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Abstract The study, conducted in Malaysia, examined the

role of recipient–allocator relationship in perceived choice

of resource allocation norms (equity, equality, and need) on

two types of resources (money and favour) and the degree

to which they were considered fair. Subjects responded to

vignettes that described a resource to be allocated by an

allocator between a needy and a meritorious employee.

Recipients relationship status in the vignettes indicated that

one of the two was the brother of the allocator who was

either meritorious or needy. In the control group, no rela-

tionship characteristic of the recipient was stated. Results

indicated that equality was the most fair and preferred

norm of justice. No significant difference was obtained

among the perceived norm and fairness in all but one sit-

uation (distribution of loan). The results are discussed in

relation to the subjects’ cognitive strategy and collectivistic

values.

Keywords Allocation decisions � Justice norms �
Resource type � Allocator–recipient relationship

Introduction

There is a growing interest, among organisational and

social psychologists, in the study of ‘‘justice behaviour’’

where the main focus is to examine how individuals, who

control resources, decide what rules of distribution are fair

and how the recipients react to the distribution (Fischer &

Smith, 2003; Krishnan, Varma, & Pandey, 2009). The rules

may be equity, equality, or need. The equity rule requires

that resource allocations be proportional to the merit or

contribution of the individual recipient, the equality norm

advocates an equal distribution irrespective of the size of

the contribution, and the need rule requires that allocation

should be in accordance with the intensity of the needs of a

recipient. Few other rules such as recipient’s social skill

(Giacobbe-Miller, Miller, & Victorov, 1998; Lin, Insko, &

Rusbult, 1991) and tenure (Chen, 1995; Hundley & Kim,

1997; Mahler, Greenberg, & Hayashi, 1981) are also

included in subsequent studies. Which of the rule is used by

an individual depends upon several factors such as the type

of resources, purpose of the resource distribution, rela-

tionship characteristics between the allocator and the

recipient, and the sociocultural context in which the allo-

cation process occurs.

There is a great paucity of research studies conducted in

this area in the Malaysian context. Being a collectivistic

and relationship-oriented society, it was of interest to

examine the norms of resource allocation and perception of

fairness in Malaysia. More specifically, the study examined

how decisions regarding resource allocation are made in

work situations and how factors such as the type of

resources and the relationship between allocator and the

recipient influence the allocation decisions. It also exam-

ined the perceived fairness of the allocation decisions.

Review of the literature suggested scarcity of studies that
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have examined the role of resource type and the allocator–

recipient relationship factors in allocation decisions. This

was our research motivation.

The extant literature suggested that that there are three

independent norms of justice, namely, equity, equality, and

need which are generally used in allocation decision

studies (see Greenberg & Cohen, 1982). The equity norm

takes into consideration the ‘‘inputs’’ or contribution made

by recipients. Equality norm ignores the differential con-

tributions of recipients and leads to an equal distribution of

resources to all involved. The need principle requires that

resources be allocated in response to recipients’ legitimate

needs and to prevent suffering.

Which of these norms is used and considered fair

depends on the characteristics of the allocator and the

recipients, the type of resource, the situation, and culture.

For instance, research studies conducted in the USA indi-

cated that the norm of equity is likely to predominate

in situation of an economic nature, that is, where money or

goods are involved and when production and efficiency are

important (Leventhal, 1976). The norm of equality comes

into play when group harmony and positive social relations

are important (Deutsch, 1975). Lerner, Miller, and Holmes

(1976) reported that equality is preferred when there is an

expectation of future interaction because of the likelihood

of some form of reciprocity or retaliation, or simply

because it may enhance the case of subsequent social

interaction. However, the need norm will predominate

in situations where fostering personal welfare and devel-

opment is of interest and when the relationship among the

actors is close and friendly (Mikula & Schwinger, 1978).

Krishnan et al. (2009) conducted a study in India using

both reward and punishment as resources. They examined

the effect of allocator–recipient relationship and internal

versus external location of merit on both reward and pun-

ishment distribution involving a meritorious and needy

recipient. The findings indicated a dominant choice of

equality for reward. In case of punishment, both need and

merit were given equal importance.

In a survey study in Malaysian organisations Hassan and

Ahmed (2001), employees are asked to rate their percep-

tion of allocation norms (merit, need, or merit and need

together) commonly followed in their organisations on

issues that included employment, promotion, placement,

perks, foreign assignment, training, leave, loan, perfor-

mance appraisal, reserved parking space, office space, and

confidential information. Findings indicated merit of the

employees as the most preferred norm in eight out of 12

cases. However, in case of grant of loan to any employee,

merit together with need was rated the most likely con-

sideration. In case of providing training, grant of leave, and

providing office space, need was given the top

endorsement.

Types of Resources

Little research within the distributive justice paradigm has

been done on the nature of resources being distributed.

Several scholars such as Homans (1961) and Thibaut and

Kelley (1959) argued that the norms of allocation apply to

both tangibles and intangibles and extend to subjects,

events, or affective states.

Otto, Baumert, and Bobocel (2011) investigated the use

of distributive justice rules using two types of resources,

namely material benefits such as monetary rewards and

symbolic benefits such as praise, in a cross-cultural study

involving Canadian and German student sample. Using

uncertainty avoidance/uncertainty tolerance as the cultural

difference between the two groups, they reported that when

allocating material benefits, Canadian found equity prin-

ciple to be fairer than Germans. However, when it came to

symbolic benefits, Canadian perceived equality as more

just than Germans.

Allocator–Recipient Relationship

There is evidence that the nature of relationship between

allocator and recipient may as well influence the allocation

decision. For example, Benton (1971) found that American

males allocated to both friends and strangers on the basis of

equity but females used equity for strangers and equality

for friends.

One of the critical features of a relationship is the

opportunity afforded for future interaction and potential

reciprocity, both conditions which enhance the probability

of equal rather than equitable allocations. Thus, family

members are highest in this regard and strangers the lowest

with friends and acquaintances in between.

Lerner (1974) suggested that the form the allocation will

take depends on the type of relationship we perceive we

have with another, and whether we perceive the other as a

person or as an occupant of a position. These range from

the remote which he termed ‘‘non-unit’’ relationship to

closer ‘‘unit’’ relationship, to the closest, ‘‘identity’’ rela-

tionship. Similarly, Greenberg and Cohen (1982) suggested

that the relationship between individuals can be placed

along two independent dimensions, i.e. interdependence

and intimacy. Intimacy is defined as the closeness of the

social bond between individuals and interdependence as

the degree to which participants in a social exchange have

control over each other’s resources. Thus, strangers would

be low on both the factors, friends high in intimacy and low

on interdependence and family high on both. Within this

framework, self-interest should prevail when dealing with

strangers, equality with friends, and sensitivity to mutual

needs in family situations. In a most recent cross-cultural

study involving Taiwanese and European American
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students, Wu, Cross, Wu, Cho, and Tey (2016) compared

priority of family relationships (mother or spouse) in

helping decisions, using hypothetical life-or-death and

everyday situations. Result suggested that in both the sit-

uations, Taiwanese participants were more likely than

European American to choose to help their mothers instead

of their spouses. Furthermore, Taiwanese were more likely

than European Americans to choose to help their mothers

instead of their sibling or their own child. Mediation

analysis indicated that obligation and closeness accounted

for the association between culture and certainty of saving

the mother or spouse in the life-or-death situation.

The Influence of Culture

There are enough studies to suggest that, while the norms

of justice may be universal, the conditions under which

they are implemented and the relative importance assigned

to them is not consistent across cultures. For example,

much higher preference for equality norm was found in

Columbia, Japan, Hong Kong, and India than in the USA

(Leung & Bond, 1982; Marin, 1981; Krishnan et al. 2009).

Studies conducted in India, reported as a collectivistic

culture, provide conflicting results. While some studies

(e.g. Aruna, Jain, Choudhary, Ranjan, & Krishnan, 1994;

Berman, Murphy-Berman, & Singh, 1985; Murphy-Ber-

man, Berman, Singh, Pachauri, & Kumar, 1984; Pandey &

Singh, 1989) report preference for need rule, other studies

(e.g. Krishnan, 1998, 2000, 2001; Pandey & Singh, 1997)

found equality or both need and merit as the fair choice of

allocation norms.

Using a cross-national design, Cohn, White, and Sanders

(2000) conducted a study in seven nations (Bulgaria,

Hungry, Poland, Russia, France, Spain, and the USA) on

distributive justice and procedural justice using vignettes to

manipulate need and merit of the recipients and how fairly

they were treated. They found support for their hypotheses

which expected preference for need over merit in Central

and Eastern European Nations due to their socialist expe-

rience, whereas the support for merit norm was more

pronounced in Western nations.

Studies on value orientations across cultures (Hofstede,

1980, 2001; Abdullah, 1996) have placed Malaysians high

on collectivism which has implications for this study.

Collectivism puts emphasis on tight social organisation in

which people clearly distinguish between in-groups. They

expect the in-group to be concerned about their welfare and

in exchange they are loyal to it. On the other hand, indi-

vidualism refers to a social structure in which individuals

are supposed to take care of themselves and their imme-

diate family only. Malaysia ranks high among the top

nations on collectivism (Hofstede 2001). This suggests that

in a society high on collectivism, the allocation decision

may be based on the recipient’s in-group characteristics.

Based upon the above discussions, it was expected that

Malaysian collectivistic value should play a significant role

in the choice of distributive justice norms and therefore it

was hypothesised that:

Hypotheses

H/1 In a resource allocation situation involving a recip-

ient with close personal relationship with the allocator

(Brother) who is also meritorious versus another employee

who is needy, equity rule is preferred, irrespective of the

type of resource.

H/2 In a resource allocation situation involving a recip-

ient with close personal relationship with the allocator

(Brother) who is also needy versus another employee who

is meritorious, need rule is preferred, irrespective of the

type of resource.

Methods

Subjects

A total of 78 subjects from Kuala Lumpur Malaysia par-

ticipated in the study (Male = 28; Female = 50). All had

work experience and were enroled in the executive MBA

programme. They belonged to several jobs and profes-

sional background and had a mean job experience of 4.43

(SD = 4.64) years. Their age ranged from 26 to 57 years

(M = 28.84, SD = 7.54).

Design

The study involved a factorial design. The dependent

variables were preference for allocation norms (equity,

equality, or need) and perceived fairness of the choice of

the allocation decision. The independent variables were

(a) type of resource (money/material goods and favour) and

(b) in-group/out-group status of the recipients (brother vs.

another employee with no personal relation with the allo-

cator). It also included a control group where no rela-

tionship between allocator and recipient was stated. The

sample distribution in each of the resource distribution

conditions is presented in Table 1.

Allocation rule preference was measured by describing

resource distribution scenarios or vignettes. The scenarios

included four resources, two each related to money (dis-

tribution of an award money and distribution of loan) and

favour (grant of leave and nomination for foreign assign-

ment). The scenarios included two recipients, one who
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deserved the resource (merit) and the other who needed

that resource. Additionally, in the experimental conditions,

one of the two recipients was described as brother of the

allocator, while the other recipient was just an employee. In

the control group, no relationship between allocator and

recipients was mentioned. For example, in case of leave,

the scenario described two persons who apply for 10 days

of leave to the General Manager. Person A needs the leave

because he has to prepare for an important examination.

B’s application shows he qualifies for the leave by having

worked extra hours during the previous weeks. Person A is

brother of the GM. In group 2 scenario, description remains

the same except that Person A (Brother) is mentioned as

meritorious. Other vignettes followed the same pattern in

manipulating the need versus merit and relationship status

of the recipient.

Using a 5-point Likert scale, subjects were asked to

indicate if they would give all to needy (anchor point 1),

give more to needy (anchor point 2), divide the resource

equally between the two recipients (anchor point 3), give

more to meritorious person (anchor point 4), and give all to

the meritorious person (anchor point 5). In each of the

scenarios, subjects were also asked to rate, on a 5-point

Likert scale, the degree of fairness of the decisions

(1 = very unfair; 3 = neither fair nor unfair; 5 = very fair).

Procedure

Subjects were randomly assigned to the three groups. Each

group received a set of printed questionnaire which

described the four different scenarios (award money, loan,

leave, and foreign assignment). Order of these four sce-

narios was randomised to control the order effect. While

group # 1 received all four scenarios where bother was

meritorious, in group # 2, scenarios described brother as

needy. Group # 3 was a control group where no relation-

ship status between allocator and recipient was stated. In

order to minimise social desirability effect, subjects were

asked to indicate their perception of the norms (equity,

equality, and need) that are usually followed in their

workplace and not how they would like to take decisions

themselves in these situations.

Results

Figure 1 displays frequency graph of subjects by their

perception of norms frequently used in their organisation in

relation to the four resources being distributed between the

two recipients. While granting a leave and nominating an

employee for foreign assignment belonged to less tangible

category of resource known as favour, award money and

loan belonged to more tangible category, i.e. money or

material goods. Figure 1 displays the frequency distribu-

tion of subjects.

Table 2 presents mean, SD, and ANOVA results to test

the significance of mean differences among the three

groups on perceived allocation norms and fairness across

four distribution situations.

Results showed (see Table 2) that perception of resource

allocation norms and their fairness among three groups and

across four allocation resources were not significantly

different, as F values were not significant in all but one

instance. In case of distribution of loan, there were per-

ceived differences, though not highly significant, in the

choice of norms (F = 2.596, p\ .081), but the three

groups were significantly different in their judgement of

fairness (F = 4.587, p\ .01). While group 1 was tilted

towards need rule, group 2 was more for equality and group

3 was more for merit. The results are discussed in the

following section.

Discussion

While there is no dearth of research studies on the issue of

organisational justice and its antecedents and conse-

quences, few studies have tried to examine the concept of

justice enactment which may include the deliberate, con-

scious, and intentional actions of the decision maker to

treat the recipients in either just or unjust manner. The

resource allocation scenarios presented before the subjects

of the study put them in situations where they had to make

a conscious and intentional decision based on the merit/

need as well as the relationship factors. The preferred

norms of allocation decision were examined in relation to

two types of resources, that is, money/material goods

(tangible resource) and favour (intangible resource). It was

hypothesised that relationship factor (in-group/out-group)

will influence the allocation decisions and will override

other considerations such as merit or need of the recipient.

In other words, if the recipient is closely related to the

allocator, such as a brother, then the norm that benefits the

Table 1 Distribution of subjects by treatment groups

Experimental group Control group

Group 1 (n = 26) Group 2 (n = 26) Group 3 (n = 26)

Brother with merit Brother with need No relationship with allocator

R1 R1 R1

R2 R2 R2

R3 R3 R3

R4 R4 R4

R1 = Leave; R2 = Foreign Assignment; R3 = Award Money;

R4 = Loan
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recipient will be preferred, irrespective of the fact that the

other recipient is needy or has merit. This will apply in case

of tangible and intangible resources.

However, the results did not support our hypotheses.

Being a relationship-oriented and collectivistic society, it

was expected that in-group status of the recipient will play

a strong role in allocation decisions. However, no

significant effect of relationship of allocator with recipient

was found in the distribution of either money or favour as

resource. The most frequently endorsed norm of distribu-

tion was equality, which seems to illustrate that in the

Malaysian context balancing between merit and need is

important. Nonetheless, preference for equality was more

pronounced in the case of grant of leave and nomination for
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Fig. 1 Frequency distribution of respondents by perceived choice of allocation norms across four resources

Table 2 Mean differences in choice of allocation rules and perceived fairness by resource type under different allocator–recipient relationship

conditions

Resource Groups M (SD) of allocation F (2,76) p M (SD) of fairness F (2,76) p

Leave Group 1 = (merit ? brother) 2.81 (.98) .036 .965 3.81 (1.17) .014 .986

Group 2 = (need ? brother) 2.84 (1.26) 3.81 (1.21)

Group 3 = (control group) 2.89 (1.01) 3.85 (.90)

F/assignment Group 1 = (merit ? brother) 2.96 (1.03) 2.535 .086 3.61 (1.41) 1.458 .239

Group 2 = (need ? brother) 2.76 (1.27) 4.03 (.91)

Group 3 = (control group) 3.48 (1.25) 4.07 (.82)

Award Money Group 1 = (merit ? brother) 3.80 (1.05) 1.675 .194 4.00 (.74) .924 .401

Group 2 = (need ? brother) 3.26 (1.56) 3.84 (1.18)

Group 3 = (control group) 3.22 (1.18) 4.22 (1.05)

Loan Group 1 = (merit ? brother) 2.77 (1.39) 2.596 .081 3.92 (.97) 4.587 .013

Group 2 = (need ? brother) 3.11 (1.53) 3.34 (1.57)

Group 3 = (control group) 3.67 (1.41) 4.33 (.91)

Responses were obtained on a 5-point Likert scale, where 1 indicated preference for need, 3 indicated preference for equality, and 5 indicated

preference for merit rule. Also, in terms of fairness rating, higher score indicated greater fairness
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foreign assignment (both considered as favour and less

tangible) compared to more tangible resources (award

money and grant of loan). In the case of grant of loan, if

one of the two recipient was the brother of allocator, merit

received shade lower endorsement (mean = 2.77) com-

pared to need (mean = 3.11). However, in the control

group, merit received higher endorsement (mean = 3.67).

Furthermore, the mean differences among the three groups

on fairness rating were significant. Thus, as far as grant of

loan money was concerned, merit overruled need when

relationship factor was not introduced in the scenario.

However, this was not the case in the two experimental

groups where relationship factor was introduced. Thus,

when contextual determinants are not accounted for, the

result is in conformity with studies which suggested that in

general equity is preferred in the distribution of tangible

benefits (Leventhal, 1976; Otto et al., 2011). However, in

the collectivistic culture or countries as well as nations with

exposure to socialism, equal distribution of resources

between needy and meritorious is considered fair (Leung

and Bond 1982; Marin, 1981, Krishnan et al., 2009;

Krishnan, 1998, 2000, 2001; Pandey & Singh, 1997).

Drawing arguments from Krishnan et al. (2009) preference

for equality in allocation decisions may reflect more than

one mechanism or value. Reflecting on their findings on

Indian sample, they observed that, ‘‘…it may indicate an

egalitarian philosophy, the thinking that rewards and pun-

ishment must be distributed equally among individuals,

without discriminations in terms of merit or need.’’ (p.

110). Equality norm may also indicate cultural norm in

terms of concern for group rather than one individual, with

emphasis on cooperation rather than competition. Fur-

thermore, as Krishnan and her associates argued preference

for equality norm may suggest that in collectivistic and

relationship-oriented culture, people are prone to use a

cognitive strategy where they combine merit and need

rather than merit or need in their decisions. Thus, when

making a choice between the three norms, people tend to

integrate all the available information provided in the

scenarios presented to them. That resulted into equality

preference.

Conclusion, Limitations, and Suggestions
for Future Research

The paper examined employees’ perception of norms of

resource allocation and fairness in organisations. Taking

two resource types (money and favour), it examined the

effect of in-group–out-group characteristics of recipients

on the choice of allocation norms. It was expected that in

the relationship-oriented and collectivistic culture of

Malaysia, where the study was conducted, the choice of

norms will vary to suit the in-group recipient across types

of resources being distributed. The results, however, were

not in the expected direction. It was found that the choice

of resource allocation norm was not significantly deter-

mined by the allocator–recipient relationship, nor types of

resources made any difference. In most of the cases,

equality was perceived as the most common practice and

also rated fair. Nonetheless, there were shades of differ-

ences as well. The post hoc interpretation of the findings is

based on the egalitarian philosophy embodied in collec-

tivistic culture and the cognitive strategy of the subjects

where they integrated rather than separated need and merit

norms to perceive and rate equality as the most common

and fair norm. However, this interpretation need to be

further tested in a cross-national study with data from a

non-socialist nation.

The research needs to further verify these conclusions

using a much larger sample as well as some more factors

that may influence resource allocation decisions such as

self-interest of the allocator, power, and status of the

recipients, etc. The relationship characteristics may be

further expanded to include close vs distant family, friends,

acquaintances, and strangers. A direct measure of cultural

values as practised by the subjects of the study should add

value to the conclusions.
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