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Abstract Previous research has suggested that people have a need to believe in a

just world in order to function adaptively, even when negative events occur.

However, existing work has not examined how different types of negative events

may differentially influence the degree to which people believe the world is just.

Drawing data from two waves of a large-scale, nationally representative longitu-

dinal study (Americans’ Changing Lives), we propose that two primary types of

injustices—major injustices and threshold injustices—should affect belief in a just

world (BJW) differently. Major injustices include traumatic events that are over-

whelmingly intense and severe (i.e., experiencing the death of a child); threshold

injustices are traumatic events that, while difficult and impactful, are less severe

(i.e., being attacked, robbed, or burglarized). We expected that major injustices

would be associated with higher BJW, whereas threshold injustices would be

associated with lower BJW. Results largely confirmed our hypothesized effects both

within the waves of data as well as across waves. Implications for BJW theory and

the experience of different types of victimization are discussed.
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Introduction

Melvin J. Lerner’s landmark book, The Belief in a Just World: A Fundamental

Delusion (1980), proposes that people need to maintain the belief that the universe

they live in operates in a predictably ‘‘just’’ manner. Lerner (1980) cogently argued

that one of the primary functions of this belief is to adaptively function in social

situations. To invest in long-term decisions (i.e., delay gratification) and to develop

a moral compass that will direct a person toward pro-social behavior, that person

must hold an implicit belief that hard work and self-discipline will meet with

reward, while impulsive and injurious behaviors will meet with punishment (Hafer

& Bègue, 2005; Hafer, Bègue, Choma, & Dempsey, 2005; Lerner, 1980, 2003).

Lerner (1977) theorized that this heuristic of justice is based on a ‘‘personal

contract,’’ an individual’s internalized conception of justice based on a lifetime of

associating morality with rewards and punishments, as opposed to a ‘‘social

contract,’’ which refers to external social pressures to behave morally. However,

despite the adaptive and functional benefits presupposed by a need to believe that

the world is just, there are many ways in which this belief may be challenged. When

people’s actual experiences are inconsistent with their expectations of fairness in

the world, they experience a threat to their belief in a just world (BJW) (Fasel &

Spini, 2010; Hafer, 2000a; Hafer & Gosse, 2011; Haynes & Olson, 2006), which

must be reconciled for the sake of one’s BJW. That is, experiences of injustice

necessitate alterations of the personal contract and consequently the individuals’

BJW.

Some existing research has suggested that serious and/or persistent injustices

sometimes alter BJW (Cubela Adoric, 2004; Cubela Adoric & Kvartuc, 2007;

Dalbert, 2007; Fasel & Spini, 2010; Xie, Liu, & Gan, 2011). However, such

research has not delineated potentially different outcomes for BJW based on the

type of injustice vis-à-vis issues of severity. As Cubela Adoric (2004) has suggested,

there may be a ‘‘subjectively critical point’’ of injustice severity, leading certain

injustices to have little impact on one’s just-world schema, versus a large impact (p.

262). It is also worth noting that BJW is of particular importance for victims of

perceived injustice because of its functionality as a personal resource (Dzuka &

Dalbert, 2002, 2007; Xie et al., 2011). That is, injustices do not simply stimulate the

defense of BJW for its own sake but also constitute situations in which individuals

are in greater need of positive worldviews and the benefits imbued by BJW. In the

current work, we examine the ways in which experienced injustices of different

degrees of severity may alter BJW endorsement. We delineate two types of

injustices: ‘‘major injustices’’ and ‘‘threshold injustices’’. Major injustices include

traumatic events that are overwhelmingly intense and severe (i.e., experiencing the

death of a child); threshold injustices are traumatic events that, while difficult and

impactful, are less severe (i.e., being attacked, robbed, or burglarized). We expect

threshold injustices to be sufficient to challenge preconceived notions of justice and

thus show reduced endorsement of BJW (in the current study, operationalized as

having experienced a serious physical attack, robbery, or burglary). We expect

major injustices to be overwhelmingly intense life events that provoke the need to
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increase one’s BJW for coping purposes (in the current study, operationalized as

having experienced the death of their child). We provide supporting details for these

arguments in the sections that follow.

BJW as a Mechanism for Coping with Threat

Research has shown that when people experience a threat to their BJW, they employ

various coping mechanisms in an attempt to maintain it, because doing so allows

them to remain confident in their own actions and their ability to control outcomes

in their lives (Aguiar, Vala, Correia, & Pereira, 2008; Anderson, Kay, & Fitzsimons,

2010; Dalbert, 2009; Furnham, 2003; Jost et al., 2014; Lerner, 1980). Hafer and

Gosse (2011) discuss numerous conscious, preconscious, and protective strategies

for maintaining BJW, such as preventing injustice, compensating victims, avoiding

or withdrawing from injustice, reinterpreting injustice to seem more fair, believing

that eventually justice will manifest itself (ultimate justice), believing that injustices

in other’s lives are unrelated to one’s own world (multiple world view), believing

that one does not believe in justice and therefore does not need to defend the belief

(penultimate justice), and demonizing unjust others as a way of dismissing injustice

as an anomaly. The number of defense mechanisms people might employ to

maintain BJW indicates its fundamentality, while the differing protective strategies

for dealing with injustices indicate a wide range of potential responses (based on

subjectively construed events relevant to BJW as a personal resource). For instance,

people differ in the degree to which they personally expect justice in their own lives

(‘‘personal BJW’’), and this has been shown to predict mental health (Dalbert, 1999;

Dalbert & Stoeber, 2006; Dzuka & Dalbert, 2002, 2007; Xie et al., 2011),

demonstrating that subjective differences in justice beliefs can have relevant

implications. This study does not specifically measure personal BJW because the

concept was developed after the data used in this study had been collected, but the

variety of protective strategies like personal BJW do suggest that subjective

differences in BJW can be meaningful.

The benefits of maintaining the belief that the world is just are clear. This belief

has been negatively correlated with rule-breaking behavior (Donat, Umlauft,

Dalbert, & Kamble, 2012) psychopathy (Fischer & Bolton Holz, 2010; Hafer et al.,

2005; Otto, Boos, Dalbert, Schöps, & Hoyer, 2006) and positively correlated with

feelings of social inclusion (Donat et al., 2012), feelings of control (Fischer &

Bolton Holz, 2010), self-regulation (Laurin, Fitzsimons, & Kay, 2011), and goal-

setting behavior (Hafer, 2000b; Hafer et al., 2005; Sutton & Winnard, 2007). Such

findings support Lerner’s (1980) theory that BJW serves an adaptive function that is

important for one’s mental health and overall well-being. The presence of individual

differences in beliefs about justice suggests that life experiences may influence

people’s BJW.

Belief in a Just World as an Individual Difference

Although most people are motivated to believe in a just world (Hafer et al., 2005),

they differ in the degree to which they believe the world is just. That is, BJW can
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operate as a relatively stable individual difference variable (Dalbert, 2009; Dzuka &

Dalbert, 2007). If an individual’s conception of justice is based on a developed

understanding of his/her environment, there is no reason to believe that all

individuals perceive justice to be the same thing (Jost & Hunyady, 2002). Some

individuals’ ideal of a just world may be very different from the world in which they

live, and consequently, they may report lower perceptions of justice in the world.

As an individual difference, greater endorsement of BJW can serve as a personal

resource in the face of tragedy. Research has demonstrated that people with higher

BJW seem to cope with traumatic life events in healthier ways (Dzuka & Dalbert,

2007; Janoff-Bulman & Wortman, 1977, Libow & Doty, 1979; Otto et al., 2006)

such as reporting higher self-esteem and positive affect in the face of unemployment

(Dzuka & Dalbert, 2002), finding positive aspects of tragedies that befall others

(Anderson et al., 2010), and implicitly assuming that the socially disadvantaged are

happier and more honest (Kay & Jost, 2003). High BJW has also been linked to

internal locus of control (Witt, 1989), which is often considered a healthy

disposition because it enables individuals to suit their behaviors to their goals (e.g.,

Britt, Cumbie, & Bell, 2013) and take responsibility for their actions (Gussak,

2009). Furthermore, people who endorse beliefs that the world is unjust tend to

experience negative psychological states such as depressive symptoms, anxiety, and

high levels of neuroticism (Lench & Chang, 2007). Given the benefits of

maintaining the belief that the world is just, it is worthwhile to examine factors

that may influence the degree to which people believe it to be so.

The Impact of Life Events

Previous work examining BJW as an individual difference has established

correlations between high BJW and mental health, but little research has focused

on how traumatic life events may provoke not only defensive reactions meant to

protect BJW but a greater endorsement of BJW as a personal resource for those

dealing with injustice, which is a focus of the current research. Because

experimental approaches examining how experienced injustice might influence

BJW would be ethically challenging to carry out (cf. Hafer & Bègue, 2005),

establishing temporal sequence of changes in BJW has proven difficult. Further-

more, most of the existing examinations of how BJW may change in an individual

predict only negative effects of injustices on BJW. For instance, Fasel and Spini

(2010) found that people who had been directly affected by war and lived in

unstable economic situations reported lower BJW, Dzuka and Dalbert (2007) found

that teachers who reported being victimized by students reported lower personal

BJW, and Xie et al. (2011) found a similar reduction in BJW for people who

suffered losses of property and loved ones in the wake of an earthquake. Long-term

unemployment among young people, coupled with negative experiences, can

diminish BJW (Cubela Adoric, 2004), as can mobbing (severe, group-based

bullying) at work (Cubela Adoric & Kvartuc, 2007), and the experience of sexist

events for women (Fischer & Bolton Holz, 2010). In addition, Witt (1989) found

that residents of urban areas were lower in BJW and theorized that for these

individuals chance may play more of a role in day-to-day life than fairness, because
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of the higher frequency and complexity of external influences such as crime, traffic,

and competition for resources. Taken together, these findings suggest that people

who live in environments that are less stable, less controllable, and that produce

more negative experiences may report lower BJW (Dzuka & Dalbert, 2002, 2007;

Fasel & Spini, 2010; Witt, 1989; Xie et al., 2011). Such studies often suggest that

the protection of BJW should be particularly important for victims, but neglect to

mention that this protection of BJW does not occur for its own sake. Rather, the

current research proposes that victimization necessitates the alteration of beliefs

about the world. Experiences of threshold injustices would lower ones’ BJW, as

they are relatively minor traumatic experiences, leading one to believe that the

world is less just. However, major injustices, because of their distinct severity,

necessitate an increase in BJW because not doing so would compromise victims’

ability to function in everyday life.

Changes in BJW Based on Severity of Victimization

If experiences of injustice can differentially affect people’s BJW, then the question

becomes what intensity of perceived injustice is necessary for BJW to be

conceptually rejected by a victimized individual, and what intensity of injustice is

necessary for the individual to reaffirm BJW as a coping mechanism? What

traumatic life events that meet or exceed the ‘‘subjectively critical point’’ (Cubela

Adoric & Kvartuc, 2007, p. 262) of intensity strain BJW. Indeed, much previous

research has indicated that relatively minor life events can be traumatic enough that

subjects report lower BJW (e.g., experiencing bullying and sexist events, living in

an urban environment) (Cubela Adoric & Kvartuc, 2007; Fischer & Bolton Holz,

2010; Witt, 1989). For instance, Harrison and Kinner (1998) found that even

6–12 months after the event, victims of armed robbery exhibited distress levels

comparable to levels found in victims of serious physical injuries and mass shooting

survivors, and Elklit (2002) found no significant differences in the stress reactions of

victims of violent assault and victims of robbery, with the average respondent

qualifying for acute stress disorder. Breslau et al. (1998) found that 20.9 % of

victims of ‘‘assaultive violence’’ (e.g., rape, mugged/threatened with weapon, badly

beaten up) experienced PTSD. Taken together, these findings suggest that more

minor traumatic events such as experiencing an attack, robbery, or burglary may be

considered threshold injustices, which could lower victims’ BJW.

But extremely intense traumatic life events could require the individual to

maintain the belief more adamantly as a way of coping with the event. The death of

a child is widely considered one of the most severely traumatic life events an

individual can experience (Cook, 1983; Murphy et al., 1999; Murphy, Chung, &

Johnson, 2002) and can be considered to constitute a form of vicarious victimization

for the bereft parent or parents (Rinear, 1988). Cook (1983) found that bereft parents

felt the death of their child was ‘‘overwhelming in its intensity’’ (p. 47), which

resulted in feelings of absence, painful associations during holidays, difficulty and

jealousy when seeing other children, the solitude of inexpressible grief, and

unanticipated reminders of the deceased child. An early investigation of relative

stress found that the death of a spouse was the single most stress-provoking event
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respondents reported experiencing (setting an arbitrary score of one hundred), while

the death of a close family member ranked fifth (at 63) (whereas serious personal

illness or injury ranked sixth at 53) (Holmes & Rahe, 1967). Furthermore, those who

experienced the sudden, unexpected death of a loved one showed a 31.1 % chance

of developing PTSD (Breslau et al., 1998). Thus, although robbery and physical

attacks can certainly be intense traumatic experiences with the potential to

destabilize BJW, the death of a child may be more persistent in its severity, driving

bereft parents to view future injustices as comparatively insignificant, while

maintaining BJW in general could prove important for enduring and coping.

Summary and Hypotheses

Previous research suggests that experiencing sufficient victimization may influence

people’s beliefs about the world, both threatening BJW and increasing its necessity

as a personal coping resource. In the current research, we examined how two broad

types of victimization (threshold injustices and major injustices) would influence

people’s BJW both concurrently and over time. We proposed two primary

hypotheses. First, we hypothesized that individuals who have experienced threshold

injustices (i.e., having been attacked or robbed) would show lower BJW and reduce

their endorsement of BJW over time. Second, we hypothesized that individuals who

experienced major injustices (i.e., the death of their own child) would show higher

BJW and increase their endorsement of BJW over time.

Method

We utilized data from two waves of the Americans’ Changing Lives Study (1986

and 1989), a longitudinal survey conducted between 1986 and 2013 that measures

numerous social and psychological variables among Americans aged 24–96 years.

These waves were chosen because participants’ BJW was only assessed during these

waves. The study, conducted by the Survey Research Center at the University of

Michigan’s Institute for Social Research and funded by the National Institute on

Aging, is ‘‘the oldest ongoing nationally representative longitudinal survey of the

role of a broad range of social, psychological, and behavioral factors’’ (Institute for

Social Research, 2012, para. 1) and their influences on health. This dataset has been

widely utilized in previous research (e.g., Herzog, House, & Morgan, 1991; House

et al., 1990; Morgan, 1992; Umberson, 1993).

Participants

The Americans’ Changing Lives Study purposely oversampled traditionally

underrepresented groups (House, 2002). Specifically, they utilized a 2:1 sampling

technique for elderly (60? years old) and Black individuals living in the contiguous

48 states. The average age in the sample was 53.64 (range 26–96, SD = 17.63).

Approximately 62.5 % of the sample was female, and 37.5 % were male.
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Participants were primarily White/Caucasian (64.2 %) and Black/African-American

(32.5 %); the remainder identified themselves as other races (3.3 %).

At Wave 1 the full sample included 3617 participants. Of them, 621 had lost a

child (2996 had not). Of those who had lost a child, 85 had done so in the previous

3 years (3493 had not, 39 missing in original dataset). Also at Wave 1, 558

participants had been seriously physically attacked (3059 had not). Lastly at Wave

1, 334 participants had been robbed or burglarized in the past 3 years (3233 had

not).

Wave 2 included 2867 participants (79.25 % participant retention from Wave 1).

Of them, at Wave 2, 470 participants had had a child die (2397 had not). Of those

who had lost a child at Wave 2, 69 had done so in the previous 3 years since Wave 1

(2773 had not). Also at Wave 2, 438 participants had been attacked within in their

lifetime (2429 had not). Lastly, 295 participants had been robbed within the

previous 3 years since Wave 1 (2572 had not).

Materials: Wave 1 (1986)

Victimization Items

During Wave 1, participants responded to a series of yes/no items about their

victimization experiences in their lifetime or in the previous 3 years. Specifically,

they reported if they (1) had ‘‘ever had a child who died? (including stillbirths but

NOT miscarriages)’’; (2) had a ‘‘child who died recently (last 3 years)’’; (3) had

‘‘ever been the victim of a serious physical attack or assault AT ANY TIME IN

YOUR LIFE?’’ (emphasis in original); and (4) had been ‘‘robbed or [had] your

home burglarized IN THE LAST THREE YEARS?’’ (emphasis in original) (House,

2002). On the basis of severity, items 1 and 2 were defined as major injustices, and

items 3 and 4 were defined as threshold injustices. Unfortunately, data were not

collected with regard to whether participants had been robbed or burglarized at any

point previously in their lives (as was the case for if they had a child die or if they

had been attacked), so these questions were not included in our analyses.

Belief in a Just World

Likely due to the length of the Americans’ Changing Lives survey instrument,

abbreviated versions of many scales were used, including BJW. Three items from

existing research on BJW assessed participants’ endorsement of just-world beliefs.

Examples of publications in which these items have been used are in parentheses

after each item, including Rubin and Peplau (1975), which was a scale validation

publication: ‘‘by and large, people deserve what they get’’ (Rubin & Peplau, 1975;

Umberson, 1993), ‘‘people who meet with misfortune have often brought it on

themselves’’ (Rubin & Peplau, 1975; Umberson, 1993), and ‘‘in the long run good

people will be rewarded for the good things they have done’’ (Musick & Wilson,

1998; Umberson, 1993) (a for Wave 1 = .59). Participants completed these items

on a four-point Likert-type scale from 1 (strongly agree) to 4 (strongly disagree).
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Materials: Wave 2 (1989)

The same victimization items that were measured in Wave 1 were also used in

Wave 2. We also utilized the same three items to measure BJW at Wave 2 (a for

Wave 2 = .54).

Procedures

Changes in BJW were calculated by averaging participants’ responses on the three

BJW items; their BJW scores were compared in three scenarios. We expected

effects both within the same time period of measurement (e.g., effects of injustices

prior to Wave 1 on BJW at Wave 1, and injustices prior to Wave 2 on BJW at Wave

2) as well as across time periods (i.e., effects of injustices prior to Wave 1 on BJW

at Wave 2).

Results

Influence of Death of a Child (Major Injustice) on BJW

As can be seen in Table 1, individuals who had either had children die in the

previous 3 years or at any point in their lifetimes, compared to others who did not

experience the death of a child, increased their BJW. For both of these variables, the

death of a child prior to Wave 1 affected both Wave 1 BJW values as well as Wave

2 BJW measured 3 years later. This test was also significant for the influence of

having a child die in their lifetime by Wave 2 on Wave 2 BJW. The test did not

reach statistical significance (p = .12), although the means were in the same

direction for the effect of having a child die in the previous 3 years before Wave 2

on Wave 2 BJW. Thus, the overall pattern of results supports the notion that

individuals who experienced a major injustice increased their BJW as compared to

those who did not experience such an injustice.

Influence of Being Attacked or Robbed (Threshold Injustice) on BJW

To examine how being attacked or robbed would influence BJW, we compared

changes in BJW based on data collected at Wave 1 and Wave 2. First, with regard to

being attacked, those who were attacked prior to Wave 1 reported lower BJW at

Wave 2 than those who were not attacked prior to Wave 1. Similarly, those who

were attacked prior to Wave 2 also reported lower BJW at Wave 2 than those who

were not attacked. However, although the means were in the same direction as the

anticipated effect, those who had been attacked prior to Wave 1 did not report a

statistically significant drop in BJW at Wave 1 (p = .50).

Furthermore, those who were robbed prior to Wave 1 reported lower BJW at

Wave 1 and lower BJW at Wave 2. However, those who reported being robbed prior

to Wave 2 did not show the hypothesized drop in their BJW at Wave 2 (p = .76).

Thus, keeping in mind the general trend of findings for those who were victimized
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by being attacked and being robbed, both of these threshold injustices appeared to

reduce participants’ BJW compared to individuals who had not experienced them.

Autoregressive Models

To further support our argument that victimization influences BJW, we also

conducted autoregressive analyses. These ANCOVAs examine the effect of

injustices on BJW at Wave 2, controlling for levels of BJW at Wave 1. Such

analyses provide a conservative test of our hypothesis, given that BJW is treated as

an individual difference variable, and as such, it should not be surprising that levels

of an individual difference variable should be predictive of that same individual

difference variable 3 years later.

As can be seen in Table 2, Wave 1 BJW was a strong predictor of Wave 2 BJW

regardless of the type of victimization experienced (Fs[ 720, ps\ .001).

However, despite this fact, most of the victimization experiences were still

significant predictors of BJW at Wave 2, controlling for Wave 1 BJW. Only two

effects that were previously statistically significant were reduced to non-signifi-

cance. These included the influence of having a child die within the past 3 years

Table 2 Autoregressive models of the Wave 2 injustice type on BJW, controlling for Wave 1 BJW

Wave 2 BJW

Non-victim

M (SD)

Victim

M (SD)

df F gp
2

Wave 1 predictors (injustice type)

Wave 1 BJW 1,2839 724.48*** .203

Child died (ever) 2.81 (0.61) 2.96 (0.64) 1,2839 9.93** .003

Wave 1 BJW 1,2814 721.44*** .204

Child died (3 years) 2.83 (0.62) 3.02 (0.73) 1,2814 2.72 (ns) .001

Wave 1 BJW 1,2839 743.74*** .208

Attacked (ever) 2.85 (0.62) 2.75 (0.62) 1,2839 10.13** .004

Wave 1 BJW 1,2839 737.89*** .206

Robbed (3 years) 2.84 (0.62) 2.76 (0.64) 1,2839 0.82 (ns) .000

Wave 2 predictors (injustice type)

Wave 1 BJW 1,2839 730.38*** .205

Child died (ever) 2.81 (0.61) 2.94 (0.64) 1,2839 5.04* .002

Wave 1 BJW 1,2839 740.19*** .207

Child died (3 years) 2.83 (0.62) 2.96 (0.69) 1,2839 0.04 (ns) .000

Wave 1 BJW 1,2839 732.63*** .205

Attacked (ever) 2.85 (0.62) 2.71 (0.61) 1,2839 4.78* .002

Wave 1 BJW 1,2839 743.59*** .208

Robbed (3 years) 2.84 (0.62) 2.82 (0.65) 1,2839 0.48 (ns) .000

(ns) not statistically significant

* p\ .05; ** p\ .01; *** p\ .001
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prior to Wave 1 on Wave 2 BJW, as well has the influence of being robbed in the

past 3 years prior to Wave 1 on Wave 2 BJW. All other effects remained the same.

Thus, the effects of the different types of victimization appear to influence BJW,

above and beyond the effects of initial levels of BJW.

Analyses Controlling for the Influence of Income, Race, and Gender

Given the fact that numerous variables may affect how experiencing victimization

could influence BJW, we conducted additional ANCOVAs for all of the effects

reported above. Specifically, for both the traditional ANOVAs and the autoregres-

sive ANCOVAs, we ran supplemental analyses in which we controlled for the

effects of self-reported family income, race, and gender. With one exception for the

traditional ANOVAs and one exception for the autoregressive ANCOVAs,

including these three control variables did not influence the statistical significance

of our effects. The exception for the traditional ANOVAs was for the effect of being

robbed in the past 3 years at Wave 1 on BJW at Wave 2. Results of the ANCOVAs

including the three control variables revealed that the effect of these controls (and

particularly the effect of family income) reduced this effect to non-significance. The

exception for the autoregressive ANCOVAs was for the effect of having a child die

ever at Wave 2 on BJW at Wave 2. Thus, when examining these many tests in

aggregate, it does not appear that income, race, and gender have an appreciable

influence on BJW change based on the experience of victimization.

Discussion

The current research provides a nationally representative, cross-sectional, and

longitudinal examination of the ways in which different types of victimization

influence people’s BJW. Relatively few studies have examined how real-life

traumatic events may influence people’s BJW. As many have noted, it has been

difficult to detect effects of factors that may alter people’s BJW (cf. Fasel & Spini,

2010); however, as the current findings suggest, remarkable circumstances such as

victimization and trauma may in fact do so. In general, studies examining the effects

of victimization and trauma on BJW have found that such experiences can decrease

BJW (e.g., Cubela Adoric, 2004; Cubela Adoric & Kvartuc, 2007; Fasel & Spini,

2010; Xie et al., 2011). Our findings are in line with this previous research, but only

for what we have characterized as threshold injustices, experiences typically

considered traumatizing (i.e., being attacked, robbed, or burglarized) but not

necessarily as severe as some other traumatic experiences. Threshold injustices were

associated with lower BJW contemporaneously and over time. Perhaps more

surprising is the evidence we have provided that the experience of major injustices

or overwhelmingly intense life events that provoke the need to believe in a just

world for coping reasons (i.e., experiencing the death of a child) were actually

associated with an increase in victims’ BJW, contemporaneously and over time.

Soc Just Res (2015) 28:509–525 519

123



Implications for BJW Theory and Types of Injustices

Although Lerner (1980) theorized that people’s BJW was a ‘‘fundamental delusion’’

shared by anyone capable of functioning in society, he had also theorized that this

belief was the result of a ‘‘personal contract’’ one develops through personal

experiences and interpretations of justice (Lerner, 1977). That is, even though

people are motivated to maintain and protect their BJW, significant life events may

influence such beliefs, especially if these life events are traumatic. The current

findings demonstrate that people who experience threshold injustices (i.e., being

attacked, robbed, or burglarized) showed lower endorsement of BJW than non-

victims, whereas people who suffer major injustices (i.e., the death of a child)

showed greater endorsement of BJW. These findings suggest that not only are

people’s beliefs about justice in the world influenced by significant life events, but

the degree and intensity of the injustice is also predictive of how it will influence

justice beliefs.

The distinction between threshold and major injustices used in the current

research may be an important contribution to understanding how negative events

may influence people’s BJW and view of the world more broadly. Previous research

has shown mixed results with regard to how victimization may influence BJW. For

example, some have found that victims do not alter their BJW (vs. non-victims)

(Cubela Adoric & Kvartuc, 2007). Others have suggested that victimization does

influence BJW, but that the influence depends on the duration of experiences of

victimization (Cubela Adoric, 2004; Fasel & Spini, 2010), domain of victimization

(Fasel & Spini, 2010), or the individual versus group versus societal basis of

victimization (Ferguson, 2000). Certainly, each of these considerations may be

important to understanding how victimization influences BJW; however, these

previous analyses may more easily be explained by a distinction between threshold

and major injustices. For example, major injustices may be indicative of

victimizations perceived as enduring and persistent in their severity, prompting

the aggrieved individual to adopt a world view that makes it easier to function while

reducing hostile thoughts.

Major injustices could arouse a greater need for BJW and the benefits BJW can

afford as a stress buffer and personal resource. That BJW can be particularly

important for victims of traumatic experiences is often expressed or assumed by

research into BJW reduction/retention (Dzuka & Dalbert, 2002, 2007; Xie et al.,

2011), yet we know of no research, until now, which has demonstrated that

traumatic experiences may result in greater endorsement by the aggrieved. Indeed,

maintaining or strengthening BJW after such victimization experiences may help

serve as a coping mechanism (cf. Fasel & Spini, 2010), potentially through such

pathways as increased feelings of control (Fischer & Bolton Holz, 2010) and

reduced likelihood for psychopathy (Fischer & Bolton Holz, 2010; Hafer et al.,

2005; Otto et al., 2006). As previous research has indicated, cultivating high BJW

can have a protective function against traumatic events and negative experiences

(Fetchenhauer, Jacobs, & Belschak, 2005; Laurin et al., 2011; Otto et al., 2006).
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BJW as an Individual Difference

Individual differences in BJW have been found to have a meaningful impact on

individuals and their perceptions of others, perhaps particularly for individuals

coping with trauma. High BJW has been found to help victims and people in

unfortunate circumstances maintain positive attitudes (Dzuka, & Dalbert, 2002;

Dzuka & Dalbert, 2007; Libow & Doty, 1979) and act as a buffer against

depression, anxiety, social insecurity, hostility, and paranoid thinking (Otto et al.,

2006). In addition to potentially serving coping and resilience functions, BJW has

also been associated with belief in one’s ability to control and deserve outcomes

(Hafer et al., 2005; Witt, 1989) and has been negatively correlated with rule-

breaking behavior and psychopathy (Donat et al., 2012; Fischer & Bolton Holz,

2010; Hafer et al., 2005; Otto et al., 2006). Interestingly, the boost in BJW

demonstrated among participants who had a child die may be a key feature in the

resilience of individuals who experience such traumatic experiences.

Limitations

We distinguished two broad classes of injustices, termed ‘‘threshold’’ and ‘‘major’’

injustices and found that they affect individuals’ BJW differently. While threshold

and major injustices affected respondents in the predicted ways, it should be noted

that there are certainly other ways to classify victimization experiences (e.g., based

on duration of time in which the effects occur, based on the cause attributed to the

injustice). Our results are interpreted based on our theoretical conceptualization of

victimization experiences, but this does not rule out other ways of explaining our

effects. For example, it is possible that attributing one’s victimization to a burglar,

robber, or assailant may augment feelings of cynicism and embitterment that might

result in reduced endorsement of BJW, while the absence of a culpable party may

encourage acceptance of the injustice and thus its normalization. That intensity,

severity, and relative permanence were greater influences on BJW, however, seems

most plausible, but we hope that future research continues to examine the

consequences of factors such as culpability and blame attributions. It is possible that

meaningful individual difference variables (e.g., internal locus of control, see Witt,

1989) would alter peoples’ responses to victimization experiences; as such, we

encourage future research to examine these potential moderators.

Given that the current research is self-reported and does not include an

experimental manipulation, we cannot make a strong affirmation of causality about

the relationships between our variables. However, the inclusion of two measurement

periods, 3 years apart, among a large sample of participants supports the notion that

changes in victimization status may influence BJW. This causal direction of effects

seems likely given the similarities in findings when examined contemporaneously

(i.e., in measurements of victimization and BJW at Wave 1 and Wave 2) and over

time (i.e., in measurements of victimization at Wave 1 and measurements of BJW at

Wave 2). Of course, in studies which are not controlled experiments, it is impossible

to rule out alternative causes for our effects, such as the influence of confounding

variables. However, we were able to statistically control for the effects of
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participants’ family income, race, and gender. These variables seemed among those

likely to influence the nature of our effects, but they had very little influence on our

actual results.

Another limitation was the absence of items measuring personal as opposed to

general BJW. Dalbert’s (1999) exploration of the personal BJW or the belief that

justice is pertinent in one’s own life (as opposed to the lives of others in general)

found that the personal BJW was distinct yet related to general BJW, more powerful

in assessing subjective well-being and self-esteem, and is generally theorized to be

more effective in predicting mental health (Dalbert & Stoeber, 2006; Dzuka &

Dalbert, 2002, 2007; Xie et al., 2011). Though scales measuring this dimension of

BJW had not been developed at the time that the Waves 1 and 2 of the Americans’

Changing Lives Study was being conducted, others studies have found that general

BJW is also an effective predictor of mental health (Fasel & Spini, 2010; Ritter,

Benson, & Snyder, 1990).

Conclusion

Research has demonstrated broad positive and negative implications of high and

low BJW, respectively. Much of the literature assessing post-traumatic changes in

BJW stresses the importance of BJW for victims (Dzuka & Dalbert, 2002, 2007; Xie

et al., 2011). The present study expands upon the idea that BJW is especially

important for victims by examining the relationship between traumatic life events of

differing severity and differences in BJW, finding that threshold injustices (i.e.,

assault, robbery, and burglary) were related to lower BJW, while major life events

(i.e., the death of a child) were related to higher BJW. This distinction between

threshold injustices and major injustices may help explain why some victims of

some major injustices seem to cope more easily with later injustices (e.g., stress

inoculation theory) (Andersen, Silver, Stewart, Koperwas, & Kirschbaum, 2013;

Seery, Holman, & Silver, 2010), while victims of what might be considered

threshold injustices are at greater risk of physical and mental symptoms later in life

(Anda et al., 2006; Arias, 2004; Smith, Thornton, DeVellis, Earp, & Coker, 2002).

With the distinction of threshold and major injustices in mind, future research

should further examine alterations in BJW following major life events.
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