw from and deplete an individual’s
finite pool of self-regulatory resources (Johnson,
Muraven, Donaldson, & Lin, 2018; Kanfer & Ackerman,
1989).

Self-regulatory resourcedepletion thereforeprovides
the final link to explain how justice social comparison
perceptions affect subsequent behavior. Outcomes
such as reduced prosocial behavior and increased de-
viance have previously been implicated as conse-
quences of low justice social comparisons (e.g.,Adams,
1965; Colquitt, 2004; De Cremer, van Dijke, & Mayer,
2010). Drawing from this, we focus specifically on acts
of helping and instigated incivility, in alignment with
prior research that has argued discretionary behaviors
such as these require self-regulatory resources to either
enact (in the case of helping; Johnson, Lanaj, & Barnes,
2014) or inhibit (in the case of incivility [Rosen,
Koopman, Gabriel, & Johnson, 2016]). Thus, when
an employee’s resources are depleted from experi-
encing high levels of envy, we expect they will en-
gage in fewer helping behaviors and more uncivil
behaviors as a result (Johnson et al., 2018).

1 While both upward and downward comparisons oc-
cur, upward comparisons are generallymore common and
impactful (Buunk & Gibbons, 2007; Mowday, 1991), and
have been the focus of extant research on justice social
comparison. We thus focus our theorizing on upward
comparisons, a point towhichwe return in theDiscussion.
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Theories of self-regulationprovide further insight
into a condition that should exacerbate the harmful
effects of low justice social comparison percep-
tions. Although a low justice social comparison is
already negative, employees will likely interpret
this social comparison in reference to the justice
context in which the comparison occurs (Johnson
et al., 2006; Lazarus, 1991). This suggests that a
threatening and resource-poor context, which we
operationalize as “low levels of justice perceptions”
(Cropanzano, Byrne, Bobocel, & Rupp, 2001), could
make the pernicious consequences of low justice
social comparison perceptions even worse.

Wecontribute to the justice literature byhighlighting
an important yet underdeveloped aspect of organiza-
tional justice theory—the role of social comparison. In

so doing,we (a) build theory from a self-regulatory lens
to explain the effects of justice social comparison on
employee behavior and (b) identify a boundary condi-
tion for these effects. Thus, our theory explains why,
when, and for whom justice social comparisons affect
behavior (Whetten, 1989). In two experience sampling
studies, each carried out over multiple weeks, we test
our proposed mechanism—envy and self-regulatory
resource depletion—against four alternative justice-
relevant mechanisms (derived from equity theory, the
group engagement model, social exchange theory, and
referent cognitions theory; see Figure 1). Overall, with
our theorizing, we aim to change the conversation
about social comparisons in the justice literature by
reinvigorating a foundational aspect of justice rarely
considered in present research.

FIGURE 1
Theoretical Model of Justice Social Comparison Perceptions
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Notes: Grayboxes/arrows reflect constructsmeasured to account for four alternativemechanisms inourmodel. In both studies,wemeasured
mechanismsderived fromequity theory (psychological contract breach inStudy1 andpsychological tension inStudy2), the groupengagement
model (group identification), social exchange theory (felt obligation), and referent cognitions theory (overall fairness). Though not depicted
here (for clarity), we also modeled justice perceptions as moderating each of the paths from justice social comparison perceptions to the
variables representing our alternative mechanisms.
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JUSTICE AND SOCIAL COMPARISONS

Social comparisonwas part of the inception of justice
as a workplace phenomenon. These processes were
so relevant that relative deprivation theory (Stouffer,
Suchman, DeVinney, Star, & Williams, 1949), a precur-
sor to theory on distributive justice, discussed social
comparisons five years before Festinger (1954) even ar-
ticulated his theory. Relative deprivation scholars have
argued that accomplishments and outcomes are evalu-
ated via social comparisonswith others. In his theory of
distributive justice, Adams (1965) similarly posited that
employees judgeoutcomefairnessviacomparisonswith
others. Early procedural justice work also implicates
social comparisons, as participants incorporated the
judgmentsof others into their justiceperceptions (Folger
et al., 1979). Drawing from this, referent cognitions the-
ory (Folger, 1986) further proposed that employees use
social comparisons as an input to fairness judgments.

Over the next several decades, a small set of em-
pirical studies were conducted on justice social
comparison. Initially, scholars tested referent cog-
nition theory’s prediction about the unfairness of
low justice social comparisons (e.g., Ambrose et al.,
1991;Grienberger et al., 1997;Lind,Kray,&Thompson,
1998). The following decade, scholars expanded their
focus to other outcomes of justice social comparison
such as performance, cooperation, and job attitudes
(e.g., Colquitt, 2004; De Cremer et al., 2010; Du et al.,
2012; Mayer, Nishii, Schneider, & Goldstein, 2007). In
both cases, scholarly interest in studying justice so-
cial comparisons soon appeared to wane. Perhaps this
lack of sustained attention and focus explains why
Greenberg, Ashton-James, and Ashkanasy (2007: 26)
noted that “justice is a potentially fruitful area inwhich
to develop further the role of social comparison pro-
cesses.” Our thesis is that there is more to learn about
justice social comparison. To that end, we depart from
prior justice social comparison research by applying a
self-regulatory framework to build new theory on un-
derstanding why, when, and for whom justice social
comparison perceptions are associated with down-
stream outcomes.

A Self-Regulatory Perspective on Justice
Social Comparisons

Festinger (1954) noted that individuals look to
others for self-evaluation. Because justice is impor-
tant to employees (Cropanzano et al., 2001), and is
both observable and a frequent topic of conversation
at work (Baer et al., 2018), employees will likely
consider coworkers’ justice experiences as well as

their own. Importantly, these experiences candiverge
because supervisors enact justice differently across
employees (e.g., Koopman, Matta, Scott, & Conlon,
2015). Thus, it is likely that employees compare their
own justice experiences to those of their coworkers.

The experience of justice has self-regulatory
implications that scholars have started to unpack
(e.g., Thau & Mitchell, 2010). “Self-regulation”
refers to a process by which individuals strive for
a desired internal state by evaluating discrepancies
between actual states and reference values (Johnson
et al., 2006). Applied to justice social comparison,
we posit that employees evaluate their level of
justice relative to coworkers, and judge this eval-
uation against a reference standard that their own
and others’ treatment should be comparable. Indeed,
one view of justice is as a norm for how supervi-
sors ought to act toward all subordinates (Greenberg
& Bies, 1992)—that is, prescribing a supervisor’s
“duty, obligations, or responsibilities” (Higgins,
1987: 321). If no discrepancy is perceived after
comparing their justice experiences with coworkers,
then employees’ actual state aligns with the refer-
ence value and requires no further consideration. If
instead employees experience comparably lower
levels of justice than their coworkers, this dis-
crepancy reveals an actual state that does notmeet
the reference standard. Whenever discrepancies
are detected between actual states and internal
referents, which signal stalled goal progress and
achievement, negative emotions are elicited that
capture people’s attention and direct it to the
problem at hand (Carver & Scheier, 1990; Higgins,
1987; Lazarus, 1991).

In particular, we focus on envy—a negative emo-
tion highlighted by social comparison theorists
(e.g., Smith & Kim, 2007)—as being likely to occur
when individuals perceive a discrepancy between
their current state and a desired outcomepossessed
by others. Envy also has existing, though less ex-
plored, connections to the justice literature. For
example, although Folger (1986) did not explicitly
examine envy in his referent cognitions theory, he
did lay the groundwork for it. Specifically, he
drew from research on counterfactual thinking by
Kahneman and Tversky (1982), who explicitly iden-
tified envy as a potential outcome and labeled it a
“counterfactual emotion.” Counterfactual thinking is
the foundation of referent cognitions, and social com-
parison is a type of referent cognition (Folger, 1986).
Thus,whileFolgerdidnot focusexplicitlyonenvy,his
theory connects it to the justice literature. Given this,
and the considerable emphasis on envy in the social
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comparison literature, we investigate it as a central
outcome of low justice social comparison (though
employees may experience other emotions in such
circumstances as well).

Justice Social Comparison and Envy

The experience of envy is prevalent in the work-
placeand results inahost ofnegativeoutcomes toward
others, such as victimization (Kim&Glomb, 2014) and
social undermining (Duffy, Scott, Shaw, Tepper, &
Aquino, 2012). Envy typically arises when an unfa-
vorable social comparison is made in a domain of
self-importance and relevance (Smith & Kim, 2007).
Justice, given its relevance to multiple employee
needs (Cropanzano et al., 2001), is one suchdomain.2

If an employee perceives lower levels of justice
relative to coworkers (i.e., a low justice social com-
parison), this signals a discrepancy between the em-
ployee’s actual state and the reference standard of
comparable treatment. This discrepancy reflects a
deficient environment wherein an employee’s treat-
ment falls below expectations (e.g., Tepper et al.,
2018). Such a situation should elicit a negative emo-
tional response; indeed, scholars hold that a primary
function of emotions is as a source of feedback to the
individual (Forgas, 1995). Given an unfavorably low
social comparison as the trigger, we expect the em-
ployee to experience a social emotion such as envy,
the function of which is to create awareness of po-
tentially threatening disparities among individuals
(Lange & Crusius, 2015). The experience of a low
justice social comparison should leave the employee
feeling unappreciated and disconnected from others
(e.g., Lambert, 2011), which are precursors to feelings
of envy (Smith & Kim, 2007). Moreover, justice is
something that supervisors ought to enact compara-
bly among employees, and Heider (1958) directly
linked envy with disparities involving “ought” con-
ditions. Thus, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1. Justice social comparison perceptions
are negatively associated with envy, in that lower
justice social comparisonswill lead to higher levels of
envy.

While we expect low justice social comparisons to
be associated with envy, the strength of this rela-
tionship may differ based on the level of justice the
employee perceives. To illustrate, consider Cony
from our opening example. Although he perceived a
moderate level of justice, his justice social compari-
son was quite low, given the high level of justice
experienced by Albert. Contrast this with a third
hypothetical employee, Madden, who did not re-
ceive a visit at all from the supervisor. Yet, suppose
Madden overheard the supervisor’s discussion with
Cony (but not that with Albert). While the level of
Madden’s justice social comparison is comparable to
Cony’s in a relative sense, in an absolute sense,
Madden likely perceives lower justice than Cony.
We submit that Madden’s envious reaction to this
situation will be stronger than Cony’s.

People are particularly attuned to environmen-
tal threats (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, &
Vohs, 2001). Pertaining to justice social compari-
son, while a disadvantage compared to coworkers is
negative (Wood, 1989), the magnitude of that threat
should be stronger in the context of low overall jus-
tice perceptions. Positive contexts, such as those
involving higher levels of justice, are generally con-
gruent with one’s goals, have lower stakes, and re-
flect a more resource-rich environment (Lambert,
2011). Thus, they tend to necessitate less thought or
attention (Lazarus, 1991). Even if an employee felt
that coworkers experienced more justice, generally
high levels of justice should reduce the level of
threat associated with the perceived discrepancy,
thus lessening the likelihood of envy. Indeed, envy is
more likely when individuals lack some coveted
outcomeinbotharelativeandabsolutesense(e.g.,Smith
& Kim, 2007).

When it comes to low levels of justice, if an em-
ployee feels that coworkers have had a similar ex-
perience, there is little reason to experience envy.
Yet, if this employee perceives others as experienc-
ing higher levels of justice, the comparison should
“put in high relief what one lacks” (Smith, 2000:
179). Lower justice perceptions are indicative of a
threatening context and are associatedwith negative
emotions (Colquitt et al., 2013). Thus, this addi-
tional threat from low justice perceptions should
also heighten the sense of discrepancy and goal
blockage resulting from the low justice social com-
parison (Johnson et al., 2006; Lazarus, 1991), making
the employee’s relative disadvantage increasingly
salient. Indeed,when justice is low, theoryholds that
individuals paygreater attention to the social context
in the course of sensemaking about their current

2 This point differentiates our work from prior research.
We theorize about envy as causedbyanunfavorable justice
social comparison (i.e., envy is endogenous to the justice
social comparison). In contrast, prior research has focused
on how the fairness of some event exacerbates envy’s
negative effects (Cohen-Charash & Mueller, 2007; Khan,
Quratulain, & Bell, 2014), thereby positioning envy as ex-
ogenous to the effects of justice.
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circumstances (Cropanzano et al., 2001). Accord-
ingly, we expect employees to experience envymore
strongly following a low justice social comparison
when their own justice perceptions are low (vs.
high). Therefore, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2. The negative association of justice so-
cial comparison perceptions with envy is moderated
by justice perceptions, such that this relationship is
stronger when justice perceptions are low (vs. high).

Self-Regulatory Resource Depletion and the
Behavioral Consequences of Envy

A point of consensus among envy scholars is that
experiencing envy is an aversive, uncomfortable,
and even painful experience.3 For an envious em-
ployee, a disadvantage relative to coworkers is bad
enough. Yet, what makes the situation worse is so-
ciety dictates that we must “smile at the fortune of
another” (Heider, 1958: 289). That is, envious em-
ployees must suppress their feelings, lest they run
afoul of normative standards. While the envy litera-
ture recognizes this point (Smith, 2000), less recog-
nized is that those suppressive acts may require a
self-regulatory process that exacts a further psychic
toll on employees (Hill et al., 2011).

Self-regulation theories posit that individuals pos-
sess a finite pool of cognitive resources upon which
they draw for acts of self-control (Johnson et al., 2018;
Kanfer & Ackerman, 1989). Acts of self-control are
necessary for employees tomaintain their focus on task-
related activities in the face of a variety of off-task dis-
tractions that routinely challenge this focus (Beal,Weiss,
Barros,&MacDermid,2005).The regulationof emotions
is one such depleting distraction (e.g., Trougakos, Beal,
Cheng, Hideg, & Zweig, 2015), which suggests that
experiencing envy may require acts of self-control to
suppress manifestations of this emotion. This has
implications for employees’ self-regulatory resources
(Johnson et al., 2018).

We mentioned already the need for resources to
suppress the emotional manifestation of envy, as
society demands that envy be kept covert. Yet, there

are reasons to think that envy’s resource cost is even
higher, due to demands for cognitive and physical
suppression as well. Regarding the former, envy may
leademployees to feel a senseof inferiority (e.g., Smith,
2000)and tospendboth timeandresources ruminating
about the implications of their disadvantage. Unfortu-
nately, this expenditure is ultimately maladaptive,
because it siphons further attention and cognitive re-
sources away from task-related activities (Whitmer &
Gotlib, 2013). Regarding the latter, envy is frequently
described as being painful (Smith & Kim, 2007; Tai
et al., 2012)—a point supported by neuroscientific ev-
idence (Takahashi, Kato, Matsuura, Mobbs, Suhara, &
Okubo, 2009). To this point, Higgins (1987) noted that
pain avoidance and regulation require resource ex-
penditures,which is supported by evidence linking the
experience of pain to the depletion of self-regulatory
resources (Christian, Eisenkraft, & Kapadia, 2015).

Overall, the experience of envy should lead em-
ployees to engage in suppressive acts to avoid their
true feelings being known.Given the psychic costs of
these acts, we expect envy’s effects on resource de-
pletion to be both substantial and enduring. On this
point, research has shown the effects of effortful
acts on resource depletion to both manifest rapidly
(Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Muraven, & Tice, 1998) as
well as persist over time (Lin & Johnson, 2015). Such
persistencemay be particularly likely for envy, as the
intensity and averseness of this emotion shouldmake
it quite salient to employees (Smith & Kim, 2007). On
this basis, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 3. Envy is positively associated with re-
source depletion.

Finally, our self-regulatory lens dovetails with the
literature on justice social comparison to identify po-
tential behavioral outcomes. Specifically, extant re-
search suggests that low justice social comparison
perceptions may have implications for both prosocial
and deviant behavior (e.g., Adams, 1965; Colquitt,
2004; De Cremer et al., 2010). This aligns with recent
attention to the effect of self-regulatory resources on
daily discretionary behaviors. In brief, exerting self-
control is integral for achieving objectives such as be-
ing helpful or avoiding destructive behavior (Barnes,
Lucianetti, Bhave, &Christian, 2015; Lanaj, Johnson, &
Wang, 2016).However, to theextent that envydepletes
self-regulatory resources, employees aremore likely to
experiencebreakdowns in their ability to regulate their
subsequent behavior atwork (Beal et al., 2005; Johnson
et al., 2018). In particular, the effects of resource de-
pletion generally manifest with behaviors that are low
in intensity, somewhat ambiguous, and not formally

3 Scholars differ, however, as regards whether envy is
best captured as a single construct reflecting the aversive-
ness of the emotion (Tai,Narayanan, &McAllister, 2012) or
as two constructs encapsulating separate motivational
tendencies (Lange & Crusius, 2015). Our view on this de-
bate aligns with the more parsimonious single-construct
approach common in management research (e.g., Duffy
et al., 2012; Puranik, Koopman, Vough, & Gamache, 2019;
Tai et al., 2012).
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role prescribed (Inzlicht, Schmeichel, &Macrae, 2014;
Johnson et al., 2018).

Acts of self-control, such as suppressing selfish mo-
tives or adhering to social norms, can lead to a “tem-
porary reduction in the self’s capacity orwillingness to
engage in volitional action” (Baumeister et al., 1998:
1253). When depleted, one such act that employees
may reduce is helping behavior, as this constitutes a
burden that draws regulatory resources that may oth-
erwisebe invested inone’s regular jobduties (Bealetal.,
2005; Johnson et al., 2018). Instead of taking on addi-
tional work that benefits others, resource-depleted
employeesmay thus perform fewer helping behaviors
to preserve what limited attentional resources they
have left (Gabriel, Koopman, Rosen, & Johnson, 2018;
Koopman, Lanaj, & Scott, 2016). Because helping be-
havior is ancillary to one’s formal in-role responsibil-
ities, employeesmaybe lessmotivated to expend their
remaining resources on this behavior (Inzlicht et al.,
2014). Thus, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 4. Resource depletion is negatively re-
lated to helping behavior.

Another consequence of resource depletion is a
lessened ability to restrain impulsive tendencies and
conform to social norms (Welsh, Ellis, Christian, &
Mai, 2014). Indeed, researchhas shown that resource
depletion often manifests in unsanctioned acts such
as abusive supervision (Barnes et al., 2015), decep-
tion (Welsh et al., 2014), and self-serving political
acts (Gabriel et al., 2018). Overtly aggressive acts
(e.g., Hershcovis & Barling, 2010) are unlikely,
however. Yet acts such as instigated incivility,
given its covert, innocuous, and ambiguous nature
(Lim, Ilies, Koopman, Christoforou, & Arvey, 2018;
Rosen et al., 2016), are possible. Because employees
will likely prioritize their remaining resources to ac-
tivities such as performing in-role tasks (Beal et al.,
2005), higher levels of depletionmay leave themwith
fewer resources to suppress the behaviors that char-
acterize incivility, such as making snide remarks or
rude gestures. Thus, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 5. Resource depletion is positively related
to instigated incivility.

Based on our above-delineated theory, we propose a
mediated relationship between justice social compari-
sons and both helping behavior and instigated incivil-
ity. We expect justice social comparisons to influence
employee behavior via the mediating effects of envy
and resource depletion, such that employees with low
justice social comparisons will engage in fewer help-
ing behaviors and more uncivil behaviors. We further

expect these effects to be increasingly likely when the
employee’s own justice perceptions are low (vs. high).
Thus, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 6. Justice perceptions moderate the me-
diated relationship of justice social comparison per-
ceptions, through envy and resource depletion, on (a)
helping behavior and (b) instigated incivility, such
that these relationships will be stronger when justice
perceptions are low (vs. high).

OVERVIEW OF STUDIES

Experience Sampling Design

We test our hypotheses in two daily, experience
sampling studies. Because both justice (e.g., Matta,
Scott, Colquitt, Koopman, & Passantino, 2017) and
social comparison (Buunk & Gibbons, 2007) occur on
a daily basis, we expect employees to make justice
social comparisons based on their changing daily
experiences. This methodology is particularly well
suited for testing self-regulation theories, which posit
that ever-changing actual states are continually com-
pared against internal reference standards as part of a
dynamic, iterativeprocess that influences subsequent
behavior (Johnson et al., 2006; Johnson et al., 2018).
Thus, we align theory and method by taking a daily
approach to testing our model.

In Study 1, we sent surveys at the beginning and
end of each workday. Justice social comparison per-
ceptions, justice perceptions, and envywere assessed
in the end-of-day survey. Resource depletion was
assessed the following morning (thus, the relation-
ship between envy and depletion is modeled across
days). Helping and instigated incivilitywere assessed
that afternoon. In Study 2, we sent surveys in the
middle and end of each workday. Justice social com-
parison perceptions, justice perceptions, envy, and
resource depletion were assessed in the midday sur-
vey. Helping and instigated incivility were assessed
in the end-of-day survey.

In both studies, we rule out four alternative expla-
nations for the negative effects of low justice social
comparison perceptions on helping and instigated
incivility. For different reasons, eachwould similarly
predict low justice social comparison perceptions to
result in lower levels of helping and higher levels of
instigated incivility. According to equity theory, low
justice social comparison perceptions may signal in-
equity in an employee’s treatment relative to co-
workers, thereby increasing tension and the desire
to alter the unbalanced situation (Adams, 1965). The
groupengagementmodelposits employeesuse justice
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social comparison perceptions to assess their relative
standing. Low levels of these perceptions may lead
employees to feel disconnected from their group,
thereby reducing motivation to work toward the
group’s success (Blader & Tyler, 2009). Social ex-
changeviews justiceasa resourcegivenbysupervisors
and in respect to which employees are obliged to re-
ciprocate (often toward coworkers). Low justice social
comparison perceptions may therefore lessen feelings
of obligation. Finally, referent cognitions theory sees
justice social comparisonperceptions as one of several
inputs into fairness assessments (Folger, 1986). Low
justice social comparisonperceptionsmay thusreduce
global fairness evaluations.

Latent Justice Operationalization

A distinction in the justice literature involves the use
of indirect measures, which focus on adherence to var-
ious justice rules (e.g., equity, correctability, truthful-
ness, or respect), or direct measures, which capture the
resultingsenseof fairness fromadherence to justice rules
(Colquitt, 2012). Because evaluations of justice rule
adherence are more descriptive in nature, relative to
perceptions of fairness, we felt theywould be amore
effectivebasis for social comparison (Festinger, 1954).
Thus,wemodified therule-basedmeasure fromColquitt
(2001) to use in our study. Despite measuring the di-
mensions separately, existing theory is insufficient to
develop strong logic for differences either in the mech-
anism or strength of one justice dimension compared to
others (Mayer et al., 2007). Plus, any suchdifferences are
not germane to our research question. Thus,we adopted
an alternative approach recommended for situations
where there is no reason to distinguish among the di-
mensions (Colquitt, 2012). That is, we operationalize
justice and justice social comparison as an aggregate
construct consisting of the following constituent justice
dimensions:distributive,procedural, informational, and
interpersonal (for a recent example, seeKoopman,Scott,
Matta, Conlon, & Dennerlein, 2019).

STUDY 1: METHOD

Sample and Procedure

In exchange for extra credit, students in a business
course at a U.S. Midwestern university provided
contact information for a full-time employee inter-
ested in participating in the study. We sent partici-
pants two surveysperdayat thebeginning andendof
each day for 15 workdays. Initially, 223 individuals
enrolled in the study, of whom 210 (95%) completed

at least one full day of surveys. However, we had
several criteria for inclusion in our final sample. In
order that they could have an opportunity to ob-
serve and experience justice, participants must have
interactedwith both their supervisor and coworkers.
We removed cases for participants who did not meet
this criterion, leaving 146 participants (70%).4 Sec-
ond, we required that participants have at least four
days of data, leaving us with 109 participants (75%).
Finally, the relationship between envy and resource
depletion was modeled across days, so we modified
the prior criterion to require surveys be completed
four times on successive days (e.g., surveys com-
pleted on a Monday and Tuesday were a valid case,
but surveys completed on aMonday andWednesday
were not). Our final sample comprised 96 individ-
uals (680 cases). Participants worked full time in
various positions (e.g., forecast analyst, mechanical
engineer, plumber, and veterinary assistant). They
averaged 41.9 years of age (SD 5 13.8), worked 42.6
hours per week (SD 5 7.9), and spent 25.6 hours
(SD 5 14.2) interacting with coworkers. Partici-
pants primarily identified as Caucasian (75%) and
female (55%).

Measures

Justice social comparison perceptions. We mea-
sured justice social comparison using the end-of-day
survey, with three items per dimension. Each item
was preceded by the stem, “Today, compared to
my coworkers, my supervisor. . .,” and employees
responded to the following items. Regarding dis-
tributive justice: “. . . distributed outcomes based on
the effort I have put into my work,” “. . . distributed
outcomes that are appropriate, based on the work
that I have completed,” and “. . . distributed out-
comes that are justified, based on my performance.”
For procedural justice: “. . . gave me the opportunity
to express my views and feelings about a work de-
cision or action,” “. . . gave me the opportunity to
exert influence over a work decision or action,” and
“. . . gave me the opportunity to appeal a work deci-
sion or action.” Pertaining to informational justice:
“. . . was candid in communications with me,” “. . .
was thorough when explaining procedures to me,”

4 Many individuals were either high in their organiza-
tional hierarchies, were self-employed, had infrequent
contact with their supervisor or coworkers (e.g., working
alone, working at home, traveling for work, etc.), or simply
had bad timing for the study (e.g., supervisorwas out of the
office or they were traveling for work or on vacation).
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and “. . . was timely when communicating details to
me.” In relation to interpersonal justice: “. . . treated
me in apolitemanner,” “. . . treatedmewith respect,”
and “. . . refrained frommaking improper remarks or
comments to me.”

To capture employee assessments of discrepancy
with regard to justice, we used an approach recently
applied in several other studies of social comparison
(e.g., Reh, Troster, & Van Quaquebeke, 2018). Each
item contained a blank for participants to fill in using
the appropriate anchor (e.g., “Distributed _____ out-
comes based on the effort I have put into my work”).
We used the anchors 1 5 “far less,” 2 5 “less,” 3 5
“equal,” 45 “more,” and 55 “far more.” Coefficient
alphas were .97, .95, .87, and .96 for distributive,
procedural, informational, and interpersonal justice
social comparisons, respectively, and .95 for the ag-
gregated justice comparison measure.

Justice perceptions. We measured justice percep-
tionswith the end-of-day surveyusing the same items
as above, except that the stem preceding each item
was “Today, my supervisor. . ..”We used the anchors
from Colquitt (2001) (i.e., 15 “to a very small extent”
to 5 5 “to a very large extent”). Coefficient alphas
were .99, .96, .95, and .98 for distributive, procedural,
informational, and interpersonal justice, respectively.
Coefficient alpha for the aggregated measure was .96.

Envy.Wemeasured envy (a5 .97) with the end-of-
day surveywith four items fromDuffyet al. (2012).An
example item is “Right now, I feel resentment that
other employees have it better than I do.”Weused the
anchors 1 5 “strongly disagree” and 5 5 “strongly
agree.”

Resource depletion. We measured resource de-
pletion (a 5 .96) with the beginning-of-day survey
using five items validated by Johnson et al. (2014).
We used the anchors 15 “very slightly or not at all”
and 5 5 “very much.” An example item is “Right
now, I feel drained.”

Helping behavior. We measured helping behav-
ior (a 5 .94) with the end-of-day survey using six
items adapted from Settoon and Mossholder (2002).
Employees reported their helping, with the stem
“Today, I. . .” preceding each item. An example item
is “. . . took on extra responsibilities in order to help a
coworker.” We used the anchors 1 5 “not at all” to
5 5 “frequently.”

Instigated incivility. We measured instigated in-
civility (a5 .94) through the end-of-day survey with
three items used by Rosen et al. (2016), and using the
same item stem and anchors as with helping behav-
ior. An example item is “. . . put a coworker down or
acted condescendingly.”

Alternative mediating mechanisms. We also in-
cluded measures on the end-of-day survey to oper-
ationalize theaforementionedalternativeexplanations.
For equity theory,wemeasured psychological contract
breach5 with three items (e.g., “I feel that almost all of
the promises made by my employer have been kept”;
a5 .99) fromRobinsonandMorrison (2000) toevaluate
employee perceptions of an aversive, unbalanced sit-
uation. For group engagement, we measured group
identification with three items (e.g., “If someone had
criticized my workgroup, it would have felt like a per-
sonal insult”; a 5 .85) from Mael and Ashforth (1992)
to evaluate how employees perceived their connec-
tion with others. For social exchange, we measured
felt obligation with three items (e.g., “I felt a per-
sonal obligation to do whatever I could to help one
or more coworkers achieve their goals”; a 5 .94)
from Eisenberger, Armeli, Rexwinkel, Lynch, and
Rhoades (2001) to assess whether employees felt
obliged to exert effort on behalf of coworkers. For
referentcognitions theory,wemeasuredoverall fairness
with three items (e.g., “Mysupervisor treatedme fairly”;
a5 .99) adapted fromAmbrose andSchminke (2009) to
evaluate assessments of supervisor fairness.

Analytic Approach

We analyzed our model with multilevel path
analysis in Mplus 7.11 (Muthén & Muthén, 2015),
using group-mean centering for predictors, random
slopes for hypothesized paths, and fixed effects for
controls (e.g., Lanaj, Kim, Koopman, & Matta, 2018).
Table 1 (upper pane) shows the partitioning of within
and between variance for the variables. We calcu-
lated the within-individual product of justice social
comparison perceptions and justice perceptions
to test for moderation. We modeled justice social
comparison perceptions as a predictor of envy with
justiceperceptionsasamoderator.Envywasmodeledas
apredictorof resourcedepletion,andresourcedepletion

5 A reviewer expressed concern as to whether percep-
tions of psychological contract breach adequately captures
the imbalance, tension, and injustice associated with per-
ceiving inequity (Adams, 1965). We believe that there are
theoretical reasons to think it does. In her seminal article,
Rousseau (1989: 128) explicitly noted that injustice and
inequity are associated with perceptions of contract
breach. Moreover, contract breach perceptions prompt
employees to scale back effort in order “to rebalance” their
situation (Deng, Coyle-Shapiro, & Yang, 2018: 572) and “to
make attempts at restoring equity [balance] in the rela-
tionship” (Kickul & Lester, 2001: 192).
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as a predictor of helping and incivility. We controlled
for the alternative mechanisms by modeling justice
social comparison perceptions as a predictor of each
mechanism with justice perceptions as a moderator.
Each mechanism was modeled as a predictor of help-
ing and incivility, and all direct effects were included
in our model.

We tested mediation and moderated mediation
using a parametric bootstrap with 20,000 resamples
to create bias-corrected confidence intervals for the
indirect effects. We also included two additional
sets of control variables in our model. First, we in-
cluded prior measures of each endogenous con-
struct, and a variable to account for the study day
(Gabriel et al., 2019). Second, we controlled for cy-
clical variation by including a variable representing
the weekday, as well as the sine and cosine of that
variable. Our final model included all controls, but
results and effect sizes were comparable without
them.

Next, we conducted two confirmatory factor ana-
lyses (CFAs). First, we examined justice social
comparison perceptions and justice perceptions
to evaluate our latent justice operationalization.

We specified justice perceptions and justice social
comparison perceptions as second-order factors,
with the four constituent dimensions modeled as
first-order factors. For each first-order factor, we
modeled their respective items as indicators. The
resulting models adequately fit the data (x2 5 314,
df 5 243, CFI 5 .98, RMSEA 5 .02, SRMR 5 .04),
and fit better than an alternative model with a
single, second-order justice factor of all eight first-
order factors (Dx2 5 106, Ddf5 1, p, .001). We then
conducted a second CFA, retaining this structure for
justice and adding envy, resource depletion, helping,
instigated incivility, psychological contract breach,
group identity, felt obligation, and overall fairness.
This model adequately fit the data (x2 5 1789, df 5
1322, CFI5 .96, RMSEA5 .02, SRMR5 .04).

STUDY 1: RESULTS

Descriptive statistics for the focal variables are
included in the upper pane of Table 2, and Table 3
presents the results of our analysis. Hypothesis 1,
which predicted a negative relation of justice social
comparison perceptions with envy, was supported

TABLE 1
Percentage of Within-Person Variance among Study 1 and Study 2 Variables

Construct
Within-individual variance

(e2)
Between-individual variance

(r2)
% of within-individual

variance

Study 1
Justice Social Comparison
Perceptions

.064 .049 57

Justice Perceptions .237 .366 39
Envy .302 .364 46
Resource Depletion .195 .159 58
Helping Behavior .435 .562 45
Instigated Incivility .134 .095 62
Psychological Contract Breach .267 .588 31
Group Identification .286 .243 54
Felt Obligation .240 .252 49
Overall Fairness .321 .437 42

Study 2
Justice Social Comparison
Perceptions

.082 .076 52

Justice Perceptions .388 .738 34
Envy .219 .532 29
Resource Depletion .300 .216 58
Helping Behavior .505 .555 48
Instigated Incivility .016 .002 89
Psychological Tension .431 .421 51
Group Identification .304 .587 34
Felt Obligation .418 .475 47
Overall Fairness .359 .803 31

Note: The percentage of variance within-persons was calculated as e2/(e2 1 r2).
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(g 5 2.25, p , .05).6 Hypothesis 2, which predicted
an interaction with justice perceptions, was also
supported (g 5 .56, p , .05; see upper pane of
Figure 2). The relationship between justice social
comparisons and envy was significant at low levels
of justice perceptions (g 5 2.50, p , .05) but not
significant at high levels of justice perceptions (g 5
.00, ns). Hypothesis 3, which predicted a positive
relation of envy with resource depletion, was sup-
ported (g5 .08, p, .05). In support of Hypothesis 4,
resource depletion was negatively associated with
helping behavior (g52.12, p, .05), and, in support
of Hypothesis 5, resource depletion was positively
associated with instigated incivility (g 5 .10, p ,

.05). The variance explained in each variable was
14%, 2%, 6%, and 9%, respectively.

The moderated mediation relationship between
justice social comparisons and helping (Hypothesis
6a) was supported. The conditional indirect effect
was positive (0.004) and significant (95%CI [0.0007,
0.0176]) at low justice perceptions levels, but
not at high levels (0.000; 95% CI [20.0064, 0.0044]),
and this difference was significant (20.005; 95%
CI [20.0249, 20.0003]). The moderated mediation
relationship between justice social comparison
and instigated incivility (Hypothesis 6b) was also
supported. The conditional indirect effect was neg-
ative (20.004) and significant (95% CI [20.0163,
20.0005]) at low justice perceptions levels, but not
at high levels (0.000; 95% CI [20.0048, 0.0055]),
and this difference was significant (0.004; 95% CI
[0.0004, 0.0229]).

Supplemental Analysis

We further explored the relationship of justice
social comparison perceptions with envy by inves-
tigating each justice dimension. Although this

TABLE 2
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations among Study 1 and Study 2 Variables

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Study 1
1. Justice Social Comparison

Perceptions
3.07 0.25

2. Justice Perceptions 3.58 0.49 .37*
3. Envy 1.61 0.56 2.21* 2.25*
4. Resource Depletion 1.36 0.45 2.12* 2.08 .03
5. Helping Behavior 2.96 0.67 .07 .14* .01 2.07*
6. Instigated Incivility 1.15 0.38 2.04 2.01 .01 .09 2.12
7. Psychological Contract Breach 3.56 0.52 .16* .32* 2.09* .01 .20* 2.00
8. Group Identification 3.57 0.54 .11* .16* 2.06 2.04 .04 2.01 .21*
9. Felt Obligation 3.89 0.49 .06 .18* 2.09* 2.03 .03 2.01 .31* .29*

10. Overall Fairness 3.83 0.55 .29* .54* 2.21* 2.08* .05 2.08* .29* .14* .13*
Study 2
1. Justice Social Comparison

Perceptions
3.02 0.29

2. Justice Perceptions 3.67 0.62 .28*
3. Envy 1.44 0.47 2.18* 2.12*
4. Resource Depletion 1.48 0.55 2.09* 2.14* .14*
5. Helping Behavior 2.62 0.71 2.08* .13* .14* 2.05
6. Instigated Incivility 1.03 0.13 2.12* 2.05 2.01 .07* 2.03
7. Psychological Tension 1.49 0.66 2.18* 2.15* .26* .06 .08* .02
8. Group Identification 3.54 0.55 .02 .05 .04 2.02 2.08* 2.03 2.04
9. Felt Obligation 3.88 0.65 .02 .14* .05 2.06 2.04 2.08* 2.01 .43*

10. Overall Fairness 4.14 0.60 .28* .55* 2.14* 2.05 .12* 2.05 2.18* .06 .06

Notes: Study 1, Level 1, n 5 680; Level 2, n 5 96. Study 2, Level 1, n 5 853; Level 2, n 5 100. Correlations and standard
deviations represent group mean-centered relationships among the daily variables at the within-person level of analysis.

*p, .05

6 Two envy items contain wording implying a social
comparison, creating apotential artifactual explanation for
our findings. Accordingly, we reanalyzed each model
three times, omitting one item, omitting the other, and
omitting both. Relationships were comparable when only
one itemwas eliminated. The interactionsweakenedwhen
both items were eliminated, though this could be due to
envy being less reliable (estimated with only two items).
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FIGURE 2
Study 1 (Top) andStudy 2 (Bottom) Interaction of Justice Social Comparison Perceptions and Justice Perceptions

Predicting Envy
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Notes: Simple slopes analyses across both studies confirm that the relationship between justice social comparison perceptions and envy is
significant at low levels of justice perceptions (Study 1: g 5 2.50, p , .05; Study 2: g 5 2.53, p , .05) and not significant at high levels of
justice perceptions (Study 1: g5 .00, ns; Study 2: g 52.23, ns).
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analysis underspecifies our construct and potentially
misses aspects of an employee’s daily experience,
these results may be informative for future research
on specific dimensions of justice social comparison.
Neither distributive justice social comparisons
(g 5 2.12, p . .05) nor its interaction with justice
perceptions (g 5 .17, p. .05) significantly predicted
envy. Procedural justice social comparison percep-
tions were not associated with envy (g 5 2.09, p .
.05); however, the interactionwas significant (g5 .20,
p , .05). Neither informational justice social com-
parison perceptions (g 5 2.14, p . .05) nor the in-
teraction (g 5 .13, p . .05) significantly predicted
envy. Interpersonal justice social comparison per-
ceptions (g52.15, p, .05), and the interaction (g5
.40, p, .05), significantly predicted envy.

STUDY 1: DISCUSSION

In support of our hypotheses, employees felt
more envy on days during which they experienced
low justice social comparison perceptions, and this
relationship was stronger on days when employees
also perceived low levels of justice. We also found
support for the effects of our proposed mechanism
(envy and resource depletion) on subsequent be-
havior, beyond the four alternative mechanisms.
However, this study has three limitations. First, a
reviewer expressed concern about our measure of
inequity, and recommended that we more explic-
itly capture the associated tension. Second, a re-
viewer also noted theory does not make a strong
case for the lagged (across days) relationship be-
tween envy and resource depletion. Third, while
not uncommon in experience sampling research,
all focal variables were collected from the same
source. Accordingly, we addressed these limita-
tions in a second study.

STUDY 2: METHOD

Sample and Procedure

Werecruitedstaffmembers fromalargeU.S.Southern
university. Once enrolled, participants also nomi-
nated a coworker to participate. All individuals
completed surveys at the middle and end of each
day for 15 workdays. Initially, 201 individuals en-
rolled in the study, ofwhom192 (96%) completed at
least one full day of surveys. We again had several
criteria for inclusion in our final sample. We elim-
inated cases for participants who did not interact
with their supervisor and/or coworkers on a given

day, leaving 181 participants (94%). Second, we
again required at least four days of data, resulting in
100 participants (55%) who provided 853 cases.
Participants worked full time in a variety of posi-
tions (e.g., training specialist, simulation coordinator,
health promotion specialist, and IT professional).
Participants averaged 37.6 years of age (SD 5 11.6),
worked 41.1 hours per week (SD 5 2.9), and spent
22.3 hours (SD 5 16.1) interacting with coworkers.
Participants primarily identified as Caucasian (77%)
and female (77%).

Measures

Justice social comparison perceptions and jus-
tice perceptions. We measured both justice social
comparison perceptions and justice perceptions
in the midday survey with the items and anchors
used in Study 1. The only difference was that the
item stem for both was “Since arriving at work
today. . ..” For justice social comparison percep-
tions, coefficient alphas were .99, .99 .94, and .99
for distributive, procedural, informational, and
interpersonal justice social comparisons, respec-
tively, and .96 for the aggregated measure. For
justice perceptions, coefficient alphas for the di-
mensions were, respectively, .99, .98, .98, .99, and
.97 for the aggregated measure.

Envy and resource depletion.Wemeasured envy
(a 5 .98) and resource depletion (a 5 .96) in the
midday survey with the same items, anchors, and
stem as in Study 1.

Helping behavior.Wemeasured helping behavior
(a 5 .95) in the end-of-day survey, as in Study 1;
however, we asked participants to report on their
coworker’s enactment of this behavior. The stem
for this measure was “Since taking the previous
survey. . ..”

Instigated incivility. We measured instigated
incivility (a5 .58) in the end-of-day surveywith the
same items and anchors as Study 1. We used the
same stem that was used in respect of helping
behavior.

Alternative mediating mechanisms. We oper-
ationalized our alternative explanations by includ-
ing variables on the midday survey. We used the
same scales as in Study 1 for the group engage-
ment, social exchange, and referent cognitions
mechanisms (a 5 .88, .98, and .99). The equity
theory mechanism was operationalized by mea-
suring psychological tension using three items
(e.g., “I felt tension about things my supervisor
did, or did not, do”; a 5 .97) from Matthews,
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DelPriore, Acitelli, and Barnes-Farrell (2006) to
evaluate employees’ experienced tension from their
supervisor’s actions.7

Analytic Approach

Our analytic approach was identical to that
implemented in Study 1. Table 1 (lower pane)
shows the variance partitioning at the within and
between levels for our variables.We also conducted
the same CFAs as we did in Study 1. For the first,
focusing only on justice social comparison percep-
tions and justice perceptions, the resulting model
adequately fit the data (x25399,df5243, CFI5 .98,
RMSEA 5 .03, SRMR 5 .04), and fit better than an
alternative model with a single, second-order jus-
tice factor of all eight first-order factors (Dx2 5 247,
Ddf 5 1, p , .001). For the second, with all study
variables (retaining this structure for justice and
adding envy, depletion, helping, incivility, psy-
chological tension, group identity, felt obligation,
and overall fairness), the model adequately fit the
data (x2 5 2,390, df 5 1,322, CFI 5 .95, RMSEA 5
.03, SRMR 5 .04).

STUDY 2: RESULTS

Descriptive statistics for the focal variables are
included in the lower pane of Table 2, and Table 4
presents the results of our analysis. Hypothesis 1,
which predicted a negative relation of justice social
comparison perceptions with envy, was supported
(g 5 2.38, p , .05).8 Hypothesis 2, which predicted
an interaction with justice perceptions, was also
supported (g 5 .26, p , .05; see lower pane of
Figure 2). The relationship between justice social
comparisons and envywas significant at low levels
of justice perceptions (g 5 2.53, p , .05), but not
significant at high levels of justice perceptions
(g 5 2.23, ns). Hypothesis 3, which predicted a
positive relation of envy with resource depletion,
was supported (g 5 .20, p , .05). In support of
Hypotheses 4 and 5, resource depletion was

negatively associated with helping behavior
(g 5 2.12, p , .05) and positively associated with
instigated incivility (g5 .02, p, .05). The variance
explained in each variable was 19%, 12%, 18%,
and 19%, respectively.

The moderated mediation relationship between
justice social comparisons and helping (Hypothesis
6a) was supported. The conditional indirect effect
was positive (0.013) and significant (95%CI [0.0034,
0.0345]) at low justice perceptions levels, but not
at high levels (0.005; 95% CI [20.0016, 0.0240]),
and the difference was significant (20.006; 95% CI
[20.0161, 20.0017]). The moderated mediation re-
lationship between justice social comparison and in-
stigated incivility (Hypothesis 6b)was also supported.
The conditional indirect effect was negative (20.002)
and significant (95% CI [20.0056, 20.0007]) at low
justice perceptions levels, but not high levels (20.001;
95% CI [20.0039, 0.0003]), and the difference was
significant (0.001; 95% CI [0.0003, 0.0030]).

Supplemental Analysis

We again explored the relationship of justice so-
cial comparison perceptions with envy by investi-
gating each justice dimension, noting oncemore that
this analysis underspecifies our construct and po-
tentially misses aspects of an employee’s daily ex-
perience. Both distributive justice social comparison
perceptions (g52.18,p, .05)and the interaction (g5
.14, p , .05) significantly predicted envy. Procedural
justice social comparison perceptions (g 5 2.16, p ,
.05), but not the interaction (g 5 .17, p . .05), were
associated with envy. Neither informational justice
social comparison perceptions (g52.20, p. .05) nor
the interaction (g5 .10,p. .05) significantlypredicted
envy. Finally, both interpersonal justice social com-
parison perceptions (g 5 2.07, p , .05) and the in-
teraction (g 5 .24, p , .05) significantly predicted
envy.

STUDY 2: DISCUSSION

The results of Study 2 not only replicate our prior
findings, but also demonstrate both that our results
are robust to different operationalizations of the eq-
uity theorymechanism aswell as varied durations of
the time interval between assessments of envy and
resource depletion. There is a notable limitation—
the low mean (1.03) and variance (.12) of our inci-
vility measure, which resulted in a reliability lower
than the typical threshold of .70. However, any

7 We also measured psychological contract breach in
Study2and reranour analyseswith thismeasure insteadof
psychological tension.All resultswere comparable andare
available upon request.

8 We ran the same analyses as Study 1 wherein we in-
vestigated the envy items that exhibit content overlapwith
social comparison. The results of these alternative ana-
lyses were comparable to those obtained through our pri-
mary model.
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concerns are mitigated for two reasons. First, our
hypotheses were supported and our results mirror
those from Study 1, in which there were no issues
with the incivility measure. Second, and more im-
portantly, recent research notes that, in some cases,
due to assumptions that are routinely violated in em-
pirical data (i.e., that items display tau equivalence,
and that scores are normally distributed [McNeish,
2018]), coefficient alpha is an overly conservative es-
timate of internal consistency reliability. When these
conditions are not met—which is the case with our
measure of incivility—“Cronbach’s alpha becomes a
lower-bound estimate of internal consistency rather
than a true estimate” (McNeish, 2018: 415). McNeish
(2018) provided tools to calculate two alternatives:
omega total and Coefficient H. Using these, the recal-
culated reliability for incivility is .81 and .82, respec-
tively. Thus, although a limitation of Study 2, the low
coefficient alpha for incivility does not appear to
threaten the validity of our findings.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Social comparison processes were critical to the
originsof the justice literature.Yet,while this literature
has become more “social” over time (focusing less on
distributions and more on interpersonal communica-
tion and treatment; Colquitt, Greenberg, & Zapata-
Phelan, 2005), research on justice social comparisons
took a backseat to alternative theories such as social
exchange and group engagement (e.g., Blader & Tyler,
2009; Colquitt et al., 2013). This shift in attention
seems to reflect an implicit, collective consensus that
little remains to be learned about justice social com-
parisons. We submit that this consensus is premature,
and opportunities for building new theory about jus-
tice social comparison perceptions remain.

To that end, we show the potential value of using a
self-regulatory framework to understand the effects
of justice social comparisons. Social comparison and
self-regulation share a key mechanism—discrepancy
awareness—and, by drawing from self-regulation
theory, we elucidate novel mechanisms––envy and
resource depletion––through which justice social
comparisons influence behavioral outcomes. More-
over, the self-regulation frameworkwe rely on further
helped to elucidate justice perceptions as a boundary
condition on the effects of justice social comparison
perceptions, as low levels of justice perceptions ex-
acerbated the negative effects of low justice social
comparison perceptions. Finally, to alignwith theory
on the daily nature of justice and social comparison
(e.g., Buunk & Gibbons, 2007; Matta et al., 2017),

we tested our theory in two daily experience sam-
pling studies. Thus, our research brings attention
to the important, but underdeveloped, nature of
social comparison in justice theory and elucidates
why, when, and for whom justice social compari-
sons affect employee states and behaviors.

Implications for Theory and Practice

Our integration of self-regulation theory with jus-
tice social comparisons provides further evidence
of the utility of this theory to the justice literature.
Yet, despite its ability to explain employee behavior
(Johnson et al., 2006)—particularly many of the
behaviors often linked to justice (Colquitt et al.,
2013)—justice scholars rarely draw from this per-
spective. We feel that now is the time for this to
change. Self-control and regulatory resources have
implications for important work behaviors, and,
hence, developing an understanding of how justice-
relevant experiences (e.g., justice social comparison
perceptions) impact self-regulation processes offers a
significant theory-building opportunity. Self-regulation
theory canprovide scholarswith new insights intowhy
and how justice affects employee behavior, and, in
particular, leveraging this theory in conjunction with a
within-individual approach to theory building has
considerable potential.

Decades of research have produced a vast litera-
ture explainingwhy someemployees (but not others)
perceive justice and how some employees (but
not others) react to justice. Most of this research,
however, has examined justice as a static, between-
individual condition (i.e., some individuals perceive
higher levels of justice than others do). We think,
however, that taking a daily, within-individual per-
spective to justice phenomena hasmuch potential to
build new justice theory and refine existing theory.
For example, Matta et al. (2017) showed the daily,
variant nature of justice, and, in so doing, refined
aspects of uncertainty management theory. Johnson
et al. (2014) used a within-individual lens to show
that enacting procedural versus interpersonal justice
behaviors has unique effects on supervisors’ self-
regulation. We submit that further contributions to
the justice literature can be realized through a close
examination of extant theory and a willingness to
consider howadifferent viewpointmight change our
current understanding.

To that end, prior research has similarly treat-
ed justice social comparison as a static, between-
individual condition (e.g., Ambrose et al., 1991;
Colquitt, 2004; De Cremer et al., 2010; Grienberger
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et al., 1997). That is, whether the justice social
comparison was manipulated or measured, em-
ployees are seen as confined to a particular level of
justice relative to coworkers, and expected to behave
accordingly. As our results show, however, approx-
imately half (52–57%) of the variance in justice so-
cial comparisons is within individuals. Thus, by
calling attention to justice social comparison as a
potentially dynamic daily experience, and by eluci-
dating its self-regulatory implications, our research
demonstrates that there are opportunities for future
research to improve and expand the interplay of
justice and social comparisons.

For example, we focused on upward social com-
parisons, in alignment with the fact that most re-
search on social comparison in general (Gerber et al.,
2018), and with justice specifically (Mowday, 1991),
has shown upward comparisons are common and
impactful. Yet, discrepancies in an employee’s jus-
tice experiences relative to those of their coworkers
exist downward as well (Buunk & Gibbons, 2007),
but extant findings are somewhat equivocal (Gerber
et al., 2018). Indeed, an analysis with our Study 1
data reflects this. We examined sympathy, a social
emotion associated with downward comparisons
(Smith, 2000), and included this alongside envy in
our model (i.e., an outcome of justice social com-
parison and predictor of resource depletion). The
effects of justice social comparison predicting sym-
pathy approached significance (g5 .32, p, .10), but
sympathy was not associated with resource deple-
tion (g5 2.03, p. .10). Thus, employees may react
to downward justice social comparisons, but per-
haps not via a resource mechanism. Instead, a self-
focused view of downward comparisons could be
more appropriate, which might suggest an emotion
such as pity or pride (Smith, 2000). Sympathy ne-
cessitates that the employee both feels sorrow over
another’s misfortune and is willing to share in that
misfortune (Smith, 2000). Pity or pride may allow
employees to avoid any self-relevant implications of
the situation.

There are other emotional mechanisms that may
be relevant as well. While our theory and above
discussion focus specifically on social comparison
emotions (those that relate either to the self, or to the
target of the comparison; Smith, 2000), that a justice
social comparison occurs due to a third party (the
supervisor) broadens the horizon of possible emo-
tional responses. For example, while employees
might envy a coworker due to a low justice social
comparison, they may feel anger or resentment to-
ward the supervisor who created the discrepancy.

Indeed, such emotional reactions were the focus of
early theory on justice social comparisons (Adams,
1965; Folger, 1986). While our results account
somewhat for such reactions (e.g., via psychological
contract breach, inStudy1, or psychological tension,
in Study 2), further inquiry (particularly using an
experience sampling design, given the dynamic
nature of emotion) would be valuable. Moreover,
other previously unexplored emotions may be rele-
vant to consider. For example, as we articulated in
our theory, low justice social comparisons (espe-
cially when combined with low justice perceptions)
signal a threatening, resource-poor justice context.
Such a context could elicit an emotion such as
anxiety (Cheng & McCarthy, 2018). We thus call for
research on the emotional reactions that result from
justice social comparisons.

Besides emotions, there may be other viable
mechanisms that underlie the effects of justice social
comparison. In addition to feeling envy, anger, or a
self-focused emotion such as depression (e.g., Smith,
2000), employees may also ruminate on the situa-
tion. Rumination consumes attentional resources
(e.g., Porath & Erez, 2007), so, if a low justice social
comparison led to rumination, this could constitute a
separate path through which justice social compar-
ison impacts resource depletion. Although we are
unaware of research that has tested this idea directly,
Weber and Hagmayer (2018) conducted a training
program to modify how individuals construe social
comparison situations and found a decrease in re-
ports of rumination.

There may also be value to examining in more
depth the relations between justice social compari-
son perceptions and the variables we included to
operationalize alternativemechanisms. Our primary
focus was demonstrating that our hypothesized
mechanism (envy and resource depletion) predict
outcomes beyond these mechanisms. However, it is
worthwhile to note that justice social comparison
perceptions and justice perceptions interacted to
predict some of the othermechanisms aswell.While
it is beyond the scope of our current manuscript to
develop theory for these other interactions, we think
this is a viable direction for future research. In par-
ticular, such a directionholds promise because these
mechanisms are not commonly examined at the
within-individual level of analysis, and therefore
the logic for these relationships would need to be
established.

It may also be valuable to examine enhancing
or mitigating factors for the effects of justice social
comparisons. We showed that the effects can be
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influenced by a daily factor—employees’ overall
level of perceived justice. However, other more sta-
ble factors could also increase employee sensitivity
to justice social comparisons. Buunk and Gibbons
(2007) noted, for example, that some individuals
have a stronger need than others to evaluate them-
selves via social comparisons—what they term “so-
cial comparison orientation.” Similarly, Liao and
Rupp (2005) noted that some individuals are partic-
ularly attuned to justice information in their en-
vironment (i.e., justice orientation). Both reflect
person-level characteristics that could potentially
magnify the effects of justice social comparisons.

A final potential direction for future research in-
volves the way in which justice social comparison
has been operationalized, both by us as well as by
other scholars. The common paradigm for justice
social comparison studies is to examine the conse-
quences of interacting perceptions of one’s own
and others’ justice (or manipulations of these con-
ditions). Our approachwas different, in that, instead
of assessing the justice experience of employees
and the comparison other separately, employees
reported their daily justice experiences relative to
coworkers. Interestingly, both approaches can be lik-
ened to methods of measuring person–environment
(PE) fit (Edwards, Cable,Williamson, Lambert, &Shipp,
2006). Specifically, the approach taken in most justice
social comparison research is analogous to what PE fit
scholars refer to as “atomistic fit,”whereas, in contrast,
our approach is analogous to what PE fit scholars
refer to as “molecular fit.” While there are con-
ceptual and empirical differences between these
measurement strategies (Edwards et al., 2006), that
justice social comparisons have been operational-
izedwith bothmethods suggests an opportunity for
integration with theory on PE fit.

For example, a stream of research in this literature
describes needs–supplies fit (Edwards et al., 2006).
This perspective examineswhether the environment
provides the resources required to meet employee
needs. Justice is generally considered to be a basic
need (Cropanzano et al., 2001), and our social com-
parison theorizing implies that the level of justice
received (the actual state) should be congruent to
that received by coworkers (the reference standard).
Viewed this way, when the relative amount of self–
other justice is discrepant, then, for a given em-
ployee, it is either deficient or in excess (Tepper
et al., 2018). We are unaware of social comparison
research (on justice or otherwise) in which upward
or downward comparisons have been articulated
using a fit paradigm.However, doing so could introduce

both a novel theoretical lens through which to examine
the consequences of justice social comparison as well
as a novel methodological approach, through the use
of polynomial regression and surface plot analy-
sis (e.g., Matta, Scott, Koopman, & Conlon, 2015).

Our theory has practical implications as well. Re-
search on self-serving biases suggests some individuals
make attributions in a way that protects their self-
esteem (e.g., Kunda, 1990). Applied to justice, perhaps
some individuals typically feel others are treated more
fairly in order to insulate themselves from negative
self-evaluations. If so, our results could be dis-
missed if these relationships were being examined
at a between-individual level (i.e., “You can’t please
everyone!”). Our theory, however, was within in-
dividual, as we examined the implications of an
individual’s perception that coworkerswere treated
more fairly on some days compared to others. Our
results thus show any employee, regardless of any
self-serving bias tendencies, might perceive low
justice social comparisons on a given day and feel
envy as a result.

Our results further demonstrate the importance for
supervisors to treat employees fairly. This is often
difficult for supervisors; some employees may have
higher-quality relationships with their supervisor than
others (Koopman et al., 2015), enacting justice may
sometimes be depleting for supervisors (Johnson et al.,
2014), or supervisors are sometimes too busy to be fair
(Sherf, Venkataramani, & Gajendran, 2019). However,
theconsequences fornotenacting justice, forenacting it
differentially toward the same employee on different
days, or for enacting it differentially for different em-
ployees are notable (Colquitt et al., 2013; Matta et al.,
2017).

Limitations

Despite strengths of our methods and analyses,
there are limitations as well. First, most study vari-
ables were collected from the same source, creating
common method variance concerns. This decision
was made for theoretical reasons: regarding justice,
the employee’s perception is critical and it is un-
likely that others could report on the employee’s
level of envy or resource depletion. It is possible to
useother-reports for our behavioral outcomes, andwe
did this for helping in Study 2—the results of which
converged with self-reported helping in Study 1. We
also took other steps recommended by Gabriel et al.
(2019) to remove the effects of stable response ten-
dencies (e.g., time separation, different scale anchors,
group mean-centering).
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Second, a potential concern exists regarding our
measurement of justice social comparison. Despite
similar use in several recent examinations of social
comparison (e.g., Reh et al., 2018), asking partici-
pants to assess discrepancy the way we did has
limitations. As Edwards (2001: 268) noted, “Re-
spondents do not systematically combine compo-
nents when reporting their difference.” That is,
individuals may use a different mental calculus to
evaluate the discrepancy. In a between-individual
study—which compares individual responses to
the sample mean—this could threaten the validity of
the measure by changing the rank ordering of rela-
tionships within a sample. For within-individual an-
alyses such as ours, however, this concern is not
germane. The use of group mean-centering ensures
that relationships are assessed relative toparticipants’
ownmean, not the sample mean. Thus, relationships
reflect the way in which a given individual responds
to some psychic process (i.e., a justice social com-
parison).Byeliminatingbetween-individualvariance
from the analysis, disparities in this process across
individuals do not threaten the validity of findings
(Gabriel et al., 2019). This, plus the convergence of
results across two studies, should largely alleviate
concerns about this approach.

A final limitation is that our effect sizes are small,
which iscommoninwithin-individual researchwhere
the analysis removes a substantial amount of variance
from each measure (as much as 60–70% for some
variables inour studies). Plus, ourmechanismconsists
of three stages, each ofwhich ismultiplied to calculate
the indirect effect. Nevertheless, the size of our effects
and confidence intervals are comparable to other
similar models (e.g., Barnes et al., 2015), and even
small effects have meaningful implications for the-
ory (Prentice & Miller, 1992).

CONCLUSION

Across two studies, we showed that justice so-
cial comparison is a within-individual phenomenon
with self-regulatory implications for employees’
emotions, self-control resources, and behaviors. The
new theory thatwebuilt around themechanisms and
boundary conditions of justice social comparison
can serve as a springboard to reinvigorate scholarly
attention to this important and foundational, yet
underdeveloped, component of organizational jus-
tice theory. Thus, while supervisors may have their
reasons for treating different employees with differ-
ent levels of justice, they should heed our findings
and be aware that, in the words of Dunford, Jackson,

Boss, Tay, and Boss (2015: 319), “Your employees
are watching.”
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