
Justice Concerns After School Attacks: Belief in a Just
World and Support for Perpetrator Punishment Among
Chinese Adults and Adolescents

Michael Shengtao Wu1,2,3 • Adam B. Cohen3

Published online: 25 July 2017

� Springer Science+Business Media, LLC 2017

Abstract School attacks against children seriously threaten the belief that the world

is a just place, in which good people get rewarded and bad people get punished.

However, to what extent and in which way belief in a just world (BJW) plays a role

in reaction to school attacks have not been investigated, especially in the Chinese

context, in which people are traditionally expected to prize harmony over justice.

Two studies examined how Chinese people varying in BJW differ in supporting

punishment for the perpetrators of school attacks in China in 2010. In Study 1,

general BJW among Chinese adults predicted support for perpetrator punishment,

and those who paid more attention to the crime news also reported a higher level of

punishment support. Study 2 revealed a similar pattern among Chinese adolescents,

whose previously measured higher general BJW predicted increasing support for

perpetrator punishment, and this effect was mediated via personal distress. In

summary, general just-world belief facilitates punishment support among parents

and adolescents in the Chinese context.
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Introduction

Attacks in school settings are some of the most tragic targeted crimes to occur over

past decades (Towers, Gomez-Lievano, Khan, Mubayi, & Castillo-Chavez, 2015;

Vossekuil, Fein, Reddy, Rorum, & Modzeleski, 2004). In recent years, such

tragedies are becoming more prevalent in developing countries, like in China, which

is experiencing rapid industrialization and social tensions (Chen & Li, 2016). Since

2010, a spate of fatal attacks on kindergartens or elementary schools, with dozens of

people (mostly children) dead and more than one hundred injured, shocked the

country and produced a tremendous effect on the public.1

Here we argue that justice concerns play a critical role in people’s reactions to

school attacks, because such crimes, with children killed or injured, might seriously

threaten individuals’ justice beliefs, by providing evidence that the world is not a

just place at all. Individuals are motivated to believe in a just world (BJW), in which

good people get rewarded and bad people get punished, so encountering evidence

that the world is not just can be deeply disturbing (Lerner & Miller, 1978). Thus far,

research on strategies for coping with threats to BJW has focused on non-rational

reactions to the actor (i.e., perpetrator) of injustice or the recipient (i.e., victim) of

injustice and, on occasion, rational compensation for victims. Compared to victim

blaming and compensation, however, support for perpetrator punishment draws less

moral criticism and recruits less efforts or resources (Hafer & Gosse, 2010; Gerbasi,

Zuckerman, & Reis, 1977). Taking school attacks as an example, it is quite unlikely

that people react by victim blaming, rather than perpetrator punishment. Nonethe-

less, just-world believers could view the attacks as less severe and blame the victims

(or parents and teachers of the victims) for their carelessness. However, to date there

are few empirical studies to examine the effect of BJW on support for perpetrator

punishment in reaction to school attacks, especially in the Chinese context.

Justice Motive and Culture

Almost all BJW research is set in a Western context, and it is still unclear how BJW

is related to psychological outcomes in other cultures. BJW might matter less

among Chinese, because China is traditionally regarded as a collectivist culture in

which individuals may be more harmony-focused but less sensitive to justice

(Triandis, McCusker, & Hui, 1990). Even so, we do believe that justice concerns

matter in China because of the ways that BJW reflects a basic human need to

understand and predict one’s world, in both the East and West (Lucas et al., 2015).

For example, Chinese have been found to hold a strong BJW, which is consistent

with their human-centered cultural traditions that dictate that people should make

great efforts and careful planning to confront environmental difficulties and thereby

expect to succeed in the world (Cohen, Wu, & Miller, 2016; Wu et al., 2011; for a

cross-cultural comparison see: Furnham, 1985, 1993). A recent meta-analysis of

BJW in Chinese, covering 36 samples (n = 8396), showed that general just-world

1 For more information about school attacks in China, see the BBC news, ’Social tensions’ behind China

school attacks, see: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia–pacific/8681873.stm.
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belief was prevalent among adolescents, college students, and professional groups,

especially among those who have experienced adversities such as natural disasters

or economic disadvantages (Wu et al., 2016).

Focusing on support for perpetrator punishment in reaction to school attacks,

however, it is still arguable whether the well-established relationship between BJW

and punishment is culturally universal (for a review, see: Hafer & Gosse, 2010).

This is an intriguing question because recent findings have demonstrated the

adaptive and pro-social functions of general BJW among Chinese. For example,

Chinese participants with greater general just-world belief reported a higher level of

life satisfaction and resilience (Wu et al., 2011, 2013), but a lower intention to

aggression following ostracism (Poon & Chen, 2014). However, the same

relationship was not found among North Americans (Bègue & Bastounis, 2003;

Kaiser, Vick, & Major, 2004) or Western Europeans (Lucas, Young, Zhdanova, &

Alexander, 2010; Strelan & Sutton, 2011). That is, previous research suggests a

contradiction. On the one hand, pro-social reactions to threatened BJW suggest that

Chinese participants might be less punitive. On the other hand, there is still reason

to expect that Chinese participants, as members of a collectivist culture, might tend

to be punitive and unforgiving (Gollwitzer & Bücklein, 2007). This could occur

because the relationship between BJW and punishment is well documented (Hafer

& Gosse, 2010). This could also occur because the extraordinary emphasis on

achievement and efforts (concepts related to BJW) in Confucianism leads to higher

scores on toughness, maliciousness, and punishing inclinations following negative

events among Chinese, as compared to North Americans (Stankov, 2010). This

suggests the possibility of adaptive functions of general BJW among Chinese, but

also raises a question of whether the well-established justice-punishment model

could be extended to the Chinese context.

In sum, justice may be a fundamental motive in human lives and may lead to

harsh attitudes under conditions where justice seems threatened, but there is no or

very little empirical evidence to help establish the connection between justice

beliefs and punishment in the Chinese context, in which general BJW may serve

adaptive and even pro-social functions. So, it is worthwhile to examine individual

differences in BJW and its relationship to support for perpetrator punishment among

Chinese participants.

Individual Differences in Just-World Beliefs and Punishment

Not all individuals have the same level or type of justice motive, even within the

same culture. As previous research suggests, humans vary considerably in their

endorsement of BJW and its function (Rubin & Peplau, 1975; Schmitt, 1998). In

particular, general BJW (referring to the belief that others are treated fairly) is

related to harsh social attitudes such as victim blaming and revenge, because BJW

for others leads to justification of the suffering of others and retribution of justice; in

contrast, personal BJW (referring to the belief that oneself is treated fairly) is related

to subjective well-being and pro-social behaviors, because BJW for oneself enables

the individual to pursue life goals and self-regulation (Strelan & Sutton, 2011;

Sutton & Douglas, 2005; Sutton & Winnard, 2007). Individuals with high general
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BJW tend to favor punishment, such as penalty toward delinquents, whereas those

with high personal BJW tend to forgive (Bègue & Bastounis, 2003; Lucas et al.,

2010; Strelan & Sutton, 2011).

Following the above theories and studies, our current aim is to explore the extent

to which justice motives, especially general BJW, relate to how people endorse

punishment for perpetrators of school attacks. There are two reasons that individuals

with stronger general beliefs in a just world might be expected to show higher

tendency to support punishment: (a) general just-world believers believe that they

live in a just place, which is threatened by unjust events; and (b) they tend to favor

justice restoring or retributive outcomes of injustice, and the main strategy is to

punish the perpetrators who violate justice norms. A vast body of literature has

demonstrated the effect of individual differences in general BJW on punitive, or

anti-defendant, attitudes in matters of criminal justice (Darley, 2002; Mohr &

Luscri, 1995; for a review, see: Hafer & Gosse, 2010). In a recent study conducted

in the Chinese context, where family harmony is extremely valued, stronger BJW

was also found to lead to higher punitive attitudes toward corruption committed by

either families or peers (Bai, Liu, & Kou, 2014). In the case of violent crimes,

individuals with stronger general BJW were found to be more likely to render guilty

verdicts in trials of battered women who killed their abusers (Schuller, Smith, &

Olson, 1994) and to exhibit a stronger desire for revenge after the September 11

attacks, even among those that were thousands of miles away from Ground Zero

(Kaiser et al., 2004). However, there is no evidence regarding whether general BJW

predicts support for perpetrator punishment after school attacks, suggesting more

work in this area is needed.

The Present Research

The main research question of the present project is how individual differences in

justice beliefs relate to support for perpetrator punishment in reaction to school

attacks. We chose to examine this phenomenon among Chinese because, as a

cultural group, they consistently display a robust tendency to endorse general BJW

but the effect of their general BJW on harsh attitudes remains unclear (Wu et al.,

2011, 2013).

Next we consider a possible mediator of effects of BJW on punishment. It has

been well established that BJW is threatened by a crime, which could result in

distress. Distress could then influence the endorsement of retribution, because

viewing crime news offers evidence that the world is not stable or orderly (Lerner,

1980). For example, distress about attacks and victimization was found to serve as

common emotional responses to justice threats, especially among just-world

believers, resulting in a higher tendency for revenge (Kaiser et al., 2004;

McCullough, Bellah, Kilpatrick, & Johnson, 2001).

Two studies examined the link between justice beliefs and perpetrator

punishment, among Chinese adults and adolescents who were exposed to targeted

crime news about school attacks. The first study examined the relationship between

general BJW and perpetrator punishment, and then the second study tested if

psychological distress played a mediation role in this justice-punishment model. We
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hypothesized that general BJW would motivate the Chinese adults (Study 1) and

adolescents (Study 2) via psychological distress to favor the endorsement of

punishment.

Study 1

The first study was based on series of school attacks in 2010. Although the state

media released few facts on the incident and even deleted forum entries on the

internet for fear of copycat crimes and mass panic, some news agencies worked with

education departments and research institutions, making parents and children aware

and training them to manage the threats and to prevent future attacks.2 The research

was conducted along with the distribution of a newspaper, namely Chinese

Students’ Health—Pupils Weekly that was mainly for the parents of elementary

school students in China.

We exposed the parents to the crime news about the school attacks and

investigated their BJW and support for perpetrator punishment. We also took into

consideration victim blaming and examined whether there were BJW effects on

victim blaming as well as perpetrator punishment. BJW was considered with two

levels: general BJW (referring to the belief that others are treated fairly), which

previously has been related to harsh attitudes such justifying the suffering of others,

and personal BJW (referring to the belief that oneself is treated fairly), which

previously has been related to subjective well-being and forgiveness (Strelan &

Sutton, 2011; Sutton & Douglas, 2005). Our hypotheses were that:

H1 The stronger general BJW the adult participants have, the more they will

endorse perpetrator punishment in response to school attacks; but there will be no

significant relationship of personal BJW with perpetrator punishment.

H2 Although general BJW was related to victim blaming in some previous

findings, we hypothesized that a similar pattern would not be evident in the present

study, because of the severe nature of the school attacks in which many children

were killed.

Participants

Two hundred and forty-three parents were recruited in elementary schools during

the distribution of Chinese Students’ Health—Pupils Weekly. Seven of them failed

to complete the study, resulting in 236 valid cases (140 females, 59.3%; 90 males,

38.1%; 6 missing, 2.6%), whose ages ranged from 30 to 59 years (M = 37.86,

SD = 3.85). Among them, 52 reported an elementary level of education (22.0%),

71 secondary education (30.1%), 103 college or higher (43.6%), and 10 did not

provide this information (4.2%). In addition, 145 of the participants (61.4%) were

from Beijing (‘‘no hit area,’’ in which there was no school attacks in 2010) and 92

2 As research consultants of these news agencies, we were invited to evaluate parents’ and children’

psychological outcomes in response to such crime news.
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(38.6%) from Shandong (‘‘hit area,’’ in which there was a school attack in 2010 in

which five children were attacked just half a month before the survey was

conducted).

Materials and Procedure

The study included three sections: (1) participants completed BJW scales, then (2)

they were asked to read crime news about school attacks, and lastly (3) they filled

out a questionnaire regarding support for perpetrator punishment and victim

blaming.

General BJW was measured with the validated Chinese version (Wu et al., 2011)

of Dalbert’s (1999) 6 items for general BJW (e.g., ‘‘I believe that, by and large,

people get what they deserve’’; a = .78) and 7 items for personal BJW (e.g., ‘‘I

believe that I usually get what I deserve’’; a = .77). Participants responded from 1

(strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree), and higher scores meant stronger just-

world beliefs.

Exposure to Crime News

Crime news including six brief stories (about 400 words totally) related to series of

school attacks (e.g., a man attacked young kids of elementary schools and

kindergartens) were presented in the Chinese Students’ Health—Pupils Weekly.

Participants were asked to read the crime news and then to participate in an attention

check task, by answering one question: ‘‘how many school attacks happened in

elementary schools?’’ There were four elementary schools and two kindergartens in the

present news stories. In China, elementary school is part of the 9-year compulsory

education system (state owned and funded), while kindergarten is part of the preschool

education system (usually privately run). It should be easy for the participants (pupils’

parents) to notice the difference in the number of kindergartens and elementary schools

when reading the news stories. If the participants did not read all the news stories

carefully or even skipped this section entirely, however, they could think all the events

happened in elementary schools and then give a wrong number of elementary schools.

Therefore, the right answer (‘‘four’’) was used to identify whether the participant was

attending to these news stories, and the 50 participants who failed were identified as not

really paying attention to the crime news.

Dependent Measures

The participants were asked how much they endorsed three statements about

perpetrator punishment (e.g., ‘‘the perpetrators should be sentenced to death’’; ‘‘the

perpetrators should be punished as soon as possible’’; ‘‘We must strongly condemn

the perpetrators without any concerns’’). The participants responded from 1 (not at

all) to 5 (extremely). With an acceptable reliability (a = .65), we aggregated the

three items to get a general index of perpetrator punishment. This reliability was

relatively low, possibly because the participants’ education ranged from elementary

to college levels. There were also two statements which blamed victims for their
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carelessness and wrongdoing, such as ‘‘the parents behaved carelessly and lacked

awareness of how to protect their children’’ and ‘‘the parents (including the local

officers) offended the killer before (so the killer selectively attacked the school that

their offspring studied in).’’ The reliability of victim blaming items was very low

(a = .44), perhaps because most of the victims had no specific relationship with the

perpetrators in the six school attacks and the wrongdoing item made the participants

confused. Therefore, only the carelessness item was included in the following

analysis.

Participants were also asked to answer several demographic questions, including

their birth year, sex, and education level. The study was completed in the classroom

or at participants’ home. A consent form was obtained for the participants, and a gift

was offered as reward (e.g., 4 issues of Pupils Weekly). The participants were

debriefed after all the tasks were completed. For example, we told them that the

school attacks (presented in the crime news) happened far away from their campus,

and the murderer was arrested. They were also reassured that both public and

campus security systems were nationally consolidated recently, and the campus was

safe right now. This helped release any distress people may have felt when exposed

to school attacks. The protocol was approved by the Institutional Review Board of

Institute of Psychology, Chinese Academy of Sciences (No. H10007).

Results

As shown in Table 1, support for perpetrator punishment was found to significantly

correlate with general BJW, but not with personal BJW. Victim blaming was not

significantly related to general BJW or personal BJW. In addition, there was no

significant difference in general or personal BJW among those paying or not paying

attention to the crime news (coded as 1 = yes, 0 = no). However, those paying

attention to the crime news and those with a higher level of education reported

greater perpetrator punishment, and those living in Beijing (coded as 0 = Beijing/

no hit area, 1 = Shandong/hit area) reported greater victim blaming. Given that

education, region, and attention played a considerable role in response to school

attacks, all demographic variables as well as the attention check and victim blaming

were included in the multivariate regression analysis. On support for perpetrator

punishment, only attention revealed a significant prediction effect, whereas age, sex,

education, region, and victim blaming did not.

Next, through hierarchical regression models, we examined the effect of general

BJW on support for perpetrator punishment by controlling for the above

confounding factors in the first model. Because those who paid more attention to

the crime stories endorsed stronger punishment, it is important to test whether the

relationship between general BJW and perpetrator punishment depends upon

whether participants read the crime stories closely. Therefore, we included the

interaction between the attention check and general BJW in the regression equation.

On perpetrator punishment, as shown in Table 2, the effect of general (but not

personal) BJW remained significant, while the effect of all the other variables and

the interaction between general BJW and attention were not significant. Similarly,
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we also examined the interaction effect between personal BJW and attention on

perpetrator punishment, with personal and general BJW and other demographic

variables included. The effect of general (but not personal) BJW was significant

(b = .19, t = 2.30, p\ .05), while the effect of all the other variables and the

interaction between personal BJW and attention (b = -.48, t = -1.41, p = .16)

was not significant.

Discussion

Supporting the hypotheses, the present findings are consistent with prior findings, in

which general BJW but not personal BJW predicts harsh attitudes toward

individuals (Strelan & Sutton, 2011; Sutton & Douglas, 2005). Furthermore, the

effect of general BJW on support for perpetrator punishment remained significant,

after controlling for the age, sex, education, region, and attention paid to the crime

news. Nonetheless, general BJW failed to predict victim blaming, possibly because

the victims in school attacks were children (who were too vulnerable to be blamed).

Therefore, we chose to focus on general BJW and perpetrator punishment in the

second study.

In addition, those who paid attention to the crime news reported a higher

tendency for perpetrator punishment, although this effect was not significant when

general BJW and the general BJW9 attention interaction term were entered in the

model and the interaction effect between general BJW (or personal BJW) and

attention on perpetrator punishment was not significant. This study was conducted

after the five school attacks happened, and almost all the participants (elementary

Table 1 Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations in Study 1

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. General BJW 4.57 .86

2. Personal BJW 4.01 .86 .60**

3. Perpetrator Punishment 4.64 .59 .16* .05

4. Victim blaming 2.46 1.33 .07 -.05 .02

5. Age 37.86 3.85 .05 .03 .04 -.04

6. Sexa -.12 -.02 -.08 -.03 -.30**

7. Educationb .06 .13* .22** -.12 .09 -.11

8. Regionc .03 .19** .11 -.16* -.17* .04 .09

9. Attentiond .09 .09 .22** -.10 -.04 .02 .26** .11

BJW belief in a just world

* p\ .05; ** p\ .01
a Sex was scored as 0 (male, 38.1%) and 1 (female, 59.3%)
b Education level was coded as 1 (elementary, 22.0%), 2 (secondary, 30.1%), and 3 (college or higher,

43.6%)
c Region was coded as 0 (no hit area, without a school attack, 61.4%) and 1 (hit area, with a school

attack, 38.6%)
d Attention was coded as 1 (yes, 69.5%) and 0 (no, 30.5%)
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students’ parents) had gotten some information about school attacks (though maybe

not details) in campus safety education programs. That is, the participants may have

known about the school attacks mentioned in the research materials, although some

of them were identified as not paying attention to the crime news (as shown in the

present study). The absence of a statistically significant interaction between general

BJW and attention indicates that the relationship between general BJW and

punishment support was not shaped by how closely participants read the crime

stories. Furthermore, we found that attention (to the crime news) was positively

related to education level and to perpetrator punishment, suggesting that those who

failed the attention check might underestimate the severity of the tragedies because

of their lower literacy. In sum, attention played a considerable role in reactions to

the school attacks, and the relationship between general BJW and punishment was

similar for those who paid attention and those who did not. Therefore, those failing

attention check should not be excluded from data analysis, but responses to the

attention check item needed to be taken into account theoretically and analytically.

Study 2

The second study employed adolescent participants to replicate the relationship of

general BJW to punishment as found in Study 1. General BJW is sometimes seen as

more important in adolescence than in adulthood, because adolescents have not

Table 2 Regression analyses of perpetrator punishment in Study 1

Predictors Model 1 Model 2

B SE Beta t r B SE Beta t r

Constant 3.69 .58 6.35** 2.94 .70 4.20**

Age .01 .01 .03 .42 .01 .01 .01 .03 .40 .01

Sexa -.04 .09 -.03 -.44 -.05 -.02 .09 -.02 -.25 -.05

Educationb .10 .06 .12 1.74 .18 .10 .06 .12 1.74 .18

Regionc .15 .09 .12 1.66 .13 .16 .09 .12 1.74 .13

Attentiond .28 .10 .19 2.80** .23 .84 .51 .58 1.66 .23

Victim blaming .05 .03 .10 1.54 .06 .04 .03 .08 1.19 .06

Personal BJW -.08 .06 -.11 -1.33 .06

General BJW .24 .10 .32 2.35* .16

General

BJW 9 Attention

-.13 .11 -.43 -1.15 .24

DR2 .09 .03

BJW belief in a just world

* p\ .05; ** p\ .01
a Sex was scored as 0 (male) and 1 (female)
b Education was coded as 1 (elementary), 2 (middle), and 3 (higher)
c Region was coded as 0 (no hit area, without a school attack) and 1 (hit area, with a school attack)
d Attention was coded as 1 (yes) and 0 (no)
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developed a sophisticated world view and a just world protects them from the

dampening of future confidence and life stability (Callan, Harvey, Dawtry, &

Sutton, 2013; Oppenheimer, 2006; Sutton & Winnard, 2007; Wu et al., 2013).

Another reason why we chose adolescents as our target participants was that they

were often the direct victims in school attacks (as in Study 1), so that the education

departments launched prevention and awareness programs about campus safety

education to train students and employees to evaluate and respond to target crimes

properly (taking the US Department of Education as a sample, see: http://www2.ed.

gov/admins/lead/safety/campus.html).

By using a similar paradigm as in Study 1, the second study examined the

relationship of Chinese adolescents’ support for perpetrator punishment to their

previously measured general BJW. Hoping to substantiate a possible mediator between

justice beliefs and punishment, we further take into consideration participants’ distress.

However, distress could be derived from two different processes (Eisenberg et al.,

1989). One is individuals’ empathy or sympathy (e.g., the tendency to feel concerned

or sorry for needy others), and another is personal distress (feeling scared or anxious in

the face of others’ suffering), both of which could work in encountering injustice and

endorsing retributions. While empathy leads to moral reactions on behalf of victims,

such as punishment for perpetrators (Raney, 2005; Zillmann, 1995), personal distress is

more related to self-focused and less benign attitudes (Eisenberg, 2010). When

observing others’ suffering, for example, higher empathizers show a lower threshold

for incidents of injustice, experience stronger outrage, and have more motives to

reestablish justice on behalf of victims (Schmitt et al., 2005). In the case of personal

distress, participants more frequently exposed to crime were found to report a higher

level of fear, and fear of crime was positively related to punitive attitudes and

negatively to estimations of police effectiveness, while supporting the death penalty

and stiffer sentences but opposing parole (Dowler, 2003).

H3 BJW would predict greater support for perpetrator punishment in response to

school attacks.

H4 Personal distress would mediate the effect of general BJW on support for

perpetrator punishment.

H5 Similarly, empathy would mediate the effect of general BJW on support for

perpetrator punishment.

Participants

One hundred and thirty-four Chinese adolescents were recruited during a

psychological program about campus safety education in Beijing (69 females,

51.5%; 65 males, 48.5%), with ages ranging from 12 to 14 (M = 13.24, SD = .46).

Materials and Procedure

The second study consisted of three sessions: (1) participants completed BJW and

empathy scales, then, (2) eight months later they were exposed to crime news, and

230 Soc Just Res (2017) 30:221–237

123

http://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/safety/campus.html
http://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/safety/campus.html


lastly (3) they were asked to fill out a questionnaire about personal distress and

support for perpetrator punishment.

The same scale of general BJW (a = .79) was used as in Study 1. Additionally, a

Chinese version of the empathy scale (Chen, 2007, see also: Davis, 1983) was

administered with 22 items (e.g., ‘‘I often have tender, concerned feelings for people

less fortunate than me,’’ 0 = does not describe me well, 4 = describes me very

well). The scale displayed good reliability (a = .86), and higher scores reflected

higher levels of empathy.

Exposure to Crime News

Participants were asked to read crime news including five stories about school

attacks (similar to those in Study 1). Then, they took part in an attention check, by

answering two questions which helped identify whether they were paying close

attention to the news stories: (a) how many school attacks happened recently;

(b) how many children died in these school attacks. There were five school attacks,

in which nine kids and two adults died. Therefore, the right answers (‘‘five’’ school

attacks and ‘‘nine’’ children dead) were used to identify whether the participants

paid attention to the crime news, and as described above, 29 of them failed the

attention check. Considering the possible role of attention as in Study 1, the

attention variable was coded (1 = yes, 0 = no) and was included in the following

analyses.

Dependent Measures

Three items were used to measure personal distress (‘‘I felt very apprehensive when

thinking about these tragedies’’; ‘‘the school attacks scared me’’; ‘‘I felt threatened

after these school attacks happened’’; a = .68), and then participants were asked

how much they favored the three punitive statements (a = .81) as in Study 1.

Responses ranged from 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely), and the aggregation of the

relevant items led to the indexes of personal distress and perpetrator punishment,

respectively.

Also, participants were asked to answer several demographic questions, including

their birth year and biological sex. The study was completed in the classroom. The

consent form was obtained from the participants and their guardians, and a gift was

offered as reward (4 issues of Middle School Students Weekly). The participants were

debriefed after all the tasks were completed as in Study 1. In addition, we had a

professional consultant to work together with us and answer whatever questions the

adolescent participants raised, and made sure each participant felt relaxed at the end.

This protocol was approved by the Institutional Review Board of Institute of

Psychology, Chinese Academy of Sciences (No. H10007).

Results and Discussion

As shown in Table 3, correlational analysis revealed that among the Chinese

adolescents, general BJW (measured 8 months prior) correlated with empathy, and

Soc Just Res (2017) 30:221–237 231

123



with perpetrator punishment and personal distress when exposed to the crime news

about school attacks. In addition, support for perpetrator punishment was related to

personal distress, but not to empathy, age, or sex (0 = male, 1 = female).

Furthermore, there was no significant difference in general BJW, support for

perpetrator punishment, personal distress, empathy, age, or sex, among those paying

or not paying attention to the crime news (1 = yes, 0 = no).

Next, we tested via the mediation model (Hayes, 2013) in which personal distress

or empathy could explain the effect of general BJW on perpetrator punishment. We

regarded general BJW as the independent variable, punishment as the dependent

variable, personal distress as the potential mediator, and sex, age, attention, and

empathy as covariates. The results revealed that general BJW was significantly

related to personal distress (B = .22, SE = .09, p\ .05) and that personal distress

(B = .35, SE = .10, p\ .01) was significantly related to punishment support.

Further, general BJW revealed a significant total effect (B = .30, SE = .10,

p\ .01) and a significant direct effect (B = .22, SE = .09, p\ .05) on punishment

support. As shown in Fig. 1, we found a significant indirect effect of general BJW

on punishment support, B = .08, SE = .05, 95% CI [.01, .20]. Since this confidence

interval excluded zero, this result supported our claim that the relationship between

general BJW and punishment was significantly mediated by personal distress. We

ran a similar model in which we regarded general BJW as the independent variable,

punishment as the dependent variable, empathy as the potential mediator, and sex,

age, attention, and personal distress as covariates. The results revealed no significant

indirect effect of general BJW on punishment support via empathy, B = .01,

SE = .02, 95% CI [-.03, .06], which did not support our hypothesis that the

relationship between general BJW and punishment was significantly mediated by

empathy.3

Table 3 Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations in Study 2

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. General BJW 4.47 0.99

2. Perpetrator punishment 3.77 1.02 .30**

3. Personal Stress 3.53 0.96 .31** .38**

4. Empathy 2.59 0.54 .29** .17 .32**

5. Age 13.24 0.46 -.03 -.08 .02 -.15

6. Sexa .12 .01 .24** .41** -.12

7. Attentionb .14 -.01 .10 .07 .07 -.08

BJW belief in a just world

* p\ .05; ** p\ .01
a Sex was scored as 0 (male, 48.5%) and 1 (female, 51.5%)
b Attention was coded as 1 (yes, 78.4%) and 0 (no, 21.6%)

3 Given that empathy was not significantly correlated with perpetrator punishment (as shown in Table 3),

the model regarding personal distress as the potential mediator of the relationship between empathy and

punishment support was not considered.
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Consistent with hypothesis H3, these results replicated the finding in Study 1, in

which general BJW predicted the support for perpetrator punishment in school

attacks. However, there was no significant difference in perpetrator punishment and

personal distress among those who paid or not to the crime news, possibly because

those who did not pay attention to the crime news had already learned the

information about school attacks in the psychological program about campus safety

education. Further, personal distress (not empathy) mediated the prediction of

general BJW to support for perpetrator punishment, while controlling for age, sex,

attention paid to the crime news, and empathy. Hypothesis H4, but not H5, was

supported.

General Discussion

The present research examined the effect of general BJW on support for perpetrator

punishment, among Chinese participants exposed to crime news about school

attacks. Consistent with previous theorizing about justice motive and culture, the

current results demonstrate a correlation of general BJW with punishment support in

response to school attacks among Chinese parents (Study 1), and the relation of the

previously measured general BJW (eight months prior) on punishment support

among Chinese adolescents (Study 2). Focusing on school attacks, Study 1 found

that justice motives, specifically general (not personal) BJW, correlated with

support for perpetrator punishment but not with victim blaming, and Study 2

replicated this effect and found that personal distress (not empathy) mediated the

effect of justice beliefs on perpetrator punishment.

The findings about general BJW and punishment support extend what is known

about the effect of justice motives on punitive attitudes. This is consistent with the

well-established theory that perpetrator punishment is one of the main strategies to

cope with justice-related threats (Hafer & Gosse, 2010), which in this case we

applied to the context of school attacks in China. By considering BJW as a

fundamental motive in human lives (Lerner & Miller, 1978), the present research

not only helps examine whether or not social justice notions could contribute to

perpetrator punishment in reactions to targeted crimes, but also provides evidence

for an affective mechanism about how justice notions facilitate support for

perpetrator punishment, via personal distress (Zillmann, Taylor, & Lewis, 1998).

Fig. 1 The mediation model of personal distress between general BJW and support for perpetrator
punishment in Study 2. Note BJW belief in a just world. *p\ .05; **p\ .01. Sex, age, attention, and
empathy were also included as covariates but are not depicted in the model, for clarity
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Empathy was not significantly related to perpetrator punishment, possibly because

empathy is actually multifaceted, including concerned feelings and personal distress

in face of others’ sufferings (Davis, 1983). It is concerned feelings, but not personal

distress, that seems to lead to other-focus and pro-social behaviors, and personal

distress, but not concerned feelings, that may lead to self-focus and retribution

(Eisenberg et al., 1989). Personal distress more likely mediated the relationship

between general BJW and punishment in response to school attacks, also because

the nature of such crime (e.g., random targets) recruited personal distress and

uncertainty, rather than concerned feelings.

Furthermore, this justice-punishment relation, shown among Chinese, helps

clarify that retributive justice may be culturally universal under justice-threatening

conditions. While above we questioned whether justice concerns would be salient in

a collectivist culture, there might even be reason to think such a relation might be

more powerful in collectivist cultural contexts (Gollwitzer & Bücklein, 2007).

General BJW does appear to be adaptive and serve pro-social functions in Chinese

culture (Poon & Chen, 2014; Wu et al., 2011, 2013, 2016).

There are still two issues worthy of further examination. First, the robust general

BJW and support for perpetrator punishment among Chinese may be deeply

influenced by their cultural heritage. According to Confucians’ moral principles,

injury should be returned for injury so that the people are warned to refrain from

wrongdoing, just as kindness should be returned for kindness so that people are

stimulated to be kind (see Li Ji or The Classic of Rites, translated by James Legge).

That is, Chinese have been taught over centuries to be punitive toward moral

deviators by acting for retributive justice (zhi). It is quite possible that the current

Chinese participants who support punishment principle are doing so to sustain social

harmony in a Confucian way within a large and populous society. The dynamics

could be different in small communities in which there are numerous reputational

and educational mechanisms to achieve the same outcomes, other than through the

individuals’ just-world beliefs (Henrich et al., 2010; Wenzel & Thielmann, 2006).

Therefore, an important question for future research is to test whether endorsement

of Confucianism moderates the link between BJW and punishment support. We

would expect that stronger endorsement of Confucianism would predict a larger link

between BJW and favoring punishment, among Chinese.

Second, the connection of general BJW with support for perpetrator punishment

can be accounted for in part by the overlap between BJW and political ideologies

such as right-wing authoritarianism (Connors & Heaven, 1987; Lambert, Bur-

roughs, & Nguyen, 1999). However, some researchers have documented that the

justice-punishment link is still robust when controlling for right-wing ideology

(Bègue & Bastounis, 2003). Another possibility is that support for perpetrator

punishment among Chinese is not only an instantiation of BJW (Lerner, 2003;

Lerner, Goldberg, & Tetlock, 1998), but also a deliberate impression management

strategy, which is sensible given that Chinese people live in a tight and hierarchical

society (Gelfand et al., 2011). In future directions, therefore, the roles of

authoritarianism, cultural tightness, social distance, and impression management

should be considered (Benabou & Tirole, 2006; Kaiser et al., 2004; Wang, Xia,

Meloni, Zhou, & Moreno, 2013).
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Taken together, general just-world belief, which serves as a fundamental motive

and is prevalent in the Confucian-influenced China, facilitates punishment support

in response to targeted school attacks. Furthermore, considering that numerous

features of justice and culture can be manipulated, future research should continue

to investigate the causes and consequences of justice beliefs in different contexts, as

we have begun to do in this paper.
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