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ABSTRACT 

IS IT JUST….ABOUT EQUITY? REACTIONS TO PAY DISPERSION FROM A 

DISTRIUBTIVE JUSTICE FRAMEWORK 

Parco Sin       Advisor: 

University of Guelph, 2022     Professor Leanne S. Son Hing 

 

Public opinion to rising pay dispersion is mixed. Arguments in support of or in 

opposition to pay dispersion center around whether it is seen as just (e.g., EPI, 2021). The 

current research uses a distributive justice framework to examine under what conditions people 

more strongly oppose pay dispersion and why. In two between-subjects experiments, participants 

read and evaluated the spread of pay for fictitious organizations. Based on discussions in press 

media (e.g., Cowen, 2019, April 11), and previous work (Sin et al., 2021), I reasoned that people 

would rate higher (vs. lower) levels of pay dispersion (Study 1) and high levels of pay dispersion 

in low (vs. high) performing organizations (Study 2) to be more justice-violating. Consequently, 

I predicted that those who perceive the pay dispersion to be more justice-violating would oppose 

it more. Moreover, I predicted that these effects should be stronger for those who prefer 

outcomes to be distributed justly – based on principles of equity, equality, and need. In both 

studies, the more participants perceived the spread of pay to be more inequitable, unequal, and 

need-violating, the more they opposed it. Furthermore in Study 1, participants opposed higher 

(vs. lower) pay dispersion because they perceived it to more inequitable, too unequal, and need-

violating, and more strongly opposed the spread of pay. These effects were stronger among those 

higher in preference for the merit principle, SDO-egalitarianism, and preference for need 

orientation. In Study 2, organizational performance did not predict justice perceptions or 

opposition to pay dispersion. Implications are discussed. 

Keywords: pay dispersion, distributive justice, equity, inequality  
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1. Introduction 

The 2011 Occupy protest movement embodied a staunch opposition towards egregious 

pay disparities and economic inequality around the world. This global movement, which 

consisted of protests in 951 cities in 82 countries (Rogers, 2011, November 4), was spearheaded 

by the Occupy Wall Street movement in the United States – a nation with exceptionally high 

CEO-to-worker wage gaps compared with other developed nations (Duffin, 2021, March 17; 

Hillebrand, 2009). However, since the Occupy movement began in 2011, pay dispersion, the 

spread of pay among employees within organizations (Bloom, 1999), has continued to rise in the 

United States (Mishel & Kandra, 2020, August 18; Mishel & Wolfe, 2019). High levels of pay 

dispersion can be problematic to employees (e.g., lower job satisfaction), organizations (e.g., 

lower performance), and societies (e.g., worse population health; Bapuji et al., 2020). As such, 

there is a pressing need to understand why there is not more meaningful opposition towards pay 

dispersion. 

Upon inspection of existing anecdotal evidence, it appears that people’s judgements 

towards pay dispersion and economic inequality depend on the extent to which they find the 

inequality to be (un)fair. Two competing narratives are articulated in the academic literature and 

emphatically echoed in public press. Those in favour of high levels of dispersion justify it on the 

grounds that it fairly rewards capable organizational leaders (e.g., CEOs), and as such, pay 

dispersion provides utility in the form of increasing organizational performance (e.g., Time.com; 

Cowen, 2019, April 11). Those in opposition question the extent to which the pay dispersion is 

actually fair and merit-based, stressing that high levels of pay dispersion undermine the efforts 

and needs of hard-working lower-level workers (Wingard, 2020, January 24). As the debate for 

and against rising pay dispersion continues to swell, it becomes increasingly clear that there is 
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little empirical evidence demonstrating that people would be more opposed to pay dispersion if it 

were seen as more unjust (c.f., Sin et al., 2021). Without this key empirical support, whether 

people would actually oppose pay dispersion under unjust circumstances remains anecdotal. The 

current research aims to address this limitation in the literature. 

The current research aims to answer three main research questions. First, under what 

conditions are people more likely to oppose pay dispersion? Second, to what extent do people 

oppose pay dispersion in certain conditions because they find it to more strongly violate justice 

principles? Third, do people’s preferences for distributive norms influence the degree to which 

they evaluate pay dispersion? To test these research questions, I conducted two online between-

subjects survey experiments. Participants in both studies read about a fictitious organization and 

proceeded to evaluate the company’s level of pay dispersion. In Study 1, I manipulated the level 

of pay dispersion of the organization by varying the wages of the company’s employees. I reason 

that participants in conditions with higher (vs. lower) pay dispersion should more strongly 

oppose the pay dispersion because they should perceive it to more strongly violate principles of 

equity, equality, and need. In Study 2, the level of pay dispersion was held constant at a high 

level and the organization’s performance was manipulated by altering the company’s description. 

I reason that, when rating high levels of pay dispersion, participants in the low (vs. high) 

organizational performance condition should more strongly oppose the pay dispersion because 

they should perceive it to more strongly violate the equity principle.  

In the following sections, I  review the relevant literatures used to form my predictions. 

First, I highlight the rise of pay dispersion since the 1950s and the implications this has for 

organizations, employees, and society. Second, I present a summary of research on public 

opinion towards pay dispersion, highlighting broad survey data and public discourse in support 
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of and in opposition to high levels of pay dispersion. Third, I review distributive justice theory 

and present arguments as to how violations of the distributive principles may predict opposition 

to pay dispersion. Fourth, I review the literature on people’s distributive justice preferences, 

meaning their desire for outcome allocations to ideally be based on equity (i.e., preference for the 

merit principle), equality (i.e., social dominance orientation-egalitarianism), and need 

(preference for need orientation). Lastly, I present the current research and predictions.  

1.1 The Problem of Rising Pay Dispersion 

 CEOs in the United States have earned more in recent years than they ever have before 

(Mishel & Wolfe, 2019). In the 1950s, CEO-to-median worker pay ratio was approximately 

20:1. That ratio rose to 265:1 in 2018 (Duffin, 2021, March 17; Hembree, 2018). Reports 

indicate that between 1978-2018 in the United States, the “typical worker’s” compensation has 

risen 12% while the average American CEO’s compensation has risen about 1008% (Colombo, 

2019). Although some of this disparity may be attributed to non-work-related compensation, 

such as globalization, industrialization, and the broad effects of capitalism (Connelly et al., 

2016), a stark and growing contrast can be clearly observed between earnings for C-suite 

executive and non-executive workers (Bapuji et al. 2020; Kim, Kogut, & Yang, 2015; Mishel & 

Wolfe, 2019). 

Perhaps the rise in pay dispersion is justified considering that higher levels of pay 

dispersion provide benefits to organizations. Some studies have found that higher levels of pay 

dispersion are positively associated with employee productivity and organizational performance 

in many industries including professional sports (Becker & Huselid, 1992; Ehrenberg & 

Bognanno, 1990; Frick et al., 2003; Simmons & Berri, 2011), manufacturing (Ding et al., 2009), 

and top management (Lee et al., 2008). In a Western market-economy, high levels of pay 
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dispersion may even be desirable, as some believe that it will spur performance and 

organizational productivity (e.g., Time.com; Cowen, 2019, April 11).  

Upon closer inspection, the pay dispersion-to-performance relation is conditional, based 

on the legitimacy of the dispersion and the interdependence of work (Conroy et al., 2014; 

Downes & Choi, 2014; Shaw, 2014; Shaw et al., 2002; Shaw & Zhou, 2021). First, several 

studies have found that levels of pay dispersion positively correlates with performance, but only 

if the disparity can be explained by key performance indices (e.g., return on investments). Pay 

dispersion that cannot be explained (i.e., illegitimate) had no association or was negatively 

associated with performance (Bloom, 1999; Conelley et al., 2008; Frick et al., 2003; Kepes et al., 

2009; Martins, 2008; Shaw et al., 2002; see also Fredrickson et al., 2010; Shaw, 2014; Shaw & 

Zhou, 2021; Trevor et al., 2012). Second, pay dispersion has been shown to be associated with 

higher individual, team, and organizational performance only when the interdependence of the 

task was low but not high (i.e., tasks depended on more than one person to complete; Levine, 

1991; see also Bloom, 1999; Depken, 2000; Martins, 2008; Maxcy & Mondello, 2009; c.f., Main 

et al., 1993). Thus, pay dispersion can be beneficial for increasing performance but only under 

specific circumstances—when the pay is performance-based, and/or when the task 

interdependence is low.  

Beyond performance, there is also substantial evidence suggesting that higher levels of 

pay dispersion may be harmful to employees and organizations, and therefore a cause for 

concern. For example, several studies have found that higher levels of pay dispersion are 

associated with worse employee attitudes (e.g., lower employee job satisfaction), shorter 

employee tenure, as well as higher rates of voluntary turnover (Bloom & Michel, 2002; 

Messersmith et al., 2011; Petrescu & Simmons, 2008), which may be costly to organizations 
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(O’Connell & Kung, 2007). Given people’s proclivity to overestimate their own performance 

(Harrison & Shaffer, 1994; Kruger & Dunning, 1999), one explanation for the negative 

relationship could be that pay dispersion provides greater opportunities for employees to feel that 

they are underpaid for their performance, which in turn leads to worse employee attitudes (e.g., 

lower pay and job satisfaction). Such a notion is supported by Trevor and Wazeter’s (2006) 

findings that those lower in their organization’s hierarchy saw the spread of pay as less equitable 

in their organization (see also Carnahan et al., 2012 for similar results). Thus, high levels of pay 

dispersion may have several negative effects on employees and organizations. 

In addition to its effects on employees and organizations, pay dispersion also contributes 

to societal-level income inequality; after all, the main source of income for many is through their 

employers’ pay. According to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(2011), employment wages make up 75 percent of working adults’ total income.1 As such,  

higher levels of organization-level pay dispersion contribute to higher levels of societal-level 

income inequality, and higher income inequality is associated with worse population-level health 

outcomes (Brunner, 1997; Kawachi & Kennedy, 1997; see also Pickett & Wilkinson, 2015; 

Wilkinson & Pickett, 2006 for review), including but not limited to increased rates of obesity 

(Pickett & Wilkinson, 2015), cardiovascular disease (Sapolsky, 2005), stress/anxiety (Layte & 

Whelan, 2014), depression (Lorant et al., 2003), as well as and shorter life expectancy (Crepaz & 

Crepaz, 2004) and higher rates of mortality (Dahl et al., 2006; Kondo et al., 2009). Strikingly, 

among the top 21 industrialized countries in the world, income inequality is negatively correlated 

 

 

1 For a more comprehensive explanation of the relationship between pay dispersion and income inequality, see 

Bapuji et al. (2020). Between-organization pay disparities may contribute more to income inequality than within-

organization pay dispersion (see Godechot, 2020; Riaz, 2015). However, my focus is on within-organization pay 

dispersion because people’s attitudes and psychological processes surrounding inequality (e.g., social comparison, 

CEO-to-worker wage gap) may be more salient when operationalized within an organization. 
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with country-level life expectancy (r = -.91; Vogil, 2005). Higher levels of income inequality is 

also associated with less social cohesion, cooperation, and trust among individuals, and greater 

rates of drug use and crime (e.g., homicides; Delhey & Draglov, 2013; Kawachi & Kennedy, 

1997; Krohn, 1976; Pickett & Wilkinson, 2010; Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009). Thus, higher levels 

of organizational level pay dispersion likely have critical implications for society (see Bapuji et 

al., 2020). Given the negative implications for employees, organizations, and societies, there is 

an impetus to reduce pay dispersion; to what extent do people actually want to reduce it? 

1.2 Public Opinion about Pay Dispersion and Income Inequality 

 According to large scale survey data, public opinion about pay dispersion and economic 

inequality is mixed in the United States.2 A 2020 Pew Research Center survey consisting of over 

seven thousand respondents indicated that roughly six in 10 Americans believe that there is too 

much economic inequality in their country, while four in 10 do not (Horowitz et al., 2020). 

Sixty-seven percent of Americans believe that the gap between the rich and the poor has gotten 

larger in the United States, while 25% believe it has stayed the same, and 5% believe that it has 

gotten smaller (Scheiber & Sussman, 2015, June 3). These statistics seem to be consistent when 

asking people whether they would support policies aimed to reduce the pay gap. Specifically, a 

2019 survey conducted by Harvard Law School and PwC revealed that 62 percent of Americans 

support (vs. 38% oppose) “a salary cap for CEOs of approximately $300,000 for a company with 

an average worker salary of $50,000” (Scott, 2020). As well, a 2021 Pew Research survey 

indicates that 62 percent of Americans support (vs. 38 percent oppose) raising the federal 

minimum wage from $7.25 to $15 (Dunn, 2021, April 22). Thus, public opinion on pay 

 

 

2 Economic inequality encompasses both organizational-level pay dispersion and societal-level income inequality. 
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dispersion and economic inequality is mixed with only a slight majority of Americans in favour 

of policies that would reduce the inequality. Why might a sizable minority of Americans 

continue to support high levels of economic inequality? 

 Those who continue to defend high levels of economic inequality may do so with the 

assumption that the inequality can be explained by differences in people’s merits, and therefore 

deserved. This line of reasoning supposes that the highest earners are the most capable and 

meritorious while the lowest earners are the laziest and most undeserving. Such a narrative is 

evident in popular American press articles. For instance, an article published by Time.com 

justifies “Why CEOs Actually Deserve their Gazillion-Dollar Salaries” as the author touts the 

increased responsibilities of today’s executives: 

“Today’s CEO, at least for major American firms, must have many more skills than 

simply being able to “run the company.” CEOs must have a good sense of financial 

markets and maybe even how the company should trade in them. They also need better 

public relations skills than their predecessors, as the costs of even a minor slipup can be 

significant. Then there’s the fact that large American companies are much more 

globalized than ever before, with supply chains spread across a larger number of 

countries. To lead in that system requires knowledge that is fairly mind-boggling” 

(Cowen, 2019, April 11). 

Other articles speak to why bottom-level workers, such as those working in fast food, do not 

even deserve a $15 (minimum) hourly wage. For instance, one interviewee from USA Today 

expresses that:  

“Taking an order, wiping down tables, flipping burgers and emptying garbage cans do 

not justify $15 per hour. Expecting that kind of money is ridiculous. If you want a better 
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paying job, get educated in a field and better yourself” (USA Today, 2015, November 

16). 

In sum, popular press articles in the United States may contribute to the narrative that the 

economic inequality in their country is deserved.  

 In sharp contrast, those who oppose high levels of economic inequality may do so on the 

assumption that top-earners are overpaid while bottom-level earners are being cheated for their 

efforts. Critiques against top earners have been published in Forbes: 

“The practice [of providing extremely large compensation practices] over-emphasises 

the impact of a single individual and undervalues the contributions of other employees to 

the success of a company….There is a clear sense among the American public that CEOs 

are taking home much more in compensation than they deserve” (Wingard, 2020, 

January 24). 

…and stories about underpaid bottom-level workers have been published in CNBC:  

“Like many hardworking Americans earning minimum wage, Margaret Lewis knows 

firsthand what it’s like to live on the edge. She works as a transporter for passengers with 

disabilities at O’Hare International Airport. She wakes up at 1 a.m. to go to work, and 

spends the early morning hours pushing wheelchairs to gates and helping travelers on 

and off planes. With tips, and Illinois’ minimum wage – which is $1 above the federal 

minimum wage of $7.25 an hour – Margaret makes about $18,000 a year, or $10,000 

below the federal poverty limit for a household of five” (Henry & Owens, 2012, July 25).  

Beyond issues of merit, arguments in opposition to high levels of economic inequality also raise 

concerns about whether anyone should ethically make 365 times more than anyone else (i.e., 

concerns around too much inequality; Kiatpongsan & Norton, 2014), or whether  people are 
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being paid enough to sustain themselves and their families. While the living wage is estimated to 

be about $12.60 in the United States (or $26,200 annually),3 an estimated 1.10 million 

Americans earn the minimum wage at $7.25 an hour or below (Amadeo, 2020, August 30; 

Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2022, February 4). Dozens of articles can be cited calling for an 

increase to the minimum wage (e.g., Bloomenthal, 2021, June 20; EPI, 2021). For instance, 

according to data from Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), “the $7.25 minimum wage 

can’t pay the bills in any state” (Iacurci, 2021, March 2). In sum, there is a strong public 

narrative that reinforces the inappropriateness of high economic inequality with a call for action 

to reduce wages for top-earners and increase wages for bottom-earners. 

 From the polarizing arguments in favour and in opposition of pay dispersion, it appears 

that people’s judgements towards pay dispersion may depend on the degree to which they find it 

to be fair (i.e., upholding or violating justice principles of equity, equality, and need).4 However, 

such examples are anecdotal and lack empirical support. Thus, the current research aims to 

empirically examine whether people’s evaluations of pay dispersion are indeed driven by 

people’s concerns for equity, equality, and need – three principles that encompass distributive 

justice theory. The following section reviews distributive justice theory by: (1) introducing the 

theory’s core concepts, (2) describing how distributive justice can be used to help explain why 

people support or oppose pay dispersion, and (3) highlighting the weaknesses of past empirical 

work on distributive justice, and (4) describing how the current research will address these 

shortcomings.  

 

 

3 The living wage varies depending on cities and states of residence. 
4 Fairness is one of many micro-, meso-, and macro-level factors that may influence people’s perceptions and 

evaluations of pay and income inequality (Son Hing et al., 2019). 
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1.3 Distributive Justice  

Distributive justice is concerned with the fairness of outcome allocation (Deutsch, 1975; 

Kaufman, 2012). According to distributive justice theory, the fairness of outcome allocations and 

distributions are determined by the extent to which various justice principles are met (Deutsch, 

1975; Folger et al., 1995). Building upon Deutsch’s initial three-factor distributive justice model, 

Gerald Leventhal further proposed that the principles of equity (i.e., allocation on the basis of 

relative inputs), equality (i.e., outcome equivalence), and need (i.e., outcomes allocated based on 

necessity) should simultaneously be considered and weighed against each other to form overall 

judgements on the fairness of outcome allocations (see also Colquitt et al., 2001; Cropanzano & 

Greenberg, 1997). Among the many theories built upon Deutsch’s, Leventhal’s proposition is 

arguably the most dominant and widely used. Upon writing this document, Leventhal’s initial 

distributive justice proposition (1980) has been cited nearly 6,500 times, even towering over 

Deutsch’s initial theory on distributive justice, which has been cited 4,000 times. 

According to the equity principle, outcomes should be allocated on the basis of one’s 

inputs (i.e., their contributions) relative to a comparison other (Adams, 1965). As such, the 

greater the discrepancy between the ratio of one party’s inputs and outcomes with another, the 

more inequitable the resource allocation should be perceived. The equity principle has been 

preferred in situations where productivity and performance are valued – such is often the case in 

organizations (Hook & Cook, 1979; Wagstaff et al., 1993). In fact, given its ubiquity in the 

workplace, the equity principle has often been treated synonymously with fairness in 

organizational settings (Colquitt, 2001). However, I argue and aim to demonstrate that equity is 

only one of three dimensions of fairness. 
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According to the equality principle, outcomes should be allocated evenly among 

members within a collective, regardless of inputs. This principle is preferred for fostering 

cooperation and group cohesion (Cook & Hegtvedt, 1983) and is the cornerstone of Rawl’s 

theory of justice (Rawls, 1971). In organizations and societies, it seems that people tend to agree 

that some degree of pay dispersion and income inequality ought to exist given differences in 

people’s occupational demands (Jasso, 1999, 2015; Kiatpongsan & Norton, 2014; McCall & 

Chin, 2013; Norton & Ariely, 2011; Verwiebe & Wegener, 2000). That is, those with more (vs. 

less) occupational demands should make more money, which should contribute to some degree 

of pay dispersion. However, several studies have shown that the equality principle may be 

violated when people deem the spread of pay as “too large” (e.g., a conceptualization popular in 

large scale social surveys – International Social Survey Programme (ISSP); see also Hadler, 

2005).  

Lastly, according to the need principle, outcomes should be allocated to those who 

require it the most (Kienbaum & Wilkening, 2009; Lamm & Schwinger, 1980; Schwinger, 1986; 

Stitka & Telock, 1992). This principle is preferred for stimulating growth and development 

(Lamm & Schwinger, 1980) and is commonly expressed by people’s varying attitudes towards 

prosocial behaviours or altruism (Bastion & Powell, 2003) or support for welfare states (Lewin-

Epstein et al., 2002; Roller, 1995). Relative to equity and equality, significantly less attention has 

been given to the need principle from academics (Diedrich, 2020). For example, previous 

distributive justice scales only assess equity and equality while largely ignoring need (Schwinger 

& Winterhoff-Spurk, 1984). The need principle further suffers from conceptual ambiguity, as 

some consider need as simply a stronger version of the equality principle as the outcome of the 

need principle is aimed at restoring equality of outcomes in an unequal world (see Sabbagh et al., 
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1994, p.249). Others consider need as one of many inputs for calculating the equity principle 

(Farkas & Anderson, 1979; Jasso & Rossi, 1977; Walster & Walster, 1975). Indeed, if need is 

conceptualized as a partial input, then it is unknown as to whether people truly allocate more 

resources to those more needy because of genuine concerns for the need principle (Schwinger, 

1986) or because of concerns over the equity principle (see Diedrich, 2020, p.12-13 for 

discussion). Thus, an important goal of the current research is to operationalize need as distinct 

justice principle from equity and equality. As well, it is important to test all three principles 

simultaneously, examining whether people’s concerns about need uniquely contribute to 

opposition to pay dispersion. 

1.3.1. Shortcomings of Distributive Justice Research  

In spite of the significant advancements to distributive justice research, there is a lack of 

empirical evidence that tests Leventhal’s proposition (Leventhal, 1976, 1980). Recall that, 

according to Leventhal, the considerations of equity, equality, and need are simultaneously 

evaluated and weighed when making evaluations of deservingness and overall fairness. To my 

knowledge, only one study has examined the relation between people’s perceptions of equity, 

equality, and need (Sin et al., 2021). This limitation in the literature may partially be due to the 

fact that many studies involving distributive justice: (1) do not agree on whether principles of 

equity, equality, and need are distinct dimensions, and (2) do not employ experimental 

paradigms that allow them to draw conclusions based on Leventhal’s propositions.  

Initial theories of distributive justice have identified three unique justice principles that 

contribute to the fairness of outcome allocation – equity, equality, and need (Deutsch, 1975). 

There has since been debate as to whether these principles are in fact conceptually independent, 

as their pattern of effects with other variables are not always discernable from one another 
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(Graham et al., 2009; Kaufman, 2012; Meindl et al., 2019).5 For instance, in moral foundations 

theory (Graham et al., 2009; Graham et al., 2012), fairness is conceptualized as a singular 

construct. However, Meindl and colleagues (2019) statistically found only two discernable 

dimensions of distributive justice in their research – one comprising of equity and the other 

based on an aggregate of equality and need. Yet, my recent work with Dr. Leanne Son Hing and 

our colleagues revealed that perceptions of whether pay dispersion was equitable, equal, and 

need-fulfilling, each uniquely predicted their evaluations that the pay dispersion was fair. These 

results support Deutsch’s three-factor model. Thus, an important goal of the current research is to 

continue to test whether there are in fact three distinguishable dimensions of distributive justice. 

Studies involving distributive justice theory also employ experimental paradigms that do 

not allow us to fully test Leventhal’s propositions. These studies can be categorized into three 

groups. The first experimental paradigm often used involves examining how people would 

allocate resources between themselves and another person in a variety of settings. For instance, 

in economic ultimatum and dictator games, participants are asked to often choose between 

principles of merit and parity (i.e., equity vs. equality; Balafoutas et al., 2010; Marin, 1981; 

Morgan & Sawyer, 1967, 1979; Shapiro, 1975; see also Cook & Hegtvedt, 1983; Espinoza, 

2007; Konow et al., 2020 for review). Such studies are important for demonstrating that: (1) 

people may rely on a blend of the two principles to make resource allocation decisions, and (2) 

resource allocation decisions are driven by interpersonal factors (e.g., whether the other person is 

your friend; Morgan & Sawyer, 1967) as well as demographic factors (e.g., age; Lerner, 1974). 

However, given that participants are direct stakeholders of rewards in these studies, their 

 

 

5 Some academics propose additional distributive principles to be considered when evaluating justice, such as power 

and responsibility (e.g., Forsyth, 2006). 
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allocation decisions are obscured with social motives (e.g., self-interest, social exchange). Thus, 

from these studies, it is not possible to determine the degree to which allocation decisions stem 

from pure justice motives.  

A second experimental paradigm that is often employed involves the use of vignettes – 

having participants read a hypothetical situation in which an outcome (often pay) is allocated 

among various parties (Elliot & Meeker, 1986; Giacobbe-Miller et al., 2003; Mannix et al., 1995; 

Murphy-Berman & Berman, 2002; Scott et al., 2001). In these scenarios, the inputs and/or needs 

of the parties are often manipulated (e.g., high vs. low), and people are asked to indicate how 

much money they would allocate to each party. For instance, Elliot and Meeker (1986) 

demonstrated that participants were more willing to pay research assistants more money if they 

contributed more (vs less) to a project and if they reported greater (vs lesser) personal needs. 

Such studies are important as they demonstrate that people allocate resources according to 

distributive principles even when they have no stake in the rewards. However, similar to the first 

set of studies, these experiments examine allocation decisions rather than evaluations of fairness, 

and therefore, it is impossible to determine the degree to which allocation decisions are driven by 

justice motives versus other extraneous factors (e.g., norms or ideologies). Furthermore, the 

results from these experiments do not allow us to draw strong conclusions regarding how much 

people weigh and value each distributive principle. This is because people’s allocation decisions 

could be simply a reflection of the strength of the experimental manipulation for the competing 

distributive justice principles.   

The third type of experimental paradigm involves presenting participants with a scenario 

in which outcomes are already allocated among parties (Conlon et al., 2004; Giacobbe-Miller et 

al., 1997; Murphy-Berman & Berman, 2002; Scott et al., 2001). They are asked to rate the 
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perceived fairness of the allocation after being told that the decision was based on one of the 

distributive principles (e.g., past performance; Conlon et al., 2004; Giacobbe-Miller et al., 1997; 

see also Murphy-Berman & Berman, 2002 for a similar experimental design). These studies 

come close to testing Leventhal’s multi-principle model as they examine how perceived 

fulfillment/violation of each distributive principle affects evaluations of fairness. However, 

because participants in these studies are often told that the allocation decision was based on only 

one of the distributive principles, it is not possible to demonstrate that people weigh principles of 

equity, equality, and need simultaneously to make judgments on fairness.  

To my knowledge, our recent work has been the only study that tests Leventhal's multi-

principle model (Sin et al., 2021). In these experiments, we manipulated the level of pay 

dispersion at a fictitious company and asked participants to rate the degree to which they felt the 

spread of pay fulfilled the principles of equity, equality, and need. In line with distributive justice 

theory, we tested the degree to which the fulfillment of these principles predicted overall 

evaluations of pay dispersion as fair. Our results indicated that the degree to which people found 

pay dispersion to be fair was uniquely predicted by how equitable (sr2 = .14), equal (sr2 = .20), 

and need-fulfilling (sr2 = .22) people perceived the spread of pay to be, providing preliminary 

evidence to support Leventhal’s multi-principle distributive justice model.  

One method to further demonstrate that people are uniquely concerned with each 

distributive principle is to explore the role of individual differences – that is, people’s 

preferences for outcomes to be distributed based on equity, equality and need. If in fact people 

oppose pay dispersion because of justice violations, then those who have stronger preferences for 

outcomes to be allocated on these principles should be especially opposed to the spread of pay 

when these principles are more (vs. less) strongly violated. In contrast, if people care little about 



 

16 

 

justice violations, then those who have stronger preferences for outcomes to be allocated on 

these principles should not be any more opposed to the spread of pay when these principles are 

more (vs. less) strongly violated. In the following section, I review the literature on people’s 

individual differences in distributive preferences for equity, equality, and need. 

1.4. Individual Differences in Distributive Preferences 

1.4.1. Preference for the Merit Principle  

People vary in the degree to which they prefer outcomes to be distributed equitably 

(Davey et al., 1999). To my knowledge, there are two scales that measure this individual 

difference: the Prescriptive Beliefs Scale for Meritocracy (Zimmerman & Reyna, 2013; adapted 

from Ho & Lloyd, 1984) and the Preference for the Merit Principle Scale (Davey et al., 1999). 

Whereas the equity principle refers to the ratio between the inputs and outcomes of comparative 

others (Adams, 1965), the merit principle is conceptually more broad, less arithmetical, and 

refers to the degree to which outcomes ought to be distributed on one’s skills, efforts, and 

abilities (Son Hing et al., 2011). Preference for the merit principle has been shown to be 

associated with greater opposition to programs that promote equality (i.e., affirmative action 

programs), but only if the program is perceived to violate the merit principle (Bobocel et al., 

1998; Son Hing et al., 2002). Preference for the merit principle has also been shown to moderate 

the effects of perceived social injustice on stress such that those stronger (vs. weaker) in 

preference for the merit principle felt more stress when reading an article about meritocracy 

being violated (vs. supported) in their society (Chen & Zhao, 2018). In our previous research, we 

found that people rated higher levels of pay dispersion less positively compared with lower 

levels of pay dispersion, and this effect was stronger for those stronger (vs. weaker) in preference 

for the merit principle (Sin et al., 2021).  
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1.4.2. Social Dominance Orientation - Egalitarianism 

People also vary in the degree to which they prefer outcomes to be distributed equally. A 

common conceptualization of this individual difference is Social Dominance Orientation (SDO; 

Pratto et al., 1994). SDO is one’s tendency to support ideologies and policies that attenuate, 

legitimize, and perpetuate social and economic inequality (Pratto et al., 1994; Sidanius & Pratto, 

2003; Sidanius et al., 2000). Those who score higher (vs. lower) on SDO have been found to 

have stronger preferences for hierarchy, intergroup dominance, and economic conservatism 

(Altemeyer, 1998; Ekehamma et al., 2004; Pratto et al., 1994; Sidanius & Pratto, 2000, 2003). 

SDO consists of two subdimensions – the preference for some groups to dominate others (i.e., 

dominance) and the preference for egalitarian intergroup relations and outcome distributions 

(i.e., egalitarianism). Because my research does not involve group hierarchy or dominance, I will 

only assess SDO-egalitarianism (henceforth SDO-E; Ho et al., 2015; Jost & Thompson, 2000). 

Compared with the dominance dimension, SDO-E has been shown (through effect size 

comparison tests) to more strongly correlate with opposition to income redistribution, affirmative 

action, social welfare, racial policies, and redistributive social policies (Ho et al., 2015).  

1.4.3. Preference for Need Orientation 

Lastly, people also vary in the degree to which they prefer outcomes to be distributed 

based on need (Fiddick & Cummins, 2007; Pratto et al., 1994). Pratto and colleagues (1994) 

demonstrated that people vary in their noblesse oblige ideology – the degree to which people 

believe that the ‘haves’ should share wealth with the ‘have-nots,’ and found that that noblesse 

oblige is moderately inversely related with social dominance orientation. To my knowledge, only 

one validated scale, the Basic Social Justice Orientation Scale, has assessed people’s preferences 

for need-based distributions alongside other distributive principles like equity and equality 
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(Hulle et al., 2018).6 Hulle et al. (2018) also establish criterion validity for people’s preferences 

for need orientation. Specifically, they reported that the more participants scored on the need 

orientation, the more strongly they agreed with egalitarian statements and the less strongly they 

agreed with individualism statements.  

1.5. Overview of Studies 

The current studies examined what conditions lead people to more strongly oppose pay 

dispersion and to understand why. In two concurrent between-subjects experiments, participants 

were asked to complete a series of individual difference measures assessing their preferences for 

outcomes to be distributed equitably, equally, and based on need (i.e., preference for the merit 

principle, SDO-egalitarianism, and preference for need orientation, respectively). Participants 

then read about a fictitious American organization – its company profile, organizational 

hierarchy, employee descriptions, and level of pay dispersion. They were asked to rate the degree 

to which they perceived the pay dispersion to be inequitable, too unequal, and need-violating, 

and subsequently rated the degree to which they opposed the pay dispersion at the company.  

I manipulated two situational variables that were pertinent to the public discourse and 

debate surrounding pay dispersion. In Study 1, I manipulated the existing level of pay dispersion 

at the target organization by varying the wages of its employees, and in Study 2, I manipulated 

the organization’s performance by altering the contents of the target organization’s description. 

In both experiments, participants from the United States were recruited online through Amazon’s 

 

 

6 Although the Basic Social Justice Orientation Scale (Hulle et al., 2018) can also be used to measure preferences for 

equity and equality, Preference for the Merit Principle Scale (Davey et al., 1999) was used to assess preference for 

equity, and the Social Dominance Orientation Scale (Ho et al., 2015) was used to assess preference for equality 

because these scales possessed greater reliability and validity, as indicated by the results from their validation 

studies. 
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Mechanical Turk (MTurk) to complete a self-report survey via Qualtrics. An American sample 

was preferred for the current investigation because levels of pay dispersion, as measured by 

CEO-worker wage gaps, are highest in United States, compared with other Western, developed 

nations (Duffin, 2021, March 17; Kiatpongsan & Norton, 2014).  

For hypothesis testing, I considered controlling for five variables: income, self-reported 

socioeconomic status, political ideology, financial burden caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, 

and general attitudes towards pharmaceutical companies (in Study 1 only). First, given ego-

centric motives, those higher in income and socioeconomic status (SES) may less strongly 

oppose higher levels of pay dispersion. That is because, those who are wealthy may be driven by 

self-interest to support a system that allows them to maintain their wealth. Second, those who are 

more politically conservative may less strongly oppose higher levels of pay dispersion to the 

extent that they see such differences as a result of free-market capitalism (Sidanius & Pratto, 

1993). Third, those who have been more strongly financially burdened by the COVID-19 

pandemic may be especially sensitive to how lower-level workers are (mis-)treated, and/or 

especially resentful to how much executives earn. As a result, they may inherently be more 

opposed to higher (vs. lower) levels of pay dispersion. Lastly, in Study 1, people were asked to 

rate how positively (or negatively) they felt towards pharmaceutical companies. Views towards 

pharmaceutical companies may be polarized and controversial during pandemics (Kreps et al., 

2021), and it is possible that someone who holds more negative attitudes towards pharmaceutical 

companies would respond more negatively towards pay dispersion at the organization. To ensure  

results were not driven by these extraneous factors, but rather by the manipulation of level of pay 

dispersion, I treated these variables as potential covariates.  



 

20 

 

2. Study 1 

 The goal of Study 1 was to examine whether people are more opposed to higher (vs. 

lower) levels of pay dispersion. I reason that higher (vs. lower) levels of pay dispersion should be 

perceived to be more inequitable, too unequal, and need-violating. Consequently, the more 

inequitable, unequal, and need-violating the pay dispersion is perceived to be, the more people 

should oppose the spread of pay among employees within an organization. Extending my 

previous work (Sin et al., 2021), I further examine how distributive preferences in equity, 

equality, and need may moderate the effects of condition (i.e., level of pay dispersion). I predict 

that, in conditions where justice is more strongly violated, those who more strongly prefer 

outcomes to be distributed equitably, equally, and based on need, should be especially sensitive 

to violations of equity, equality, and need, respectively. Consequently, these individuals should 

more strongly oppose higher (vs. lower) levels of pay dispersion.  

The design of Study 1 was a between-subjects experiment in which participants were 

randomly assigned to one of five conditions that varied in the level of pay dispersion they were 

asked to rate. The level of pay dispersion was manipulated by altering the wages for five selected 

employee profiles at a fictitious pharmaceutical company called ProPharm. Conditions were 

designed to be equally spaced apart in their degree of inequality – which was measured by the 

coefficient of variation. Employee salaries were finalized using the results obtained from a pilot 

study (see Table 1). These conditions ranged from very low (in which the CEO-to-median 

worker ratio was 1.52) to very high (in which the CEO-to-median worker ratio was very high 

156.52).  

2.1. Level of Pay Dispersion and Justice Violations 



 

21 

 

Higher (vs. lower) levels of pay dispersion should be perceived to more strongly violate 

the equality principle. Cross-national studies using ISSP data have shown that the more income 

inequality people perceive exists in their country, the more strongly they rate the income 

inequality in their country to be “too large” (Hadler; 2005; Kuhn, 2015; Loveless & Whitefield, 

2011; see also Trump, 2018). In experimental settings, making individuals more aware of actual 

(higher) levels of income inequality increases support for policies that aim to reduce the 

inequality (McCall et al., 2017). Moreover, in my previous work, participants who rated higher 

(vs. lower) levels of pay dispersion more strongly rated the pay dispersion as “too unequal” (Sin 

et al., 2021). Consistent with these findings, I expect those who rate higher (vs. lower) levels of 

pay dispersion will more strongly perceive it as too unequal. 

Higher (vs. lower) levels of pay dispersion should also be perceived to more strongly 

violate the equity principle because top-level earners should more strongly be seen as overpaid, 

and bottom-level earners should be seen as underpaid, given their inputs. It is evident that people 

hold lay beliefs about how much workers in different occupations earn (i.e., “actual wage”) and 

ought to earn (i.e., “ethical wage;” Jasso, 1978, 1999; Jasso & Wegener, 1997; Trump, 2013; 

Verwiebe & Wegener, 2000). For instance, Americans perceived CEOs in the United States to 

earn 20 times the average worker but believe they ought to earn only seven times as much 

(Kiatpongsan & Norton, 2014). I reason that the greater the discrepancy between actual and 

ethical occupational wage gaps, the more it people will see it as inequitable and oppose the 

spread of pay. Indeed, Kuhn (2011) found that the greater the difference between an individual’s 

perceived “actual” and “ethical” occupational wage gaps, the more likely they are to support 

policies explicitly aimed at reducing the dispersion of market wages (Kuhn, 2011). Moreover, in 

my previous work, participants who rated higher (vs. lower) levels of pay dispersion more 
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strongly rated the pay dispersion as inequitable (Sin et al., 2021). Consistent with these findings, 

I expect those who rate higher (vs. lower) levels of pay dispersion will more strongly perceive it 

as inequitable.  

Finally, higher (vs. lower) levels of pay dispersion should more strongly violate the need 

principle.7 Indeed, a central argument for increasing the minimum wage in the United States is to 

ensure that everyone has enough to meet their basic needs (Pollin et al., 2008; Bloomenthal et al., 

2022, January 21). In my previous work, participants who rated higher (vs. lower) levels of pay 

dispersion more strongly rated the pay dispersion as need-violating (Sin et al., 2021). I expect the 

same pattern of results for the current study. For the current study, the bottom-level workers’ 

salaries in the experimental conditions ranged from $45,000 USD in the very low pay dispersion 

condition to $12,500 USD in the very high pay dispersion condition. According to the MIT 

Living Wage calculator, a single person in the United States needs an income of approximately 

$30,000 USD to meet their basic needs (including food, housing, health insurance, and personal 

expenses; Velasquez, August 17). Thus, in higher (vs. lower) pay dispersion conditions, people 

should more strongly perceive that all workers are not paid enough to sustain themselves or their 

households.  

2.2. Hypotheses 

I reason that people should more strongly oppose higher (vs. lower) levels of pay 

dispersion because they should see it as more equity-, equality-, and need-violating. If indeed 

higher (vs. lower) levels of pay dispersion are seen as violating principles of equity, equality, and 

 

 

7 The need principle may also be violated if pay dispersion continues to rise with no change in wages for bottom-

level workers. People may have lay theories about the average cost of living depending on the wages of the 

collective individuals or parties.  



 

23 

 

need, then those who more strongly prefer outcomes to be distributed based on equity, equality, 

and need, should be more sensitive to these violations, respectively. Therefore, I expect 

preference for the merit principle, SDO-egalitarianism, and preference for need orientation to 

moderate the effect of level of pay dispersion on perceptions of inequity, inequality, and need, 

respectively, and in turn should influence the extent to which they oppose pay dispersion. 

Unfortunately, a priori sample size analyses indicated that over one thousand participants were 

needed to test mediated moderation. As it was not practically feasible to recruit such a sample for 

the current study, predictions involving moderation and mediation were tested independently. 

For the interested reader, exploratory analyses were conducted to test for mediated moderation. 

Additionally, of the three distributive preferences, only SDO-egalitarianism has been shown to 

directly predict attitudes towards (economic) inequality (Ho et al., 2015). Therefore, I 

additionally predict a main effect of SDO-egalitarianism on opposition to pay dispersion. Below 

are the thirteen hypotheses for the current study: 

Effects on opposition to pay dispersion  

H1: Those in higher pay dispersion conditions should more strongly oppose the spread of 

pay among employees, compared with those in lower pay dispersion conditions. 

H2: The stronger people’s SDO-egalitarianism, the more they should oppose the spread 

of pay among employees. 

H3: There should be an interaction between level of pay dispersion and preference for the 

merit principle on opposition to pay dispersion, such that among those weaker in 

preference for the merit principle, there should be no effect of level of pay dispersion on 

opposition to pay dispersion. In contrast, among those stronger in preference for the merit 
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principle, those in higher pay dispersion conditions should more strongly oppose the 

spread of pay among employees, compared with those in lower pay dispersion conditions.  

H4: There should be an interaction between level of pay dispersion and preference for the 

equality on opposition to pay dispersion, such that among those weaker in SDO-

egalitarianism, there should be no effect of level of pay dispersion on opposition to pay 

dispersion. In contrast, among those stronger in SDO-egalitarianism, those in higher pay 

dispersion conditions should more strongly oppose the spread of pay among employees, 

compared with those in lower pay dispersion conditions. 

H5: There should be an interaction between level of pay dispersion and preference for 

need orientation on opposition to pay dispersion, such that among those weaker in 

preference for need orientation, there should be no effect of level of pay dispersion on 

opposition to pay dispersion. In contrast, among those stronger in preference for need 

orientation, those in higher pay dispersion conditions should more strongly oppose the 

spread of pay among employees, compared with those in lower pay dispersion conditions.  

H6: The more people perceive the spread of pay among employees as inequitable, 

unequal, and need-violating, the more they should oppose it.  

Effects on perceptions of inequity 

H7: Those in the higher pay dispersion conditions should perceive the spread of pay as 

more inequitable compared to those in the lower pay dispersion conditions. 

H8: There should be an interaction between level of pay dispersion and preference for the 

merit principle on perceptions of inequity, such that among those weaker in preference 

for the merit principle, there should be no effect of level of pay dispersion on perceptions 

of inequity. In contrast, among those stronger in preference for the merit principle, those 
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in higher pay dispersion conditions should perceive the spread of pay among employees 

as more inequitable, compared with those in lower pay dispersion conditions. 

Effects on perceptions of inequality 

H9: Those in the higher pay dispersion conditions should perceive the spread of pay as 

more unequal compared to those in the lower pay dispersion conditions. 

H10: There should be an interaction between level of pay dispersion and SDO-

egalitarianism on perceptions of inequality, such that among those weaker in SDO-

egalitarianism, there should be no effect of level of pay dispersion on perceptions of 

inequity. In contrast, among those stronger in SDO-egalitarianism, those in higher pay 

dispersion conditions should perceive the spread of pay among employees as more 

unequal, compared with those in lower pay dispersion conditions. 

Effects on perceptions of need-violation 

H11: Those in the higher pay dispersion conditions should perceive the spread of pay as 

more need-violating compared to those in the lower pay dispersion conditions. 

H12: There should be an interaction between level of pay dispersion and preference for 

need orientation on perceptions of need-violation, such that among those weaker in 

preference for need orientation, there should be no effect of level of pay dispersion on 

perceptions of inequity. In contrast, among those stronger in preference for need 

orientation, those in higher pay dispersion conditions should perceive the spread of pay 

among employees as more need-violating, compared with those in lower pay dispersion 

conditions. 

Mediation  
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H13: Perceptions of inequity, inequality, and need-violation should mediate the effect of 

level of pay dispersion on opposition to pay dispersion. 

2.3. Method 

2.3.1. Preregistration 

 The current study – its hypotheses, design plan, sampling plan, and analysis plan – was 

pre-registered on the Open Science Framework (https://osf.io/fd378).  

2.3.2. Participants 

Sample size was determined before any data analyses using Monte Carlo simulations 

(Muthén & Muthén, 2002). These analyses were conducted with a desired power of .80, alpha = 

.05, and estimated effect sizes from previous research (Sin et al., 2021) or from Bosco et al.’s 

(2015) effect size recommendations for industrial-organizational psychology research. The 

results indicated that a sample size of 480 is large enough to detect for a “small” effect of f2 = .02 

(Cohen, 1988).  

I obtained an initial sample of 770 participants (277 women, 486 men, one neither man 

nor woman, six preferred not to answer), accounting for attrition and failure of attention checks. 

Participants were at least 18-years old, English-speaking, employed (full-time or part-time), and 

residents of the United States. Participants’ age ranged from 20 to 70 years old (M = 37.33 years, 

SD = 10.80). The median household income was $50,000 USD (SD = $98,278 USD). 

Participants’ ethnic background were 74% Western or Eastern European, 17% Black/African 

American, 3% Hispanic/Latino, 8% other ethnic minorities. Participants’ political affiliations 

ranged from 1 (extremely liberal) to 7 (moderately conservative) on a 9-point Likert scale (M = 

4.84, SD = 1.76). 

2.3.3. Procedure  
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Participants were recruited through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk). Participants 

were told that the purpose of this study was to learn about people’s opinions about compensation 

in organizations (Appendix A). After providing informed consent (Appendix B), participants 

completed a pre-survey intention check in which they declared that they would provide their full 

attention to the survey (Appendix C). Participants then completed a general questionnaire that 

assessed them on their general attitudes towards pharmaceutical companies (Appendix D), 

followed by three individual difference measures in random order: Preference for the Merit 

Principle Scale (Son Hing et al., 2011; Appendix E), Social Dominance Orientation Egalitarian 

Subscale (Ho et al., 2015; Pratto et al., 1994; Appendix F), and items adapted from the Basic 

Social Justice Orientation to assess participants’ preferences for need orientation (Hulle et al., 

2018; Appendix G).  

Participants then read the company description for a fictitious American pharmaceutical 

organization called ProPharm (Appendix H) and reviewed an organizational chart that displayed 

five levels of hierarchy (Appendix I). In the central corridor, five specific positions were 

identified (from top to bottom, these positions were CEO, vice president, manager, supplies 

coordinator, and warehouse worker). Participants reviewed profiles for the employees who held 

these positions, including their experience, education, responsibilities, and technical skills 

(Appendix J). Finally, based on random assignment to condition (very low, low, moderate, high, 

and very high), participants were shown how much each employee was paid (Table 1). 

Participants completed a comprehension check by identifying the compensation for the five 

target employees, and the number of employees that worked at ProPharm in two multiple-choice 

questions (Appendix K). Subsequently, they completed a manipulation check indicating how 

unequal they believed the spread of pay to be (Appendix L). They then rated the degree to which 
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they believed the pay dispersion at ProPharm was inequitable, too unequal, and need-violating 

(in randomized order; Appendix M). They then indicated how much they opposed the pay 

dispersion at ProPharm to be. (Appendix N).  

Participants then completed a demographic questionnaire which included items assessing, 

their income, political orientation, and the degree to which they or their household has been 

financially impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic (Appendix O). Upon completion, participants 

were then thanked for their participation, debriefed (Appendix P), remunerated $1.50 USD, and 

completed a post-survey attention questionnaire (Appendix Q).  

2.3.4. Materials and Measures 

Covariates.  

Income. Income was assessed by asking participants to provide a numeric response for 

the following statement “What is your current annual income?” (Appendix O). 

Self-reported Socioeconomic Status (SES). Self-reported SES was assessed by asking 

participants to indicate (by selecting a rung on a ladder) where they believe their occupation’s 

status falls within the United States (Adler et al., 1994; Appendix O).  

Political Orientation. Political orientation was assessed by asking participants to respond 

to the following statement on a 9-point Likert Scale (extremely left-wing/Liberal to extremely 

right-wing/Conservative): “Please indicate your political orientation by choosing where your 

orientation falls.” (Jost et al., 1999; Appendix O). As there were only two items assessing 

political orientation, the internal consistency of the measure was assessed by the zero-order 

correlation rather than Cronbach’s alpha. The zero-order correlation between the two items was 

.73. 
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Unless specified below, responses for the following measures ranged from (1) very 

strongly disagree to (9) very strongly agree.  

COVID-19 Financial Burden. The degree to which participants are financially and 

economically impacted by COVID-19 pandemic was assessed by three-items. A sample item is: 

“The COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant negative impact on my household’s income” 

(Appendix O). This measure was reliable (α = .94). 

Negative Attitudes towards Pharmaceutical Companies. Negative attitudes towards 

pharmaceutical companies were assessed by asking participants to respond to three-items. A 

sample item is “Pharmaceutical companies in the United States are untrustworthy” (Appendix 

D). This measure was reliable (α = .89). 

Predictors.  

Level of Pay Dispersion. As multiple regression was used for the main analyses, 

experimental conditions for the level of pay dispersion were coded as very low (1), low (2), 

moderate (3), high (4), and very high (5). 

Manipulation Check. Participants were randomly assigned to one of five experimental 

conditions that varied in the level of pay dispersion they were asked to evaluate. To assess the 

effect of the manipulation, participants were asked to rate the extent to which they believed the 

spread of pay at ProPharm was unequal. A sample item was “At ProPharm, pay differences 

among employees are very large” (Appendix L). This measure was reliable (α = .84). 

Preference for the Merit Principle. Preference for the merit principle was measured by 

the 11-item Preference for the Merit Principle Scale developed by Davey and colleagues (1999) , 

and adapted by Son Hing et al., (2011) and Sin et al. (2021). A sample item is “People’s success 

in the workplace ought to always depend primarily on their skills.” Previous research had 
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demonstrated that this scale possessed good predictive validity, discriminant validity (Davey et 

al., 1999), and internal consistency (Sin et al., 2021; Appendix E). This measure was reliable (α 

= .92). 

SDO-Egalitarianism. SDO-egalitarianism was measured by the eight-item egalitarian 

subscale from the Social Dominance Orientation Scale (Ho et al., 2015; Pratto et al., 1994). 

Responses were rescaled and recoded such that higher scores indicated greater SDO-

egalitarianism. For this scale, participants were asked to rate from a 9-point Likert scale 

(extremely oppose to extremely favour) the extent to which they favoured or opposed statements 

like “We should do what we can to equalize conditions for different groups.” Previous research 

has demonstrated that this scale has good predictive validity, discriminant validity, and internal 

consistency (Ho et al., 2015; Appendix F). This measure was reliable (α = .90). 

Preference for Need Orientation. Preference for need orientation was measured by three 

items adapted from the Basic Social Justice Orientations Scale by Hulle et al. (2018). A sample 

item is “A society is just if it takes care of the poor and needy” (Appendix G). This measure was 

reliable (α = .74). 

Mediators. 

Perceptions of Inequity. Perceptions of inequity were assessed by three items. A sample 

item is “I think the differences in pay at ProPharm are based on people’s contributions to the 

organization” (reverse-coded; Appendix M). Previous research has indicated that this measure 

had good internal consistency (Sin et al., 2021). This measure was reliable (α = .90). 

Perceptions of Inequality. Perceptions of inequality were assessed by three items. A 

sample item is “At ProPharm, the differences in pay between employees is too large.” Although 

these items seem similar to those used in the manipulation check, they are different in that these 
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items are prescriptively worded rather than descriptively worded (Appendix M). Previous 

research has indicated that this measure had good internal consistency (Sin et al., 2021). This 

measure was reliable (α = .86). 

Perceptions of Need-violation. Perceptions of need-violation were assessed by three 

items. A sample item is “At ProPharm, the levels of pay allow lower level employees to cover 

their cost of living” (reverse-coded; Appendix M). Previous research has indicated that this 

measure had good internal consistency (Sin et al., 2021). This measure was reliable (α = .93). 

Outcome. 

Opposition to Pay Dispersion. Opposition to pay dispersion was assessed by three items. 

A sample item is “I oppose how much spread there is between top and bottom earners at 

ProPharm” (Appendix N). This measure was reliable (α = .70). 

2.4. Results  

2.4.1. Data Preparation 

Participant Screening. I used several methods to reduce low-quality respondents. First, 

participants were asked in a pre-survey inattention check to indicate that they would dedicate 

their full attention to the study. Only participants who indicated that they would provide their full 

attention to the survey, continued to complete the study. Second, there were two instructional 

inattention checks in the study that asked participants to select a specific response (e.g., “For this 

item, please select the option ‘strongly agree’). Those who did not select the correct response 

failed the inattention check. Forty-four participants were omitted because they failed to correctly 

respond to at least one of two inattention checks. Third, participants were asked to complete a 

comprehension check after reading the description about ProPharm’s employees’ salaries. 

Specifically, they were asked to complete a multiple-choice question to correctly identifying how 
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much each employee earned at the company. Two hundred and forty-two participants were 

omitted because they failed to correctly answer the comprehension check after two attempts. 

Lastly, in a post-survey questionnaire, participants were asked to respond to a multiple-choice 

question that asked them to disclose the extent to which they responded accurately and honestly 

throughout the study. Four participants were omitted because they either responded ‘not at all’ or 

‘somewhat’ responding honestly and accurately. This resulted in a final example of 480 

participants. 

Data Preparation. Negatively worded items were reverse coded before creating 

averages. The internal consistencies of measures were assessed by calculating the Cronbach’s 

alpha. Outliers were flagged using z-scores as a cut-off, where values less than or greater than -

3.29 were considered as outliers (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). All outliers were winsorized 

(Ghosh & Vogt, 2012).8  

2.4.2. Preliminary Analyses 

Correlations. A correlation matrix is presented on Table 2. First, I examined zero-order 

correlations to determine whether potential covariates should be included in the main analyses. 

The results revealed that opposition to pay dispersion was not significantly correlated with 

income, r(480) = -.02, 95% CI[-.11, 07], p = .676, but was significantly correlated with self-

reported SES, r(480) = -.09, 95% CI[-.18, -.01], p = .004, political conservatism, r(480) = -.28, 

95% CI[-.36, -.20], p < .001, attitudes towards pharmaceutical companies, r(480) = .15, 95% 

CI[.06, .24], p < .001, and COVID-19 financial burden, r(480) = .15, 95% CI[.10, .24], p < .001. 

Thus, all potential covariates with the exception of income were entered in Step 1 of the models.  

 

 

8 Supplementary analyses indicated that there were no meaningful differences for the interpretation of the results if 

the outliers were not winsorized. 
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Second, I examined the correlations between the predictors. Correlations between 

individual differences in preference for the merit principle, SDO-egalitarianism, and need 

orientation were moderate, ranging from .49 to .55, indicating that they are distinct constructs. 

The more participants preferred outcomes to be distributed based on merit, the more they 

preferred it also to be distributed equally, r(480) = .49, 95% CI[.42, .55], p < .001, and based on 

need, r(480) = .55, 95% CI[.49, .61], p < .001. The more participants preferred outcomes to be 

distributed equally, the more they also preferred it to be distributed based on need r(480) = .55, 

95% CI[.49, .61], p < .001.  

Third, I examined the correlations between the mediators to ensure that they are 

independent. Perceptions of inequality was weakly correlated with perceptions of inequity (r = 

25) and with perceptions of need-violation (r = .21). However, perceptions of inequity and 

perceptions of need-violation were strongly correlated (r = .82), and thus may be collinear, 

inflating sampling error of the partials, and require aggregation (Blalock, 1963).9 To test whether 

perceptions of inequity and need-violation should be aggregated, I conducted confirmatory factor 

analysis. I compared the fit indices between a three-factor distributive justice model (in which 

perceptions of inequity, inequality, and need-violation were independent factors) with a two-

factor distributive justice model (in which perceptions of inequity and need-violation were 

aggregated). The results from an ANOVA revealed that the three-factor model (χ2(24) = 66.86) 

had significantly better fit compared with the two-factor model (χ2(26) = 206.33), F2(2) = 

139.47, p < .001.10  In addition, I tested whether multicollinearity would have been present in a 

 

 

9 Interestingly, recent research has suggested a two-factor model for distributive justice beliefs; however, in this 

model, it is the principles of equality and need that are highly related (Meindl et al., 2019). 
10 For the interested reader, I also tested the fit for a one-factor distributive justice model in which all nine items 

assessing equity, equality, and need were aggregated into one factor. The results from an ANOVA indicated that the 

one-factor model (χ2(27) = 820.38) has significantly worse fit than the two-factor model, F2(1) = 614.05 p < .001. 
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regression model if I did not aggregate these variables. The results indicated that collinearity was 

not a problem as the variance inflation factor was below 4.0 (VIF = 3.03; Hair et al., 2010). Thus, 

I did not aggregate perceived equity and need-violation. 

Manipulation Check. To test the effect of the manipulation, I conducted a one-way 

ANOVA and Dunnett-Tukey-Kramer post-hoc pairwise comparison tests to account for unequal 

sample size. The overall model was significant, F(4, 475) = 6.86, p < .001, η2 = .05, revealing 

that responses to the manipulation check differed based on pay dispersion condition. An 

inspection of the means (See Table 3) reveals that higher levels of pay dispersion were generally 

seen as more unequal than lower levels of pay dispersion. For instance, the very high pay 

dispersion condition (M = 7.60, SD = 1.31) was rated as more unequally than the very low pay 

dispersion condition (M = 7.01, SD = 1.44), t(174) = 2.91, 95% CI[.19, .98], p = .004, d = .423. 

However, mean differences were not always found between neighbouring conditions. For 

instance, the moderate pay dispersion condition (M = 7.48, SD = 1.08) was not rated as more 

unequal than the low pay dispersion condition (M = 7.62, SD = 1.01), t(197) = .97, 95% CI[-.44, 

.15], p = .336, d = .137. For details, see Table 3. Thus, while the pay dispersion manipulation 

was successful overall, incremental differences between each condition were not found.  

2.4.3. Confirmatory Analyses  

Effects on Opposition to Pay Dispersion. To test the main effects of level of pay 

dispersion condition and individual differences and their interactions, I conducted hierarchical 

multiple regression analyses. For this model, covariates (i.e., self-reported SES, political 

conservatism, negative attitudes towards pharmaceutical companies, and COVID financial 

burden) were entered in step 1, predictors (i.e., level of pay dispersion, preference for the merit 

principle, SDO-egalitarianism, and preference for need orientation) were entered in step 2, 
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interactive effects (i.e., level of pay dispersion x preference for the merit principle, level of pay 

dispersion x SDO-egalitarianism, and level of pay dispersion x preference for need orientation) 

were entered in step 3. Given the presence of multicollinearity introduced when testing multiple 

interactions with the same variable, I tested interactions in separate models (Frost, 2017). To test 

interactions, continuous predictors were centered and multiplied to create interaction terms. 

Simple effects were tested at one standard deviation above and below the mean (Aiken & West, 

1991). Finally, mediators (i.e., perceptions of inequity, perceptions of inequality, and perceptions 

of need-violation) were entered simultaneously in step 4. See Table 4.  

In support of H1, the results revealed that as the level of pay dispersion increased, 

opposition to the spread of pay increased, b = .32, se b = .05, 95% CI[.23, .41], p < .001, sr2 = 

.07.11 Participants’ individual differences differentially predicted their opposition to pay 

dispersion. Specifically, the stronger participants’ preference for the merit principle, the less they 

opposed the spread of pay, b = -.26, se b = .08, 95% CI[-.42, -.10], p < .001, sr2 = .02. In support 

of H2, the stronger participants’ SDO-egalitarianism, and the more they opposed the spread of 

pay, b = .34, se b = .07, 95% CI[.19, .48], p < .001, sr2 = .03. There was no effect of preference 

for need on opposition to pay dispersion, b = .09, se b = .07, 95% CI[-.06, .23], p = .247, sr2 = 

.00. 

In support of H3, there was a significant interactive effect of level of pay dispersion and 

preference for the merit principle on opposition to pay dispersion, b = .12, se b = .04, 95% 

CI[.03, .21], p = .005, sr2 = .00. However, simple effects revealed that the pattern of effects was 

not entirely consistent with my predictions. I had predicted that, among those weaker in 

 

 

11 se b = standard error of the unstandardized beta 
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preference for the merit principle, there would be no effect of level of pay dispersion on 

opposition to pay dispersion. However, the results revealed that, as the level of pay dispersion 

increased, opposition to the spread of pay increased, b = .21, se b = .07, 95% CI[.09, 35], p = 

.001, sr2 = .05. In addition, as predicted, among those stronger in preference for the merit 

principle, as the level of pay dispersion increased, opposition to the spread of pay increased; this 

effect was two times stronger than for those weaker in preference for the merit principle, b = .42, 

se b = .08, 95% CI[.27, .58], p < .001, sr2 = .10. See Figure 1. 

In support of H4, there was a significant interactive effect of level of pay dispersion and 

SDO-egalitarianism on opposition to pay dispersion, b = .13, se b = .03, 95% CI[.06, .20], p < 

.001, sr2 = .02. Again, the pattern of effects was not entirely consistent with my predictions. 

Simple effects tests revealed that, among those weaker in SDO-egalitarianism, as the level of pay 

dispersion increased, opposition to the spread of pay increased, b = .13, se b = .06, 95% 

CI[.01,.24], p = .031, sr2 = .02. In addition, as predicted, among those stronger in SDO-

egalitarianism, as the level of pay dispersion increased, opposition to the spread of pay increased; 

this effect was 7.5 times stronger than for those weaker in SDO-egalitarianism, b = .51, se b = 

.08, 95% CI[.35, .67], p < .001, sr2 = .15. See Figure 2. 

In support of H5, there was a significant interactive effect of level of pay dispersion and 

preference for need orientation on opposition to pay dispersion, b = .14, se b = .04, 95% CI[.06, 

.21], p < .001, sr2 = .02. The pattern of effects was once again not entirely consistent with my 

predictions. Simple effects tests revealed that, among those weaker in preference for need 

orientation, as the level of pay dispersion increased, opposition to the spread of pay increased, b 

= .16, se b = .07, 95% CI[.03, 29], p = .014, sr2 = .03. In addition, as predicted, among those 

stronger in preference for need orientation, as the level of pay dispersion increased, opposition to 
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the spread of pay increased; this effect was five times stronger than those weaker in preference 

for need orientation, b = .50, se b = .08, 95% CI[.35, .65], p < .001, sr2 = .15. See Figure 3. 

I tested the unique effects of mediators controlling for all covariates, predictors, and 

interaction terms. In support of H6, the results show that the more participants perceived the 

spread of pay among employees to be inequitable, b = .29, se b = .04, 95% CI[.21,.36], p < .001, 

sr2 = .03, too unequal, b = .59, se b = .03, 95% CI[.52, .65], p < .001, sr2 = .20, and need-

violating, b = .12, se b = .04, 95% CI[.05, .19], p < .001, sr2 = .01, the more they opposed the 

pay dispersion. See Table 4.  

Effects of Predictors on Justice Perceptions. 

Effects on Perceptions of Inequity. To test the effects of level of pay dispersion (H7) and 

the interaction of level of pay dispersion and preference for the merit principle (H8) on 

perceptions of inequity, I conducted multiple regression analysis. Specifically, perceptions of 

inequity was regressed on to all covariates, (i.e., self-reported SES, political conservatism, 

negative attitudes towards pharmaceutical companies, and COVID financial burden), predictors 

(i.e., level of pay dispersion, preference for the merit principle, SDO-egalitarianism, preference 

for need orientation), and the interaction of level of pay dispersion and preference for the merit 

principle. See Table 5. 

In support of H7, as the level of pay dispersion increased, perceptions that the spread of 

pay was inequitable increased, b = .26, se b = .05, 95% CI[.16, .36], p < .001, sr2 = .03. 

Regression results suggest that the stronger people’s preferences for the merit principle, the less 

they perceived the spread of pay to be inequitable, b = -.32, se b = .05, 95% CI[-.47, -.17], p < 

.001, sr2 = .03. However, this result is likely due to a suppression effect as preference for the 
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merit was moderately correlated with SDO-egalitarianism (r = .49) and preference for need 

orientation (r = .55).  

In support of H8, the results revealed that there was a significant interactive effect of 

level of pay dispersion and preference for the merit principle on perceptions of inequity, b = .09, 

se b = .05, 95% CI[.00, .09], p = .006, sr2 = .01. However, the pattern of effects was not entirely 

consistent with my predictions. Simple effects tests revealed that, among those weaker in 

preference for the merit principle, as the level of pay dispersion increased, perceptions that the 

spread of pay was inequitable increased, b = .18, se b = .07, 95% CI[.04, 32], p = .012, sr2 = .03. 

In addition, as predicted, among those stronger in preference for the merit principle, as the level 

of pay dispersion increased, perceptions that the spread of pay was inequitable increased. This 

effect was 1.7 times stronger among those with a stronger (vs. weaker) preference for the merit 

principle, b = .38, se b = .10, 95% CI[.18, .57], p < .001, sr2 = .05. See Figure 4. 

Effects on Perceptions of Inequality. To test the effects of level of pay dispersion (H9) 

and the interaction of level of pay dispersion and SDO-egalitarianism (H10) on perceptions of 

inequality, I conducted multiple regression analysis. Specifically, perceptions of inequality was 

regressed on to all covariates, predictors, and the interaction between level of pay dispersion and 

SDO-egalitarianism. See Table 6. 

In support of H9, as the level of pay dispersion increased, perceptions that the spread of 

pay was too unequal increased, b = .26, se b = .04, 95% CI[.17, .35], p < .001, sr2 = .05. As well, 

the stronger people’s SDO-egalitarianism, the more they perceived the spread of pay to be too 

unequal, b = .39, se b = .06, 95% CI[.28, .50], p < .001, sr2 = .07.  

In support of H10, there was a significant interaction of level of pay dispersion and SDO-

egalitarianism on perceptions of inequality, b = .12, se b = .03, 95% CI[.05, .18], p < .001, sr2 = 
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.02. Simple effects tests revealed that, among those weaker in SDO-egalitarianism, there was no 

effect of level of pay dispersion on perceptions of inequality, b = .10, se b = .06, 95% CI[-.02, 

23], p = .112, sr2 = .01. In contrast, among those stronger in SDO-egalitarianism, as the level of 

pay dispersion increased, perceptions that the spread of pay was too unequal increased, b = .40, 

se b = .06, 95% CI[.23, .47], p < .001, sr2 = .12. See Figure 5. 

Effects on Perceptions of Need-violation. To test the effects of level of pay dispersion 

(H11) and the interaction of level of pay dispersion and preference for need orientation (H12) on 

perceptions of need-violation, I conducted multiple regression analysis. Specifically, perceptions 

of need-violation was regressed on to all covariates, predictors, and the interaction of level of 

pay dispersion and preference for need orientation. See Table 7. 

In support of H11, as the level of pay dispersion increased, perceptions that the spread of 

pay was need-violating increased, b = .38, se b = .05, 95% CI[.27, .48], p < .001, sr2 = .06.  

In support of H12, there was a significant interactive effect of level of pay dispersion and 

preference for need orientation on perceptions of need-violation, b = .11, se b = .04, 95% CI[.02, 

.20], p = .002, sr2 = .01. However, the pattern of effects was not entirely consistent with my 

predictions. Simple effects tests revealed that, among those weaker in preference for need 

orientation, as the level of pay dispersion increased, perceptions that the spread of pay was need-

violating increased, b = .32, se b = .08, 95% CI[.17, 47], p < .001, sr2 = .07. In addition, among 

those stronger in preference for need orientation, as the level of pay dispersion increased, 

perceptions that the spread of pay was need-violating increased. This effect was stronger than 

those weaker in preference for need orientation, b = .46, se b = .10, 95% CI[.25, .66], p < .001, 

sr2 = .07. See Figure 6. 
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Mediation. To test whether perceptions of inequity, inequality, and need-violation 

mediated the effect of level of pay dispersion on opposition to pay dispersion (H13). I conducted 

non-parametric bootstrapping; 1,000 simulations were conducted. I assessed the strength of 

mediation from indirect effect sizes and their 95% confidence intervals (Preacher & Hayes, 

2004). All three mediators were included in the model simultaneously.  

In support of H13, level of pay dispersion predicted perceptions of inequity, perceptions 

of inequality, and perceptions of need-violation. See Figure 7. Controlling for level of pay 

dispersion, perceptions of inequity, perceptions of inequality, and perceptions of need-violation 

predicted stronger opposition towards pay dispersion. The indirect effect from the level of pay 

dispersion to opposition to pay dispersion was significantly different from zero through 

perceptions of inequity, z = .08, se z = .02, 95% CI [.04, .11], p < .001, inequality, z = .04, se z = 

.03 95% CI[.11, .21], p < .001, and need-violation, z = .04, se z = .01, 95% CI[.02, .06], p < .001.  

2.4.4. Exploratory Analyses 

Non-Linear Effects of Pay Dispersion. Given the inconsistent findings from the 

manipulation check, I explored the non-linear effect of the experimental conditions. To do this, 

the experimental conditions of pay dispersion were transformed into a continuous variable from 

1 (very low pay dispersion) to 5 (very high pay dispersion) and the quadratic term was computed 

for the condition effect. I calculated the overall fit index from two regression models. In the first 

model, opposition to pay dispersion was regressed on condition, and in the second model, 

opposition to pay dispersion was regressed on condition and its quadratic term. The results from 

an ANOVA indicated that the second model possessed better fit, F(1, 477) = 12.1, p < .001, 

suggesting the possibility of a non-linear effect. Because a curvilinear effect was not 
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hypothesized a priori, exploratory analyses including the curvilinear term were conducted (see 

Supplementary Analyses; Appendix W). 

Mediated Moderation. To test whether perceptions of inequity, inequality, and need-

violation mediated the interaction effects of: (1) level of pay dispersion x preference for the merit 

principle, (2) level of pay dispersion x SDO-egalitarianism, and (3) level of pay dispersion x 

preference for need orientation, on opposition to pay dispersion, I conducted non-parametric 

bootstrapping; 1,000 simulations were conducted for each of the three models. I assessed the 

strength of mediation from indirect effect sizes and their 95% confidence intervals (Preacher & 

Hayes, 2004). For each of the three models, all three mediators were included in the model 

simultaneously. Given the exploratory nature of these analyses, the results presented below are 

corrected for Bonferroni’s adjusted alpha levels of .016 (0.5/3) to correct for the inflated 

possibility of Type I errors when conducting multiple analyses with the same dependent variable. 

The results indicated that, of the nine indirect paths tested (three potential mediators for 

each of the three interactions), five indirect effects were statistically significant. Specifically, the 

indirect effect from the level of pay dispersion x preference for the merit principle to opposition 

to pay dispersion was significantly different from zero through perceptions of inequality, z = .07, 

se z = .01, 95% CI [.05, .10], p < .001, but not perceptions of inequity, z = -.02, se z = .00 95% 

CI[-.03, -.00], p = .458, and need-violation, z = -.00, se z = .00, 95% CI[-.01, .00], p = .510. The 

indirect effect from the level of pay dispersion x SDO-egalitarianism to opposition to pay 

dispersion was significantly different from zero through perceptions of inequity, z = .04, se z = 

.01, 95% CI[.02, .05], p < .001, perceptions of inequality, z = .09, se z = .01 95% CI[.08, .11], p 

< .001, and need-violation, z = .01, se z = .00, 95% CI[.01, .02], p < .001. The indirect effect 

from the level of pay dispersion x preference for need orientation to opposition to pay dispersion 
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was significantly different from zero through perceptions of inequality, z = .08, se z = .01, 95% 

CI[.06, .10], p < .001, but not perceptions of inequity, z = .00, se z = .00 95% CI[-.01, .01], p = 

.693, and need-violation, z = -.00, se z = .00, 95% CI[-.01, .01], p = .887. 

2.5. Discussion 

I predicted that participants would more strongly oppose higher (vs. lower) levels of pay 

dispersion because they would perceive the spread of pay to be more inequitable, too unequal, 

and need-violating. In general, my predictions were supported. Consistent with previous research 

(Sin et al., 2021) and in line with the multi-principle distributive justice model (Leventhal, 1980), 

participants rated higher (vs. lower) levels of pay dispersion as more equity-, equality-, and need-

violating, and consequently, opposed the spread of pay. Importantly, perceived violations of 

equity, equality, and need each uniquely predicted opposition to pay dispersion, even when these 

effects were tested simultaneously.  

The results from the current research contradict the notion that people’s motivations for 

reducing inequality stem purely from violations of the equity principle. In their theoretical 

review of the literature, Starmans and colleagues (2017) argued that people are not adverse to 

inequality per se but are in fact opposed to inequity. Given that concerns for equity-violation was 

not the sole predictor for opposition to pay dispersion, the results from the current study do not 

support this proposition. In fact, the results revealed that when perceptions of inequity, 

inequality, and need-violation were tested simultaneously, the unique effect of perception of 

inequality on opposition to pay dispersion was six times stronger than the effect of perception of 

inequity. Thus, it does not seem that motives to reduce pay and income inequality are solely 

driven by violations of the equity principle.  
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Regarding interaction effects, I hypothesized that among those weaker in preference for 

the merit principle, SDO-egalitarianism, and need-violation, there should be no effect of level of 

pay dispersion on opposition to pay dispersion because they should not see the spread of pay as 

more equity-violating, equality-violating, and need-violating, respectively. Meanwhile, among 

those stronger in preference for the merit principle, SDO-egalitarianism, and need-violation, 

participants should more oppose the spread of pay because they should see it as more equity-

violating, equality-violating, and need-violating, respectively. I found significant interactions for 

these predictions. These findings contribute to a burgeoning literature documenting the 

moderating role of individual differences (primarily preference for the merit principle) on 

justice-based opposition (Bobocel et al., 1998; Chen & Zhao, 2015; Sin et al., 2021; Son Hing et 

al., 2002).  

Although significant interactions were found, the results were not as predicted given that 

those weaker in preference for the merit principle, SDO-egalitarianism, and need-violation also 

saw opposed the spread of pay more because they saw it as more equity-violating, equality-

violating, and need-violating, respectively. One possible explanation for these results could be 

due to range restriction of the sample’s distributive preferences. Upon inspecting the descriptive 

statistics (Table 2), it appears that even those weaker in preference for the merit principle, SDO-

egalitarianism, and preference for need (i.e., one standard deviation below the mean) scored 

above the midpoint of the Likert scale, suggesting that, at the very least, these individuals were 

indifferent to equity, equality, and need-based distributions. Perhaps the exact pattern of effects 

may have been supported if I sampled more individuals with weaker preferences for the merit 

principle, SDO-egalitarianism, and preference for need.  
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The results from the mediation analyses and exploratory mediated moderation analyses 

suggest that among the three distributive principles, it was perceptions of inequality that was the 

strongest mediating mechanism. Perceptions of inequality mediated the main effect of level of 

pay dispersion as well as each of the three interaction effects on opposition to pay dispersion. As 

mentioned, these results may in part be due to the way perceptions of inequality was 

operationalized, resulting in an inflated correlation with opposition to pay dispersion. 

Unexpectedly, perceptions of inequity and need-violation only mediated level of pay dispersion 

and the interaction between level of pay dispersion and SDO-egalitarianism. These results 

suggest that there are potentially other mediating mechanisms that may help explain why people 

higher in preference for the merit principle and need-orientation oppose higher levels of pay 

dispersion. For instance, as preliminary evidence has suggested, perhaps people stronger in 

preference for the merit principle are especially opposed to higher levels of pay dispersion 

because they believe that there is less utility/functionality in higher levels of pay dispersion (Sin, 

2018).  

Due to how perceptions of inequality was operationalised, its relations with perceptions 

of inequity, perceptions of need-violation, and opposition to pay dispersion may need to be 

interpreted with some caution. Specifically, consistent with previous research (Hadler, 2005; 

Kuhn, 2011; McCall & Chin, 2013), perceptions of inequality was operationalized to reflect the 

extent to which the spread of pay was seen as “too large.” However, it could be argued that this 

operationalization is an evaluation of unequal pay, and not a perception of the degree to which 

the pay dispersion was unequal – which was operationalized as the manipulation check 

(Appendix L). It could be that people opposed higher (vs. lower) levels of pay dispersion 

because they believed that it was too unequal, and they believed it was too unequal because it 
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violated principle of equity, equality, and need. Exploratory analyses indicated that when 

evaluations of the unequal pay was regressed onto perceptions of the degree to which pay 

dispersion was unequal, perceptions of inequity, and perceptions of need-violation, perceptions 

of the degree to which pay dispersion was unequal explained 25 percent of the variance in 

evaluations of unequal pay, whereas perceptions of inequity and need-violation only explained 

three and one percent of the variances, respectively (see Supplementary Analyses; Appendix W). 

Thus, the current operationalization of evaluations of unequal pay is largely driven by violations 

of the equality principle, rather than violations of the equity and need principles.  

Unfortunately, the independent variable for this study does not allow me to fully 

disentangle the pattern of effects between perceptions of inequity, inequality, and need-violation. 

In theory, these are independent concepts (Deutsch, 1975; Leventhal, 1980). However, because 

all three justice principles were expected to be violated under conditions with higher (vs. lower) 

level of pay dispersion, it is difficult to determine whether there are any instances where these 

variables behave independently. Some insight can be gained from examining the zero-order 

correlations between the justice perceptions across each experimental condition. Similar 

correlations between the justice perceptions across all conditions would suggest that these 

variables are conflated. Exploratory analyses indicated that, across all five experimental 

conditions, perceptions of inequity and need-violation shared similar high correlations (r = .73-

.83). However, across the five experimental conditions, the correlations between perceptions of 

inequity and inequality varied greatly (r = .00-.43). Similar results were found for the 

correlations between perceptions of inequality and need-violation (r = -.05-.34). For all three 

pairs of correlations, effects were generally stronger in higher (vs. lower) levels of pay dispersion 

(see Supplemental Analyses, Appendix W). Thus, it appears that perceptions of inequity and 
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need-violation may be confounded for the current study. Future research may address this issue 

by examining situations where the equity principle is explicitly upheld and when the need 

principle is explicitly violated, and/or vice versa.  

3. Study 2 

Given the encouraging results from Study 1, I continued to test the multi-principle 

distributive justice model in situations where only one of the three distributive justice principles  

was expected to be violated. Specifically, I was interested in examining how perceived 

organizational performance (i.e., perceiving a low vs high performing organization) affected 

people’s opposition to pay dispersion. Anecdotal evidence suggests that people may justify high 

levels of pay dispersion (particularly high CEO wages) on the grounds that CEOs are critical for 

company performance (Yeung, 2021, January 27). That is, according to pay-for-performance 

principles, higher paid CEOs should lead to higher company performance. In the interest of these 

arguments, I examined the extent to which people opposed high levels of pay dispersion in low 

(vs. high) performing companies. I reason that people should be more opposed to high levels of 

pay dispersion in low (vs. high) performing organizations because they should see the spread of 

pay as more inequitable. Consistent with Study 1, I expect that these effects should be stronger 

for those stronger (vs. weaker) in preference for the merit principle. In keeping with the multi-

principle distributive justice model, I also examined the extent to which organizational 

performance affects perceptions of inequality and need-violation, as well as the degree to which 

these effects are moderated by SDO-egalitarianism, and preference for need orientation, 

respectively. Given that there is insufficient theoretical rationale or empirical evidence to support 

these suppositions, I posed all effects related to the equality and need principles as exploratory 

research questions and only predicted effects related to the equity principle. 
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I predict that participants should more strongly perceive high levels of pay dispersion to 

be more inequitable in low (vs. high) performing organizations. This is because organizational 

leaders (e.g., CEOs) should be earning high wages in conditions of high pay dispersion. To 

supplement high wages in an equitable situation, leaders must also perform relatively well. 

Recall that an equitable situation is one where people’s inputs (e.g., social and organizational 

contributions) are proportionate to their outcomes (e.g., pay, status), relative to a comparison 

other (Adams, 1965; Huseman et al., 1985, 1987). Thus, high levels of pay dispersion (high 

outcome) should be seen as equitable when an organizational performance is performing well 

because CEOs are perceived to be capable and deserving (high input). In contrast, high levels of 

pay dispersion (high outcome) should be seen as less equitable when an organization is 

performing poorly because people should perceive the leader to be incapable and undeserving 

(low input). However, such an argument rests on the assumption that people associate an 

organization’s performance with that of their CEO’s merits. To what extent is this assumption 

held? 

In the United States, it seems that Americans do associate an organization’s performance 

with their CEO’s merits. This is perhaps not surprising considering that CEOs are often lauded 

for their success in popular press (Cowen, 2019, April 11; Scipioni, 2021, March 2; Yeung, 

2021, January 27). Scholars make this association explicit as well (e.g., Kasperekvic, 2018). In 

fact, research on the romance of leadership explicitly posits that people have a tendency to 

attribute, and in some instances, overattribute, the performance of organizations to their leaders 

(Meindl & Elrich, 1987; Meindl et al., 1985; Schyns & Hansborough, 2012). In line with the 

Western media’s glamorous portrayals of organizational leaders (Chen & Meindl, 1991; 

Hayward et al., 2016), this theory suggests that “individuals tend to view leadership through 
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rose-colored glasses” (Schyns & Hansborough, 2012, p.1870). Preliminary evidence using the 

Romance of Leadership Scale indicates that people tend to attribute organizational performance 

to leaders (Meindl & Ehrlich, 1988), not only when organizations perform well, but importantly 

also when organizations perform poorly (Schyns et al., 2007). CEOs seem to be aware of the 

association themselves (see Bligh et al., 2011 for discussion). When organizational performance 

is low, CEOs have been found to lower their own earnings, presumably to avoid controversy 

(Zhang et al., 2008). With these collective findings, I presume that participants will also attribute 

the performance of organizations to their leaders (e.g., their CEOs). 

The design of Study 2 was a between-subjects experiment in which participants were 

randomly assigned to one of two conditions that varied the target organization’s performance 

(low vs. high). Given that I am interested in whether people could justify large CEO salaries, the 

level of pay dispersion was held constant at a high level (between the high and very high pay 

dispersion conditions in Study 1; see Table 1). Nearly all materials in Study 2 were identical to 

Study 1 with the exception of the organization itself. In Study 1, people’s attitudes towards 

pharmaceutical companies were found to predict their opposition to pay dispersion. Given that 

this study was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, it was possible that these attitudes 

were polarized. To mitigate this potential confound, participants in Study 2 rated a construction 

company, Ascend. The organizational hierarchy chart, employee profiles, were similar to Study 1 

materials.  

3.1. Hypotheses 

I reason that people are more opposed to high levels of pay dispersion in low (vs. high) 

performing organizations because they should see the spread of pay as more inequitable. 

Consistent with Study 1, I predict that it should be those stronger (vs. weaker) in preference for 
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the merit principle who should be more sensitive to violations of the equity principle. In keeping 

with the multi-principle distributive justice model, I also explored the effects of organizational 

performance on perceptions of inequality and need-violation, as well as the moderating effects of 

SDO-egalitarianism and preference for need orientation. Lastly, I predict a main effect of SDO-

egalitarianism on opposition to pay dispersion. Below are the seven hypotheses and seven 

research questions for the current study: 

Effects on opposition to pay dispersion  

H1: Those in the low organizational performance condition should be more opposed to 

the spread of pay among employees, compared with those in the high organizational 

performance condition.  

H2: The stronger people’s SDO-egalitarianism, the more they should oppose the spread 

of pay among employees. 

H3: There should be an interaction of organizational performance and preference for the 

merit principle on opposition to pay dispersion, such that, among those who less strongly 

believe that outcomes ought to be distributed based on merit, there should be no effect of 

organizational performance on opposition to pay dispersion. In contrast, among those 

who more strongly believe that outcomes ought to be distributed based on merit principle, 

those in the low organizational performance condition should be more opposed to the 

spread of pay among employees, compared with those in the high organizational 

performance condition.  

H4: The more people perceive the spread of pay among employees to be inequitable, 

unequal, and need-violating, the more they should oppose the spread of pay among 

employees. 
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Effects on perceptions of inequity  

H5: Those in the low organizational performance condition should perceive the spread of 

pay among employees as more inequitable, compared with those in the high 

organizational performance condition.  

H6: There should be an interaction of organizational performance and preference for the 

merit principle on perceptions of inequity, such that, among those who less strongly 

believe that outcomes ought to be distributed based on merit, there should be no effect of 

organizational performance on perceptions of inequity. In contrast, among those who 

more strongly believe that outcomes ought to be distributed based on merit, in the low 

organizational performance condition should perceive the spread of pay among 

employees as more inequitable, compared with those in the high organizational 

performance condition.  

Mediation 

H7: The effect of organizational performance on opposition to the organization’s pay 

structure should be mediated by perceptions of the spread of pay among employees as 

inequitable.  

3.2. Exploratory Research Questions 

Effects on opposition to pay dispersion 

RQ1: Will those stronger in preference for need orientation be more opposed to pay 

dispersion? 

RQ2: Will SDO-egalitarianism moderate the effect of organizational performance on 

opposition to pay dispersion?  
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RQ3: Will preference for need moderate the effect of organizational performance on 

opposition to pay dispersion?  

Effects on perceptions of inequality 

RQ4: Will those in the high organizational performance condition perceive the spread of 

pay among employees as more equal (less unequal), compared with those in the low 

organizational performance?  

RQ5: Will SDO-egalitarianism moderate the organizational performance on perceptions 

of inequality?  

Effects on perceptions of need-violation 

RQ6: Will those in the high organizational performance condition perceive the spread of 

pay among employees as more need-violating, compared with those in the low 

organizational performance?  

RQ7: Will preference for need moderate the effect of organizational performance on 

perceptions of need-violation? 

3.3 Method 

3.3.1. Preregistration 

 The current study – its hypotheses, design plan, sampling plan, and analysis plan – was 

pre-registered on the Open Science Framework (https://osf.io/vnawx).  

3.3.2. Participants  

Sample size was determined before any data analyses using Monte Carlo simulations 

(Muthén & Muthén, 2002). These analyses were conducted with a desired power of .80, alpha = 

.05, and estimated effect sizes from previous research (Sin et al., 2021) or from Bosco et al.’s 

(2015) effect size recommendations for industrial-organizational psychology research. The 
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results indicated that a sample size of 230 is large enough to detect for a “small” effect of f2 = 

.023 (Cohen, 1988).  

I obtained an initial sample of 235 participants (112 women, 87 men, one neither man nor 

woman, five preferred not to answer) accounting for attrition from MTurk. Participants were 

over 18 years of age, spoke English, and lived in the United States. Participants’ age ranged from 

18 to 67 years old (M = 34.31 years, SD = 10.45). The median household income was $50,000 

USD (SD = $80,958 USD). Participants’ ethnic background were 69% Western or Eastern 

European, 7% Hispanic/Latino, 12% Black/African American, 12% other ethnic minorities. 

Participants’ political orientation ranged from 1 (extremely liberal) to 8 (strongly conservative; 

max = 9; M = 4.06, SD = 1.72). The inclusion criteria for participating and recruitment 

methodology for participating was identical to Study 1.  

3.3.3. Procedure 

The procedure for Study 2 was similar to Study 1. Participants first completed three 

individual difference measures in random order: Preference for the Merit Principle Scale (Son 

Hing et al., 2011; Appendix E), Social Dominance Orientation Egalitarian Subscale (Ho et al., 

2015; Pratto et al., 1994; Appendix F), and items adapted from the Basic Social Justice 

Orientation to assess people’s preferences for need orientation (Hulle et al., 2018; Appendix G). 

Two operational inattention checks were included within these measures. For these inattention 

checks, participants were asked to select an option on the Likert scale (e.g., strongly agree; 

Appendix F).   

After completing these measures, participants reviewed Ascend’s company description 

(which varied depending on participants’ experimental conditions; Appendix R), organizational 

hierarchy (Appendix S), and employee profiles (Appendix T). Subsequently, participants 
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completed a comprehension check by identifying the compensation for the five target employees, 

and the number of employees that worked at Ascend in multiple-choice questions (Appendix K). 

They then completed a manipulation check indicating the strength of the target organization’s 

performance (Appendix U). Participants then rated the degree to which they believed the pay 

dispersion at Ascend was inequitable, too unequal, and need-violating (in randomized order; 

Appendix M) as well as the degree to which they opposed the pay dispersion at Ascend 

(Appendix N). They then completed an exploratory measure assessing how much they believed 

Ascend’s CEO was responsible for the organization’s performance (Appendix V). Participants 

then completed a demographic questionnaire which included items assessing the degree to which 

they or their household has been financially impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic (Appendix 

O). Upon completion, participants were thanked for their participation, debriefed (Appendix P), 

remunerated $1.50 USD, and completed a post-survey attention questionnaire (Appendix Q).  

3.3.4. Measures and Materials 

Covariates.  

Income. Income was assessed by asking participants to provide a numeric response for 

the following statement “What is your current annual income?” (Appendix O). 

Self-reported Socioeconomic Status (SES). Self-reported SES was assessed by asking 

participants to indicate (by selecting a rung on a ladder) where they believe their occupation’s 

status falls within the United States (Adler et al., 1994; Appendix O).  

Political Orientation. Political orientation was assessed by asking participants to respond 

to the following statement on a 9-point Likert Scale (extremely left-wing/Liberal to extremely 

right-wing/Conservative): “Please indicate your political orientation by choosing where your 

orientation falls.” (Jost et al., 1999; Appendix O). As there were only two items assessing 
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political orientation, the internal consistency of the measure was assessed by the zero-order 

correlation rather than Cronbach’s alpha. The zero-order correlation between the two items was 

.72. 

Unless specified below, responses for the following measures ranged from (1) very 

strongly disagree to (9) very strongly agree.  

COVID-19 Financial Burden. The degree to which participants are financially and 

economically impacted by COVID-19 pandemic was assessed by three-items. A sample item is: 

“The COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant negative impact on my household’s income” 

(Appendix O). This measure was reliable (α = .94). 

Predictors.  

Organizational Performance. As multiple regression was used for the main analyses, 

organizational performance conditions were contrast coded as -1 (low) and +1 (high). 

Manipulation Check. Participants were randomly assigned to one of two experimental 

conditions that varied in the target organization’s performance. To assess the effect of the 

manipulation, I asked participants to rate extent to which they perceived Ascend to be 

performing well. A sample item is, “Ascend is performing very well.” (Appendix U). This 

measure was reliable (α = .81). 

Preference for the Merit Principle. Preference for the merit principle was measured by 

the 11-item Preference for the Merit Principle Scale developed by Davey and colleagues (1999) , 

and adapted by Son Hing et al., (2011) and Sin et al. (2021). A sample item is “People’s success 

in the workplace ought to always depend primarily on their skills.” Previous research had 

demonstrated that this scale possessed good predictive validity, discriminant validity (Davey et 
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al., 1999), and internal consistency (Sin et al., 2021; Appendix E). This measure was reliable (α 

= .92). 

SDO-Egalitarianism. SDO-egalitarianism was measured by the eight-item egalitarian 

subscale from the Social Dominance Orientation Scale (Ho et al., 2015; Pratto et al., 1994). 

Responses were rescaled and recoded such that higher scores indicated greater SDO-

egalitarianism. For this scale, participants were asked to rate from a 9-point Likert scale 

(extremely oppose to extremely favour) the extent to which they favoured or opposed statements 

like “Some groups of people are simply not the equals of others.” Previous research has 

demonstrated that this scale has good predictive validity, discriminant validity, and internal 

consistency (Ho et al., 2015; Appendix F). This measure was reliable (α = .81). 

Preference for Need Orientation. Preference for need orientation was measured by three 

items adapted from the Basic Social Justice Orientations Scale by Hulle et al. (2018). A sample 

item is “A society is just if it takes care of the poor and needy” (Appendix G). This measure was 

reliable (α = .81). 

Mediators. 

Perceptions of Inequity. Perceptions of inequity were assessed by three items. A sample 

item is “I think the differences in pay at Ascend are based on people’s contributions to the 

organization” (reverse-coded; Appendix M). Previous research has indicated that this measure 

had good internal consistency (Sin et al., 2021). This measure was reliable (α = .88). 

Perceptions of Inequality. Perceptions of inequality were assessed by three items. A 

sample item is “At Ascend, the differences in pay between employees is too large.” Although 

these items seem similar to those used in the manipulation check, they are different in that these 

items are prescriptively worded rather than descriptively worded (Appendix M). Previous 
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research has indicated that this measure had good internal consistency (Sin et al., 2021). This 

measure was reliable (α = .83). 

Perceptions of Need-violation. Perceptions of need-violation were assessed by three 

items. A sample item is “At Ascend, the levels of pay allow lower level employees to cover their 

cost of living” (reverse-coded; Appendix M). Previous research has indicated that this measure 

had good internal consistency (Sin et al., 2021). This measure was reliable (α = .95). 

Outcome. 

Opposition to Pay Dispersion. Opposition to pay dispersion was assessed by three items. 

A sample item is “I oppose how much spread there is between top and bottom earners at 

Ascend” (Appendix N). This measure was reliable (α = .82). 

Exploratory Variables.  

Perceptions of CEO Responsibility. Perceptions of CEO responsibility were measured by 

three items adapted from the Romance of Leadership Scale (Schyns et al., 2007). A sample item 

is, “Ascend’s performance is the result of its CEO’s leadership” Responses ranged from (1) very 

strongly disagree to (9) very strongly agree (Appendix V). This measure was reliable (α = .86).  

3.4. Results 

3.4.1. Data Preparation 

Participant Screening. I used several methods to omit low-quality respondents. First, 

participants were asked in a pre-survey inattention check to indicate that they would dedicate 

their full attention to the study. Only participants who indicated that they would dedicate their 

full attention continued on to complete the study. Second, there were two instructional 

inattention checks in the study that asked participants to select a specific response options (e.g., 

“For this item, please select the option ‘strongly agree’). Those who did not select the correct 
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response failed the inattention check. Eight participants were omitted because they failed to 

correctly respond to at least one of two inattention checks. Third, participants were asked to 

complete a comprehension check after reading about Ascend’s employees’ salaries. Specifically, 

they were asked to complete a multiple-choice question and correctly identifying how much each 

employee earned at the company. Twenty-two were omitted because they failed the 

comprehension check after two attempts. Lastly, in a post-survey questionnaire, participants 

were asked to respond to a multiple-choice question that asked them the extent to which they 

responded accurately and honestly throughout the questionnaire. Two participants were omitted 

because they either responded that they ‘not at all’ or ‘somewhat’ responded honestly and 

accurately. This resulted in a final example of 203 participants. 

Data Preparation. Negatively worded items were reverse coded before creating 

averages. The internal consistencies of measures were assessed by calculating the Cronbach’s 

alpha. Outliers were flagged using z-scores as a cut-off, where values less than or greater than -

3.29 were considered as outliers (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). All outliers were winsorized 

(Ghosh & Vogt, 2012). 12   

3.4.2. Preliminary Analyses 

Correlations. A correlation matrix is presented on Table 9.13 First, I examined zero-order 

correlations to determine whether potential covariates should be included in the main analyses. 

The results revealed that opposition to pay dispersion was not significantly correlated with 

income, r(203) = -.13, 95% CI[-.26, 01], p = .061, or self-reported SES, r(203) = -.13, 95% CI[-

 

 

12 Supplementary analyses indicated that there were no meaningful differences for the interpretation of the results if 

the outliers were not winsorized. 
13 The exploratory measure, perceptions of CEO responsibility, is included for the interested reader. See Appendix 

V. 
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.26, .00], p = .058, but was significantly correlated with political conservatism, r(203) = -.37, 

95% CI[-.48, -.25], p < .001 and COVID-19 financial burden, r(203) = -.20, 95% CI[-.32, -.07], 

p = .004. Surprisingly, and in contrast to Study 1, the more participants were financially 

impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic, the less they opposed the spread of pay. Thus, only 

political conservatism and COVID-19 financial burden were treated as covariates in the main 

analyses.  

Second, I examined the correlations between the predictors. Correlations between 

individual differences in preference for the merit principle, equality, and need were weak to 

moderate, ranging from .22 to .57, indicating that they are distinct constructs. The more 

participants preferred outcomes to be distributed based on merit, the more they preferred it also 

to be distributed equally, r(203) = .27, 95% CI[.14, .39], p < .001, and based on need, r(203) = 

.22, 95% CI[.08, .35], p < .001 . The more participants preferred outcomes to be distributed 

equally, the more they also preferred it to be distributed based on need r(203) = .57, 95% CI[.47, 

.66], p < .001.  

Third, I examined the correlations between the mediators to ensure that they are 

independent. Perceptions of inequality was moderately correlated with perceptions of inequity (r 

= 49) and weakly correlated with perceptions of need-violation (r = .33). Perceptions of inequity 

and perceptions of need-violation were strongly correlated (r = .74). Again, I conducted 

confirmatory factor analysis to test whether perceptions of inequity and need-violation should be 

aggregated. I tested the fit indices between a three-factor distributive justice model (in which 

perceptions of inequity, inequality, and need-violation were independent factors) with a two-

factor distributive justice model (in which perceptions of inequity and need-violation were 

aggregated)    The results from an ANOVA revealed that the three-factor model (χ2(24) = 48.28) 
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had significantly better fit compared with the two-factor model (χ2(26) = 192.87), F2(2) = 

145.59, p < .001.14  Collinearity was not a problem as the variance inflation factor was below 4.0 

(VIF = 2.24; Hair et al., 2010). Thus, they were not aggregated.  

Manipulation Check. I conducted a two-sample t-test to test the effect of the 

manipulation. The results revealed that those in the high organizational performance condition 

(M = 7.63, SD = 1.01) rated Ascend to be stronger in organizational performance compared to 

those in the low organizational performance condition (M = 5.24, SD = 1.44), t(203) = 10.71, 

95% CI[1.95, 2.82], p < .001, d = 1.921. Thus, the manipulation of organizational performance 

was effective.  

3.4.3. Confirmatory Analyses  

Effects on Opposition to Pay Dispersion. To test all main and interactive effects of 

organizational performance and individual differences on opposition to pay dispersion, I 

conducted hierarchical multiple regression analyses. For this model, covariates (i.e., political 

conservatism and COVID financial burden) were entered in step 1, predictors (i.e., 

organizational performance, preference for the merit principle, SDO-egalitarianism, preference 

for need orientation) were entered in step 2, interactive effects (i.e., organizational performance x 

preference for the merit principle, organizational performance x SDO-egalitarianism, 

organizational performance x preference for need orientation) were entered in step 3. Given the 

presence of multicollinearity introduced when testing multiple interactions with the same 

variable (Frost, 2017), I tested interactions in separate models. To test interactions, continuous 

 

 

14 For the interested reader, I also tested the fit for a one-factor distributive justice model in which all nine items 

assessing equity, equality, and need were aggregated into one factor. The results from an ANOVA indicated that the 

one-factor model (χ2(27) = 394.35) has significantly worse fit than the two-factor model, F2(1) = 201.48 p < .001. 
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predictors were centered and multiplied to create interaction terms. Simple effects were tested at 

one standard deviation above and below the mean (Aiken & West, 1991). Finally, mediators (i.e., 

perceptions of inequity, perceptions of inequality, perceptions of need-violation) were entered 

simultaneously in step 4. See Table 10.  

Contrary to H1, the results revealed that there was no significant difference in opposition 

to pay dispersion between those in the low organizational performance condition and those in the 

high organizational performance condition, b = -.19, se b = .11, 95% CI[-.41, .03], p = .089, sr2 = 

.01. Participants’ individual differences differentially predicted their opposition to pay 

dispersion. Specifically, the stronger participants’ preference for the merit principle, the less they 

opposed the spread of pay, b = -.38, se b = .11, 95% CI[-.59, -.17], p < .001, sr2 = .04. In support 

of H2, the stronger participants’ SDO-egalitarianism, and the more they opposed the spread of 

pay, b = .43, se b = .11, 95% CI[.22, .65], p < .001, sr2 = .05. Also, the stronger participants’ 

preference for need orientation, the more they opposed the spread of pay, b = .27, se b = .10, 

95% CI[.08, .47], p = .005, sr2 = .03.  

Contrary to H3, the interaction between organizational performance and preference for 

the merit principle on opposition to pay dispersion was not significant, b = .08, se b = .11, 95% 

CI[-.14, .03], p = .464, sr2 = .00. The interaction between organizational performance and 

preference for need orientation on opposition to pay dispersion was also not significant, b = .15, 

se b = .08, 95% CI[-.01, .31], p = .007, sr2 = .01. Interestingly, there was a significant interaction 

of organizational performance and SDO-egalitarianism, b = .26, se b = .09, 95% CI[.09, .43], p = 

.003, sr2 = .03. Simple effects tests revealed that among those weaker in SDO-egalitarianism, 

those in the low organizational performance condition opposed the spread of pay more compared 

with those in the high organizational performance condition, b = .62, se b = .19, 95% CI[.24, 



 

61 

 

1.01], p = .002, sr2 = .11. In contrast, among those stronger in SDO-egalitarianism, there was no 

effect of organizational performance on opposition to pay dispersion, b = -.08, se b = .16, 95% 

CI[-.40, 23], p = .613, sr2 = .00. See Figure 8. 

I tested the unique effects of mediators controlling for all covariates, predictors, and 

interaction terms. In support of H4, the results show that the more participants perceived the 

spread of pay among employees to be inequitable, b = .30, se b = .05, 95% CI[.20, .40], p < .001, 

sr2 = .04, too unequal, b = .56, se b = .05, 95% CI[.46, .66], p < .001, sr2 = .13, and need-

violating, b = .15, se b = .04, 95% CI[.07, .23], p < .001, sr2 = .01, the more they opposed the 

pay dispersion. See Table 10.  

Effects of Predictors on Justice Perceptions.  

Effects on Perceptions of Inequity. To test the effects of organizational performance 

(H5) and the interaction of organizational performance and preference for the merit principle 

(H6) on perceptions of inequity, I conducted multiple regression analysis. Specifically, 

perceptions of inequity was regressed on to all covariates, (i.e., political conservatism, COVID 

financial burden), predictors (i.e., organizational performance, preference for the merit principle, 

SDO-egalitarianism, preference for need), and the organizational performance x preference for 

the merit principle. See Table 11. 

Contrary to H5, the results revealed that there was no effect of organizational 

performance on perceptions of inequity, b = -.23, se b = .13, 95% CI[-.48, .02], p < .001, sr2 = 

.01. Contrary to H6, the results revealed that there was no significant interaction between 

organizational performance and preference for the merit principle on perceptions of inequity, b = 

.09, se b = .12, 95% CI[-.14, .32], p = .441, sr2 = .00. 
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Effects on Perceptions of Inequality. To test the effects of organizational performance 

and the interaction of organizational performance and SDO-egalitarianism on perceptions of 

inequality, I conducted multiple regression analysis. Specifically, perceptions of inequality was 

regressed on to all covariates, predictors, and the interaction of organizational performance x 

SDO-egalitarianism. See Table 12. 

The results revealed that those in the low organizational performance perceived the 

spread of pay as more unequal, compared with those in the high organizational performance 

condition, b = -.22, se b = .10, 95% CI[-.41, -.02], p = .032, sr2 = .02. Furthermore, the results 

revealed that there was no significant interaction between organizational performance and SDO-

egalitarianism on perceptions of inequity, b = .14, se b = 07., 95% CI[-.01, .29], p = .054, sr2 = 

.01.  

Effects on Perceptions of Need-violation. To test the effects of organizational 

performance and the interaction of organizational performance and preference for need 

orientation on perceptions of need-violation, I conducted multiple regression analysis. 

Specifically, perceptions of need-violation was regressed on to all covariates, predictors, and the 

interaction of organizational performance x preference for need orientation. See Table 13. 

The results revealed that there was no significant difference in perceptions of need-

violation between those in the low organizational performance condition and those in the high 

organizational performance condition, b = -.07, se b = .14, 95% CI[-.35, .21], p = .640, sr2 = .00. 

Further, the results revealed that there was no significant interaction between organizational 

performance and preference for need orientation on perceptions of need-violation, b = .06, se b = 

.10, 95% CI[-.14, .25], p = .590, sr2 = .00. 
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Mediation. Lastly, to test whether perceptions of inequity mediated the effect of 

organizational performance on opposition to pay dispersion (H7), I conducted non-parametric 

bootstrapping; 1,000 simulations were conducted. I assessed the strength of mediation from 

indirect effect sizes and their 95% confidence intervals (Preacher & Hayes, 2004). In contrast to 

H7, the indirect effect from organizational performance to opposition to pay dispersion was not 

significantly different form zero through perceptions of inequity, z = -.14, se z = .08, 95% CI[-

.30, .01], p = .064. Thus, perceptions of inequity did not mediate the effect of organizational 

performance and opposition to pay dispersion. 

3.5. Discussion 

I predicted that participants would more strongly oppose low (vs. high) performing 

organizations because they would perceive the spread of pay to be more inequitable. In general, 

the results did not support my predictions. Although participants in the low (vs. high) 

organizational performance condition more strongly perceive the spread of pay as too large, they 

did not more strongly perceive the spread of pay to be inequitable, perceive the spread of pay to 

be inequitable, nor did they oppose the spread of pay more. From these results, it does not seem 

that organizational performance plays a significant role in determining people’s justice 

perceptions, and in turn, opposition to pay dispersion.  

There are several possible reasons as to why people did not find low (vs. high) 

organizational performance to be more equity-violating. First, it could be that organizational 

performance truly has no impact on how inequitable people perceive pay dispersion pay to be. I 

may have overestimated how much people attribute organizational performance to the CEO and 

underestimated how much they attribute organizational performance to extraneous factors such 

as the performance of competitors, natural disasters, or government regulations. In fact, the 
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tendency to make external attributions might be particularly strong during the COVID-19 

pandemic (when this research was conducted), as companies have been compelled to behave in 

accordance with strict regulations (see Maskaly et al., 2021).15  

Second, despite significant results for the manipulation check, it could be that I did not 

produce the intended psychological state (or a strong enough effect) for participants to see the 

organizations as truly different in their performance. The results from the manipulation check 

indicated that those in the high organizational performance condition rated the target company to 

be performing well (M = 7.63, SD = 1.21, on a 9-point Likert Scale), but those in the low 

organizational performance rated the target company to be performing moderately well (M = 

5.24, SD = 1.88). It may be that people were more empathic to low performance amidst a global 

pandemic. Thus, an even stronger manipulation was necessary to test whether high levels of pay 

dispersion in poor performing organizations would be seen as less equitable compared with high 

performing organizations.  

Third, it could have been that organizational performance only influenced people’s 

attitudes towards the CEO’s pay but not the overall spread of pay within the organization. Thus, 

in future research, one could examine the effect of organizational performance on evaluations 

towards the CEO’s compensation directly.  

Perhaps the most unexpected and interesting findings for Study 2 is the interaction effect 

of organizational performance and SDO-egalitarianism on opposition to pay dispersion. For 

those higher in SDO-egalitarianism, organizational performance had no effect on opposition to 

 

 

15 Supplementary analyses indicated that participants had a slight tendency to attribute responsibility for the 

organization’s performance to the CEO, and equally so across the two conditions (low performance: M = 6.11, SD = 

1.91; high organizational performance: M = 6.25, SD = 1.73), t(205) = .592, p = .590, d = .077. 
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pay dispersion. Rather, it was those weaker in SDO-egalitarianism who more strongly opposed 

the spread of pay in low (vs. high) performing organizations. These results suggest that while 

organizational performance is not effective in changing most people’s evaluations of pay 

dispersion, it does seem to sway the attitudes of those low in SDO-egalitarianism (i.e., high in 

SDO). Such a finding is particularly important in practice because it is precisely those high in 

SDO who may be the most resistant to reducing existing levels of pay, income, and economic 

inequality (Pratto et al., 1997; Ho et al., 2015).  

4. General Discussion 

 Across two studies, the current research sought to examine: (1) under what conditions 

people are more likely to oppose pay dispersion, (2) to what extent do people oppose pay 

dispersion in certain conditions because they find it to more strongly violate justice principles, 

and (3) whether those who more (vs. less) strongly prefer outcomes to be distributed justly are 

more sensitive to justice violations and does this consequently lead them to be more opposed to 

pay dispersion. Drawing on Leventhal’s multi-principle distributive justice framework 

(Leventhal, 1980), I predicted that people should be more opposed to higher (vs. lower) levels of 

pay dispersion because they perceive it to more strongly violate the principles of equity, equality, 

and need (Study 1). I also predicted that people should be more opposed to high levels of pay 

dispersion in low (vs. high) performing organizations because they perceive it to violate 

principles of equity more (Study 2). Lastly, I predicted that these effects should be greater 

amongst people with stronger preferences for outcomes to be allocated on the basis of equity (in 

both studies), as well as equality, and need in Study 1.  

 In general, my predictions were supported in Study 1. In line with previous work (Sin et 

al., 2021), participants more strongly opposed higher (vs. lower) level of pay dispersion because 
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they perceived it to more strongly violate principles of equity, equality, and need. Also consistent 

with my previous work and in support of the multi-principle distributive justice principle 

(Leventhal, 1976, 1980), the more participants saw the spread of pay to be more inequitable, 

unequal, and need-violating, the more they opposed it. I had previously found that those stronger 

(vs. weaker) in preference for the merit principle were more sensitive to violations of equity and 

consequently rated the spread of pay more negatively (Sin et al., 2021). I successfully replicated 

this finding and found consistent patterns of effects for the other distributive preferences: those 

stronger (vs. weaker) in SDO-egalitarianism were more sensitive to violations of equality and 

consequently more strongly opposed the spread of pay; those stronger (vs. weaker) in preference 

for need orientation were more sensitive to violations of need and consequently more strongly 

opposed the spread of pay. These significant findings highlight how fairness perceptions and 

fairness judgments are subjective, formed by a combination of situational cues as well as one’s 

individual differences (Barclay et al., 2017).  

In contrast to Study 1, my predictions in Study 2 were largely unsupported. Although 

results from the manipulation check indicated that I successfully manipulated people’s 

perceptions of organizational performance, participants did not more strongly oppose high levels 

of pay dispersion in the low (vs. high) organizational performance condition. This seems to be 

because participants did not perceive the spread of pay to be more inequitable in the low (vs. 

high) organizational performance condition. Only one finding was replicated: the more people 

found the spread of pay to be inequitable, unequal, and need-violating, the more they opposed it, 

supporting the multi-principle distributive justice model (Leventhal, 1976, 1980). Thus, although 

I find support for the multi-principle distributive justice model, it appears that organizational 
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performance does not meaningfully predict people’s perceptions of inequity or opposition to pay 

dispersion. 

4.1. Theoretical Contributions 

Distributive Justice Theory. Despite some mixed evidence, the results from both studies 

seem to largely support Deutsch’s three-factor distributive justice model. Specifically, the 

conceptual independence between perceptions of inequity and need-violation is called into 

question given the strong correlations between these variables in both studies. However, results 

from factor analyses indicated that there was better model fit for the three-factor model 

(perceptions of inequity, inequality, and need-violation as independent constructs) when 

compared with the two-factor model (perceptions of inequity and need-violation, aggregated). 

Furthermore, theoretical arguments on how the equity and need principle may be conflated are 

weak. Although it is possible that employees who are perceived to be the most meritorious are 

also the employees who are perceived to be most in need of pay, it is just as likely that the 

inverse is true. Unfortunately, the design of the current studies do not allow for such a distinction 

as employees’ inputs are held constant across conditions, and information about employees’ 

needs are not provided (see Limitations & Future Directions). Thus, although it seems that 

Deutsch’s three-factor distributive justice model was supported, more research should be 

conducted to buttress these findings. 

Our results also support Leventhal’s multi-principle distributive justice model that people 

consider and weigh the principles of equity, equality, and need when making judgments on the 

fairness of resource allocation (Leventhal, 1976; 1980). Though it is a central tenet of 

distributive justice theory, Leventhal’s proposition remains largely untested, partly because the 

principles of equity, equality, and need are rarely assessed together. In fact, it seems well known 
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to academics that the majority of distributive justice research largely ignores the need principle 

(Diedrich, 2020; Schwinger, 1986), while heavily attending to the equity principle – so much so 

that equity is often treated synonymously with distributive fairness (e.g., Colquitt, 2001; 

Starmans et al., 2017). Results from the current studies sharply challenge the notion that people 

are predominantly concerned with equity-violations when it comes to evaluating the fairness of 

outcome distributions (Starmans et al., 2017). Not only did I find that perceived violations of 

equity, equality, and need each uniquely contributed to opposition of pay dispersion, but 

perceived violations of the equality principle was the strongest predictor of opposition to pay 

dispersion. In fact, perceived violations of equality explained more than six times the variance in 

opposition to pay dispersion, compared with perceived violations of equity.16 Thus, the 

importance of considering all three distributive justice principles should be stressed when 

evaluating people’s judgments towards resource allocation. 

Our research also advances the understanding of individual differences in distributive 

preferences. Distributive preferences have previously been examined (e.g., equity sensitivity; 

Huseman et al., 1985; 1987; Miles et al., 1994; SDO; Pratto et al., 1994; Ho et al., 2015). 

However, it is unknown as to how these constructs relate to one another and how they predict 

opposition to pay dispersion, with the exception of SDO (Pratto et al., 1994; Ho et al., 2015).  

Individual differences in preference for the merit principle, SDO-egalitarianism, and preference 

for need were only weakly to moderately related in both studies (r = .22-.57). Furthermore, I 

demonstrated that people who more strongly preferred outcomes to be distributed equitably, 

 

 

16 Perceptions of inequity and perceptions of inequality shared similar variance (SD) and Cronbach’s alpha. Thus, it 

does not seem that these differences were due to range restriction or differences in reliability of the measures. It 

could be that the effects of perceptions of inequity on opposition to pay dispersion was suppressed by perceptions of 

need-violation as perceptions of inequity and perceptions of need-violation were highly correlated. 
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equally, and based on need, were more sensitive to instances where these principles were 

violated, respectively. To my knowledge, the current research is the first to demonstrate that 

people vary in their preferences for three distinct dimensions of distributive justice and to 

demonstrate how these preferences influence reactions to pay dispersion. 

Our findings largely support the conceptualization of preference for the merit principle as 

a genuine justice principle and not a system-justifying ideology. The initial distinction between 

preference for the merit principle (genuine justice principle) and perceptions that meritocracy 

exists (system-justifying belief) has been made over a decade ago (Son Hing et al., 2011). In fact, 

these meritocracy beliefs have been found to differentially predict interracial dialogue attitudes 

(Cargile et al., 2019), attitudes towards pay dispersion (Sin, 2018; Sin et al., 2021), as well as 

system-justification beliefs, hierarchy-legitimising ideologies, and opposition towards merit-

violating selection practices (Son Hing et al., 2011). Still, these constructs are sometimes 

conflated in research (Knowles & Lowery, 2012; see also Medeira et al., 2019 for review). If in 

fact preference for the merit principle is a genuine justice principle, then it should share no 

significant correlation with other justice principles (SDO-egalitarianism, preference for need 

orientation) and should moderate the effects of perceived justice violations (e.g., level of pay 

dispersion) on opposition to pay dispersion. If instead the construct is a system-justifying 

ideology, it should be positively correlated with other system-justifying beliefs (i.e., political 

conservatism, SDO), and help justify existing inequalities (i.e., less opposition to pay dispersion) 

regardless of how much there is. In both studies, preference for the merit principle was positively 

correlated with other justice principles but not system-justifying beliefs. As well, there was no 

significant correlation of preference for the merit principle and opposition to pay dispersion. 

Rather, preference for the merit principle moderated the effect of level of pay dispersion on 
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opposition to pay dispersion in Study 1. Thus, these results mostly validate the role of preference 

for the merit principle as a genuine justice principle and not a system-justifying belief.  

System-justification Theory. The results from the current study suggest that people may 

engage in system justification when evaluating pay dispersion. Recall that in Study 1, those in 

the very high pay dispersion condition rated the spread of pay to be more equal (i.e., less 

unequal) than those in the high pay dispersion condition. One possible explanation for these 

perplexing results involves system justification theory (Jost & Banaji, 1994; Jost, 2018). 

According to system-justification theory, people have a “tendency to construe the current status 

quo as the most desirable and reasonable state of affairs (i.e., as the most representative of how 

things should be)” (Kay et al., 2009, p.421; see also Jost & Hunyady, 2002). Previous research 

has found that people’s system justifying tendencies could lead them to justify existing levels of 

income inequality (Jost et al., 2003; Jost & Hunyady, 2005). As well, it has been found that 

motivations to legitimize the system are especially strong when people are faced with epistemic 

system threat (Day et al., 2011; Kay et al., 2008;). It could be that system threat was invoked for 

participants in the extremely high pay dispersion condition, and as a result, these participants 

may have more strongly engaged in system-justification tendencies, legitimizing the level of pay 

dispersion as more equal. Thus, the results may demonstrate that people may engage in system 

justification tendencies when evaluating particularly high levels of pay dispersion. 

4.2. Strengths 

There are several methodological strengths of the current research. First, efforts were 

taken to reduce error variance. As political orientation and self-reported socioeconomic status 

have been found to be associated with attitudes towards income inequality (Hadler, 2005; Kuhn, 

2011; Norton & Ariely, 2011), I assessed and controlled for these variables in the main analyses 
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to remove their confounding effects. Also, given the events of the COVID-19 pandemic, it was 

possible that people’s evaluations of pay dispersion was impacted by the degree to which they 

have been financially burdened by the pandemic (e.g., losing a job). Thus, I assessed and 

controlled for people’s financial burdens during COVID-19. Furthermore, attitudes towards 

pharmaceutical companies may be polarized and controversial during pandemics (Kreps et al., 

2021), and it was possible that people’s responses towards the organizations may be driven by 

these attitudes. To ameliorate these confounding effects, I assessed and controlled for people’s 

attitudes towards pharmaceutical companies in Study 1, and created a more neutral experimental 

context (i.e., a construction organization) in Study 2. In taking steps to reduce error variance, I 

can be more confident in the effects and findings.  

Second, given the experimental design of the current studies, I can make some claims 

about causality. For instance, in Study 1, I can be confident that level of pay dispersion causes 

perceived justice violations and opposition towards it, and not vice versa. Further, I assessed all 

individual difference variables prior to introducing the experimental materials. Thus, I can also 

be confident that individual differences lead to perceived justice violations and opposition to pay 

dispersion and not vice versa. 

Third, I can be confident in the quality of the measures and study materials. I only used 

previously validated scales to assess individual differences in preference for the merit principle, 

SDO-egalitarianism, and preference for need orientation. These scales have been tested for 

measurement error, internal consistency, and validity (Davey et al., 1999; Ho et al., 2015; Hulle 

et al., 2018). All measures in both studies possessed good internal consistency with Cronbach’s 

alphas above .80. I also manipulated level of pay dispersion with broad compensation ranges. As 

a result, I can be confident that I captured the predictive effects for a considerable range of pay 
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dispersion. Furthermore, when experimental materials are seen as real and accurate, people are 

more likely to respond authentically to situations, thereby increasing internal validity (Aronson 

& Carlsmith, 1968). Thus, I took efforts to ensure that the experimental materials (e.g., 

organizational descriptions, level of pay) were seen as realistic and accurate. I conducted 

multiple pilot studies to seek feedback on the realism of the study materials. Incorporating the 

feedback seemed to improve the perceived realism of the target organizations.17 

Fourth, efforts were taken to improve the quality of the samples. MTurk has been 

criticized for their questionable data quality – respondents’ success rates on attention checks 

have been sharply declining and automated bots have been found to replace human respondents 

(Chmielewski & Kucker, 2020). To address these concerns, I placed several measures to exclude 

poor-quality participants and bots in Study 1 (i.e., detailed comprehension checks, operational 

inattention checks). As a result, nearly a third of participants were omitted due to failing 

attention and comprehension checks. I took steps to decrease attrition in Study 2 while maintain 

data quality. I recognized that failure on this comprehension check may be a result of low-

attention respondents but also a genuine inability to recall the information. To address the latter 

possibility, I reduced the information that participants had to read about the target organization 

and implemented usable CAPTCHAs in the survey to remove any automated spammers 

(Bursztein et al., 2014). I also increased the requisite for HIT approval rates on MTurk from 92% 

 

 

17 For example, in Pilot 1 of Study 1, participants (n = 10) rated the organization as realistic (M = 6.80, SD = 2.74, 

on a 9-point Likert Scale). After incorporating feedback from these participants, a second pilot was conducted. 

Participants in the second pilot (n = 13) rated the organization as slightly more realistic than the first (M = 7.08, SD 

= 2.14).  
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to 98%, which is intended to increase the quality of respondents.18 Indeed, the attrition rate for 

Study 2 was nearly four times lower compared with Study 1.  

Fifth, the samples were well-powered and diverse. I conducted thorough a-priori sample 

size analyses (sensitivity analyses and Monte-Carlo simulations) with conservative (small to 

medium) estimates of the effect sizes. Well-powered samples allow us to be more confident in 

the estimates of the effects (Cocks & Togerson, 2013). Furthermore, I collected samples of 

participants who were diverse in in their identities (e.g., age, gender, ethnicity, income, self-

reported socioeconomic status, and political affiliation). Having diverse samples increase the 

likely generalizability of the results. 

Lastly, this work (particularly Study 1) contributes to tackling the replication/ 

reproducibility crisis by conceptually replicating previous work (Sin et al., 2021). In a 

comprehensive audit on the replicability of findings from top social psychology journals, the 

Open Science Collaboration (2015) found that results from only 29 percent of social psychology 

journal articles could be replicated. Conceptual replications have been recommended as an 

important component for tackling the replication/reproducibility crisis, particularly in the field of 

psychology (e.g., Ioannidis, 2005; Open Science Collaboration, 2012; Standen, 2019).  This is 

because conceptual replications are beneficial for confirming preliminary results, identifying 

boundary conditions, and elucidating relations between variables, which together serve to 

buttress and advance theory (Schmidt, 2009). In reproducing previous findings, the current 

research buttresses the initial theoretical proposition that people oppose higher (vs. lower) levels 

of pay dispersion because they see it as more inequitable, unequal, and need-violating. 

 

 

18 The HIT approval rate is calculated by taking an MTurk respondent’s count of approved tasks divided by the total 

number of tasks they have completed.  
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4.3. Limitations and Future Directions 

There are several limitations to the current research. First, given that the results from 

approximately a third of the participants were omitted from Study 1 due to inattention and poor 

data quality, the results may possess attrition bias – “…bias due to systematic differences 

between study groups in the number and the way participants are lost from a study,” and as a 

result, threatens internal validity (Nunan et al., 2018, p. 21). To identify the degree of attrition 

bias that might exist for Study 1, I conducted the main analyses with the full sample (including 

previously omitted participants). The results indicated that there were no major difference in the 

results if I had included the omitted participants. All thirteen hypotheses were supported even 

with the omitted participants (see Supplementary Analyses; Appendix W). Thus, attrition bias 

did not meaningfully affect the interpretation of the results.  

Second, stronger experimental manipulations were needed to effectively alter the 

psychological states of the participants in both studies. In Study 1, although participants 

generally rated higher levels of pay dispersion as more unequal, this effect was not linear. I had 

speculated that these effects may be due to psychological mechanisms (e.g., system justification). 

Nevertheless, to effectively assess differences in people’s responses towards different levels of 

pay dispersion, the experimental conditions needed to be seen as more distinct. Future research 

could manipulate the level of pay dispersion with even wider disparities between conditions. In 

Study 2, although organizational performance was seen as different from one another, those in 

low organizational performance condition still rated the company as performing relatively well. 

As a result, I could not adequately assess how people truly felt about the pay dispersion at a low 

performing organization. Future research could use stronger language in the company description 

to manipulate organizational performance.  
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Third, the results may have been affected by common method variance bias, which is the 

“variance that is attributable to the measurement method rather than to the constructs the 

measures are assumed to represent (Podsakoff et al., 2003, p. 879). In both studies, I assessed 

most variables using self-reported ratings on 9-point Likert scales, which may contribute to 

common method variance bias. Common method variance may inflate correlations and 

simple/main effects from regression-based analyses (Campbell & Fiske, 1959; Spector et al., 

2009). The strongest common method variance bias may be introduced between the mediators 

(perceptions of inequity, inequality, and need-violation) and the outcome variable (opposition to 

pay dispersion), as these measures were nearly worded similarly and presented consecutively. As 

a result, the correlations between perceptions of inequity, equality, and need-violation with each 

other and with opposition to pay dispersion may be inflated. Thus, these correlations, as well as 

any results involving these variables (i.e., regressions, mediation) should be interpreted with 

caution. 

Fourth, mediation results from cross-sectional studies should be interpreted with caution 

(Bullock & Ha, 2011; Spencer et al., 2005). In theory, stronger perceptions of inequity, 

inequality, and need-violation should lead to greater feelings of unfairness, which should in turn 

lead to greater opposition towards pay dispersion (Deutsch, 1975; Leventhal, 1980; Sin et al., 

2021). However, given the high correlations between the mediators and outcome variables, 

reverse mediation was possible, especially given that these variables were measured 

consecutively. To test for reverse mediation, I conducted exploratory mediation analyses with 

opposition to pay dispersion as the mediator and perceived justice violations as the outcome 

variables. The indirect effects from these models were significant, suggesting that reverse 

mediation was possible (see Supplementary Analyses; Appendix W). To better establish 
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causality, future research should consider directly manipulating perceptions of justice violations 

or employing multi-phase or longitudinal experimental designs. 

Fifth, participants’ ratings towards the target organizations may have been influenced by 

their general impressions of the company based the information provided to them (e.g., company 

description, organizational hierarchy chart). These general impressions could have subsequently 

influenced how positively or negatively they rated the organization (i.e., halo or horn effects; 

Coombs & Holladay, 2006), which may then have influenced how they rated the spread of pay 

within the organization. If this were the case, then there should be high intercorrelations for all 

ratings for the target organizations. For instance, someone with more negative impressions may 

have subsequently rated the spread of pay as more inequitable, unequal, need-violating, and more 

strongly opposed the spread of pay. However, it does not seem as though the results were 

strongly influenced by halo or horn effects as there were not always strong intercorrelations 

between people’s perceptions of inequity, inequality, and need (e.g., under conditions of lower 

pay dispersion; see Supplementary Analyses, Appendix W).  

 Sixth, it is unclear as to whether the results would generalize to other countries outside of 

the United States. It has been found that people from different countries place different emphasis 

on distributive rules when making allocation decisions (Giacobbe-Miller & Miller, 1997; 

Huppert et al., 2018; Murphy-Berman & Berman, 2002; see also Janoff-Bulman & Carnes, 

2013). More specifically, previous research suggest that those from Western, individualistic 

societies more strongly emphasize a meritocratic ethos (e.g., Duru-Bellat & Tenret, 2012). 

Therefore, the equity principle may have stronger influence on people’s evaluations towards pay 

dispersion in Western nations, whereas the equality and need principle may have stronger 

influence on evaluations of pay dispersion in collectivist societies, such as China, where these 
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principles are more strongly prioritized (Giacobbe-Miller et al., 1997). Future research should 

continue to examine the multi-principle distributive justice model in different contexts and 

cultures.  

Lastly, it should also be noted that by providing descriptions of employees’ inputs and 

their level of pay, participants were provided some context to make judgments about equity and 

equality. However, no context was given for participants to make judgments on the employees’ 

needs. Participants may have relied on their own lay beliefs and/or knowledge about the poverty 

line and/or the cost of living. If context was provided for the need principle, perhaps perceived 

violation of the principle would have been more salient, and this would have led to stronger 

effects on opposition to pay dispersion.  

4.4. Practical Implications 

Given the many negative effects of pay dispersion for employees, organizations, and 

societies (e.g., Bapuji et al., 2020), there may be a desire for practitioners to reduce it. To this 

end, the current research provides several meaningful insights and recommendations. First, the 

results indicate that people are more averse to higher levels of pay dispersion. Given that people 

tend to underestimate existing levels of pay dispersion, particularly in the United States 

(Kiatpongsan & Norton, 2014; McCall & Chin, 2013), practitioners should consider making the 

public aware of how much pay dispersion actually exists in their countries. Previous research has 

shown that making Americans more aware of actual (higher) levels of income inequality in their 

country increases support for policies that aim to reduce the inequality (McCall et al., 2017). 

More generally, providing all parties with accurate information should better facilitate 

constructive public discourse.  
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Second, to more effectively persuade the public to reduce high levels of pay dispersion, I 

recommend that practitioners should frame their arguments around all three distributive 

principles. Many of the current criticisms of excessive pay dispersion, from academics and 

public press, call into question the extent to which the equity and need principles are upheld 

(e.g., Aguinis et al., 2018; Leonhardt, 2019, July 18; Tosi et al., 2004). However, the results 

indicated that concerns for equality most strongly predicted opposition to pay dispersion. 

Similarly, recent research indicates that among the three distributive justice principles, concerns 

surrounding the equality most strongly predicted support for policies that would reduce 

socioeconomic inequality (e.g., Affordable Care Act in the United States; Choma et al., 2018). 

Thus, to further galvanize support for reducing pay dispersion, practitioners may wish to 

highlight how high levels of pay dispersion violate principles of all three distributive justice 

principles, particularly equality. 

 Third, I recommend that practitioners call into question how well organizations with high 

pay dispersion are actually performing, especially when there are clear incentives for company 

leaders to aggrandize their organization’s performance (for examples, see Adkins, 2021, 

December 12; Rezaee, 2005). Although I did not find a main effect of organizational 

performance on opposition to pay dispersion, participants weaker in SDO-egalitarianism (i.e., 

stronger SDO) opposed high levels of pay dispersion in low performing organizations more 

compared with high performing organizations. Thus, if in fact organizations are overselling their 

performance, then questioning the legitimacy of organizational performance (e.g., calling out 

inconsistencies in financial reporting) may be effective for galvanizing support for reducing pay 

dispersion for those lower in SDO-egalitarianism. This finding is especially critical considering 
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that, given their preference for socioeconomic inequality, it is those lower in SDO-egalitarianism 

who may be the most resistant to reducing pay dispersion (Ho et al., 2015).  

 Lastly, I recommend that practitioners call into question the extent to which CEOs are 

actually paid according to their contributions to organizational performance. Results from 

exploratory analyses indicated that participants in both low and high organizational performance 

conditions, tended to attribute Ascend’s performance to its CEO (see footnote 11).19 More 

strikingly, the more participants perceived Ascend’s CEO to be responsible for his organization’s 

performance, the less they found the high level of pay dispersion to be inequitable, and the less 

they opposed the spread of pay. Thus, in reality, people may be justifying high levels of pay 

dispersion under the exaggerated assumption that CEOs are responsible for their organization’s 

performance. This may be problematic as evidence seems to suggest that company performance 

is largely decoupled from CEO compensation (Aguinis et al., 2018; Tosi et al., 2004).20 Thus, 

there should be more scrutiny on the extent to which CEOs’ compensation actually reflects their 

company’s performance. 

 

 

19 For the interested reader, Table 16 in Supplementary Analyses documents the correlation of CEO responsibility 

with other key variables by organizational performance condition.  
20 In an analysis of Fortune 500 companies over a 10-year period, Tosi and colleagues (2004) found only a small 

(and non-significant) association between total CEO compensation and their company’s return on assets. This effect 

was further diminished when controlling for factors like firm size, time, and CEO charisma. Aguinis and colleagues 

(2018) examined the association between 4158 firms’ performance with their CEOs’ salaries. Specifically, they 

plotted out the distribution of firm performance on one graph and the distribution for the firms’ CEO’s earnings on 

another. They found very little overlap between CEO pay and the firm’s return on assets emphasizing that only: 27% 

in the top quintile of performers (i.e., top 20%) make up the top quintile of earners; 17% in the top decile of 

performers (i.e., top 10%) make up the top decile of earners; and only 4% of the top 1% of performers make up the 

top 1% of earners. Indeed, the association between organizational performance and CEO compensation seems to be 

empirically unsubstantiated.  
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5. Conclusion  

 In several developed nations, levels of pay dispersion continue to rise without equivalent 

opposition towards it. Left unchecked, high levels of pay dispersion can be problematic for 

employees, organizations, and societies. The current research significantly advances previous 

work examining how people perceive and evaluate pay dispersion (Sin et al., 2021) by providing 

three important insights: (1) people oppose higher (vs. lower) levels of pay dispersion because 

they see it as more inequitable, unequal, and need-violating, (2) people do not more strongly 

oppose higher levels of pay dispersion in low (vs. high) performing organizations, (3) when a 

distributive justice principle is perceived to be violated, it is those who more (vs. less) strongly 

prefer the principle that are sensitive to its violation, and therefore are more likely to oppose pay 

dispersion. Collectively, these findings help elucidate under what conditions people more 

strongly oppose pay dispersion and why.    
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Table 1. Employee salaries across studies and conditions 

 

Pay 

Dispersion 

Condition 

Warehouse 

Worker 

Supplies 

Coordinator 

Manager: 

Production 

Vice 

President: 

Operations 

CEO 
Coeff. 

Variance 

CEO-mid 

worker 

Ratio 
 

Study 1        

Very Low $45,000 $75,000 $115,000 $129,000 $175,000 0.46 1.52 

Low $37,000 $68,000 $115,000 $190,000 $370,000 0.85 3.22 

Moderate $30,000 $60,000 $115,000 $340,000 $880,000 1.24 7.65 

High $20,000 $55,000 $115,000 $980,000 $3,800,000 1.63 33.04 

Very High $12,500 $49,000 $115,000 $1,400,000 $18,000,000 2.02 156.52 

 

Study 2        

High $14,500 $49,000 $115,000 $1,400,000 $10,900,000 1.71 26.09 

 

Note. Wages are roughly based on job descriptions from O*Net OnLine. 
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Table 2. Study 1: Correlation matrix 

 

Variable M SD 
Level of 

PD 
PMP SDO-E PNO Inequity Inequality 

Need-

violation 
Opposition 

Level of PD 3.06 1.41         
              
PMP 7.29 1.02 .01 (.92)       
      [-.08, .10]        
SDO-E 7.01 1.30 .02 .49*** (.90)      
      [-.07, .11] [.42, .55]       
PNO 7.14 1.23 -.08 .55*** .55*** (.74)     
      [-.17, .01] [.49, .61] [.49, .61]      
Inequity 3.99 1.96 .20*** -.14** .24*** -.03 (.90)    
      [.11, .28] [-.23, -.05] [.15, .32] [-.12, .06]     
Inequality 6.75 1.60 .23*** .24*** .41*** .35*** .25*** (.86)   
      [.14, .31] [.15, .32] [.33, .48] [.27, .43] [.16, .33]    
Need-violation 4.22 2.11 .27*** -.08 .23*** -.04 .82*** .21*** (.93)  
      [.18, .35] [-.17, .01] [.14, .31] [-.13, .05] [.79, .85] [.12, .29]   
Opposition 5.76 1.67 .27*** .06 .36*** .20*** .59*** .72*** .52*** (.70) 

      [.19, .36] [-.03, .15] [.28, .44] [.11, .28] [.53, .65] [.68, .76] [.46, .59]  
 

Note. N = 480; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. Level of PD = Level of pay dispersion condition; PMP = preference for the merit 

principle, SDO-E = SDO-egalitarianism; PNO = preference for need orientation. Level of pay dispersion was coded from 1 = very low 

pay dispersion to 5 = very high pay dispersion. Values in brackets = 95% confidence interval for each correlation; Values in 

parentheses = Cronbach’s alpha.  
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Table 3. Study 1: Means of dependent variables by condition 

 

                            Pay Dispersion Condition 

 

Variable Very Low Low Moderate High Very High F2 

Manipulation Check 7.01a 

(1.31) 

7.62b 

(1.01) 

7.48b 

(1.08) 

7.93c 

(1.04) 

7.60bc 

(1.31) 

6.85*** 

Inequity 3.31a 

(1.50) 

3.99bc 

(1.75) 

3.67ab 

(1.60) 

4.40bc 

(2.43) 

4.51c 

(2.17) 

6.92*** 

Inequality 5.78a 

(1.91) 

6.68b 

(1.56) 

6.92b 

(1.35) 

7.48c 

(1.18) 

6.86b 

(1.53) 

12.76*** 

Need-Violation 3.36a 

(1.38) 

3.93b 

(1.93) 

3.98b 

(1.86) 

4.81c 

(2.46) 

4.92c 

(2.32) 

13.60*** 

Opposition 4.74a 

(1.83) 

5.68b 

(1.50) 

5.79b 

(1.26) 

6.47c 

(1.59) 

6.06bc 

(1.72) 

14.30*** 

 

Note. N = 480; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. Values in brackets = standard deviations. All responses were scored on a 9-point scale. 

Means in a row with differing superscripts denote significant group differences at p < .05. 
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Table 4. Study 1: Hierarchical regression results with opposition to pay dispersion as the criterion 

 
 

Note. N = 480; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. b = unstandardized regression weights; SE = standard error; LL and UL = lower and 

upper 95% confidence intervals, respectively; sr2 = the partial variance explained. SES = self-reported socioeconomic status; neg 

pharm att = negative attitudes towards pharmaceutical companies; COVID burden = financial impact from COVID-19; Level of PD = 

Level of pay dispersion condition; PMP = preference for the merit principle, SDO-E = SDO-egalitarianism; PNO = preference for need 

orientation. Level of pay dispersion was coded from 1 = very low pay dispersion to 5 = very high pay dispersion. 
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Table 5. Study 1: Hierarchical regression results with perceptions of inequity as the criterion 

 

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Predictor b 

  b 
sr2  b 

  b 
sr2  b 

  b 
sr2  

se 95% CI se 95% CI se 95% CI 

  LL UL     LL UL     LL UL  

Step 1                               

  (Intercept) 7.94         6.88         6.85         

  SES -.21 .04 -.30 -.13 .04 -.22** .05 -.30 -.13 .04 -.21** .05 -.29 -.13 .04 

  Conservatism -.45** .04 -.54 -.37 .16 -.34** .04 -.43 -.25 .07 -.35** .04 -.44 -.26 .07 

  Neg pharm att -.05 .04 -.12 .04 .00 -.01 .04 -.09 .06 .00 -.01 .04 -.09 .06 .00 

  COVID burden -.05 .04 -.13 .03 .00 -.10* .04 -.18 -.02 .01 -.11* .04 -.19 -.02 .01 

Step 2                               

  Level of PD           .26** .05 .16 .36 .03 .27** .05 .17 .37 .04 

  PMP           -.54** .03 -.72 -.37 .05 -.83** .17 -1.17 .50 .03 

  SDO-E           .38** .08 .22 .53 .03 .38** .08 .23 .53 .03 

  PNO           .02 .08 .14 .18 .00 .02 .08 -.14 .18 .00 

Step 3                               

  Level of PD x PMP                     .09* .05 .00 .19 .01 

  Model Fit   R2   = .253   R2   = .385   R2   = .390 

 

 

Note. N = 480; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. b = unstandardized regression weights; SE = standard error; LL and UL = lower and 

upper 95% confidence intervals, respectively; sr2 = the partial variance explained. SES = self-reported socioeconomic status; neg 

pharm att = negative attitudes towards pharmaceutical companies; COVID burden = financial impact from COVID-19; Level of PD = 

Level of pay dispersion condition; PMP = preference for the merit principle, SDO-E = SDO-egalitarianism; PNO = preference for need 

orientation. Level of pay dispersion was coded from 1 = very low pay dispersion to 5 = very high pay dispersion. 
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Table 6. Study 1: Hierarchical regression results with perceptions of inequality as the criterion 

 

    Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Predictor b 

  b 

sr2  b 

  b 

sr2  b 

  b 

sr2  se 95% CI se 95% CI se 95% CI 

  LL UL   LL UL   LL UL 

Step 1                               

  (Intercept) 4.63         4.26         4.23         

  SES -.01 .04 -.08 .06 .00 .03 .04 -.04 .10 .00 .04 .03 -.03 .10 .00 

  Conservatism -.09* .04 -.17 -.02 .01 -.01 .04 -.09 .06 .00 -.02 .04 -.07 .08 .00 

  Neg pharm att .10** .03 .03 .17 .01 .05 .03 -.01 .12 .00 .05 .03 -.01 .12 .00 

  COVID burden .31** .04 .24 .38 .13 .19** .04 .12 .26 .04 .19** .03 .18 .35 .04 

Step 2                               

  Level of PD           .26** .04 .17 .35 .05 .26** .04 .18 .35 .05 

  PMP           .00 .08 -.15 .15 .00 -.01 .08 -.16 .14 .00 

  SDO-E           .30** .07 .16 .43 .03 -.04 .11 -.26 .18 .00 

  PNO           .18** .07 .05 .32 .01 .19** .07 .05 .32 .01 

Step 3                               

  Level of PD x SDO-E                     .12** .03 .05 .18 .02 

  Model Fit   R2   = .171   R2   = .304   R2   = .324 

 

 

Note. N = 480; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. b = unstandardized regression weights; SE = standard error; LL and UL = lower and 

upper 95% confidence intervals, respectively; sr2 = the partial variance explained. SES = self-reported socioeconomic status; neg 

pharm att = negative attitudes towards pharmaceutical companies; COVID burden = financial impact from COVID-19; Level of PD = 

Level of pay dispersion condition; PMP = preference for the merit principle, SDO-E = SDO-egalitarianism; PNO = preference for need 

orientation. Level of pay dispersion was coded from 1 = very low pay dispersion to 5 = very high pay dispersion. 
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Table 7. Study 1: Hierarchical regression results with perceptions of need-violation as the criterion 

    Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Predictor b 

  b 
sr2  b 

  b 
sr2  b 

  b 
sr2  

se 95% CI se 95% CI se 95% CI 

  LL UL     LL UL     LL UL  

Step 1                               

  (Intercept) 8.95         7.58         7.62         

  SES -.20** .05 -.29 -.11 .03 -.20** .05 -.28 -.12 .03 -.19** .05 -.27 -.10 .02 

  Conservatism -.49** .05 -.58 -.40 .16 -.48** .04 -.49 -.29 .08 -.40** .04 -.49 -.30 .09 

  Neg pharm att -.07 .04 -.14 .01 .00 -.05 .04 -.13 .03 .00 -.05 .05 -.13 .03 .00 

  COVID burden -.12** .04 -.21 -.04 .01 -.18** .04 -.27 -.09 .02 -.19** .04 -.24 -.10 .02 

Step 2                               

  Level of PD           .38** .05 .27 .48 .06 .38** .05 .27 .48 .06 

  PMP           -.36** .09 -.55 -.18 .02 -.37** .09 -.55 -.18 .02 

  SDO-E           .35** .08 .19 .51 .02 .36** .08 .20 .52 .02 

  PNO           -.00 .09 -.17 .17 .00 -.36* .16 -.67 -.05 .01 

Step 3                               

  Level of PD x PNO                     .11** .04 .03 .20 .01 

  Model Fit   R2   = .267   R2   = .391   R2   = .401 

 

 

Note. N = 480; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. b = unstandardized regression weights; SE = standard error; LL and UL = lower and 

upper 95% confidence intervals, respectively; sr2 = the partial variance explained. SES = self-reported socioeconomic status; neg 

pharm att = negative attitudes towards pharmaceutical companies; COVID burden = financial impact from COVID-19; Level of PD = 

Level of pay dispersion condition; PMP = preference for the merit principle, SDO-E = SDO-egalitarianism; PNO = preference for need 

orientation. Level of pay dispersion was coded from 1 = very low pay dispersion to 5 = very high pay dispersion. 
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Table 8. Study 2: Means of dependent variables by condition 

 

Variable 

Low organizational 

performance condition 

(n = 99) 

High organizational 

performance condition 

(n = 104) 

t 

Manipulation Check 
5.24  

(1.88) 

7.63  

(1.21) 
10.71*** 

Inequity 
5.60  

(2.26) 

5.20  

(2.08) 
1.28 

Inequality 
7.29  

(1.53) 

6.92  

(1.81) 
1.60 

Need-Violation 
6.66  

(2.37)  

6.64  

(2.31) 
.06 

Opposition 
6.83  

(1.78) 

6.52  

(2.01) 
1.21 

 
Note. N = 203; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. Values in brackets = standard deviations. All responses were scored on a 9-point scale. 
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Table 9. Study 2: Correlation matrix 

 

Variable M SD Org perf PMP SDO-E PNO Inequity Inequality 
Need-

violation 
Opposition 

                      

Org perf .03 1.00                 

                      

PMP 7.37 1.10 .10 (.92)             

      [-.04, .23]               

SDO-E 7.22 1.35 .05 .27*** (.88)           

      [-.09, .18] [.14, .39]             

PNO 7.05 1.42 .03 .22*** .57*** (.81)         

      [-.10, .17] [.08, .35] [.47, .66]           

Inequity 5.39 2.17 -.09 -.31*** .22*** .11 (.88)       

      [-.22, .05] [-.43, -.18] [.09, .35] [-.03, .24]         

Inequality 7.10 1.68 -.11 .03 .50*** .44*** .49*** (.83)     

      [-.24, .03] [-.10, .17] [.39, .59] [.32, .54] [.38, .59]       

Need-violation 6.65 2.33 .00 -.19** .18* .07 .74*** .33*** (.95)   

      [-.14, .13] [-.32, -.06] [.04, .31] [-.07, .21] [.68, .80] [.20, .44]     

Opposition 6.68 1.91 -.08 -.11 .41*** .34*** .75*** .77*** .62*** (.82) 

      [-.22, .05] [-.24, .03] [.29, .52] [.21, .45] [.68, .80] [.71, .82] [.53, .70]   

 

Note. N = 203; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. Org Perf = organizational performance condition; PMP = preference for the merit 

principle, SDO-E = SDO-egalitarianism; PNO = preference for need orientation. Organizational performance condition was coded as -

1 (low) and +1 (high). Values in brackets = 95% confidence interval for each correlation; Values in parentheses = Cronbach’s alpha.   
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Table 10. Study 2: Hierarchical regression results with opposition to pay dispersion as the criterion 

 
 

Note. N = 203; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. b = unstandardized regression weights; SE = standard error; LL and UL = lower and 

upper 95% confidence intervals, respectively; sr2 = the partial variance explained. COVID burden = financial impact from COVID-19; 

Org perf = organizational performance condition; PMP = preference for the merit principle, SDO-E = SDO-egalitarianism; PNO = 

preference for need orientation. Organizational performance condition was coded as -1 (low) and +1 (high). 
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Table 11. Study 2: Hierarchical regression results with perceptions of inequity as the criterion 

 

    Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Predictor b 

  b 

sr2  b 

  b 

sr2  b 

  b 

sr2  se 95% CI se 95% CI se 95% CI 

  LL UL   LL UL   LL UL 

Step 1                               

  (Intercept) 8.08         7.74         5.95         

  Conservatism -.39** .08 -.54 -.24 .12 -.43** .09 -.60 -.25 .08 -.54** .08 -.69 -.39 .17 

  COVID burden -.10* .05 -.18 -.01 .02 -.14** .05 -.23 -.05 .03 -.12* .05 -.21 -.02 .02 

Step 2                               

  Org perf           -.23 .13 -.48 .02 .01 -.25 .13 -.50 .00 .01 

  PMP           -.66** .12 -.90 -.42 .10 -.54** .11 -.76 -.32 .08 

  SDO-E           .27* .12 .02 .51 .02           

  PNO           .03 .11 -.18 .25 .00           

Step 3                               

  Org perf x PMP                     .01 .11 -.12 .32 .00 

      R2   = .156   R2   = .341     R2   = .321   

 
Note. N = 203; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. b = unstandardized regression weights; SE = standard error; LL and UL = lower and 

upper 95% confidence intervals, respectively; sr2 = the partial variance explained. COVID burden = financial impact from COVID-19; 

Org perf = organizational performance condition; PMP = preference for the merit principle, SDO-E = SDO-egalitarianism; PNO = 

preference for need orientation. Organizational performance condition was coded as -1 (low) and +1 (high). 
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Table 12. Study 2: Hierarchical regression results with perceptions of inequality as the criterion 

    Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Predictor b 

  b 

sr2  b 

  b 
sr2  b 

  b 
sr2  

se 95% CI se 95% CI se 95% CI 

  LL UL   LL UL     LL UL  

Step 1                               

  (Intercept) 7.00         7.38         7.18         

  Conservatism -.27** .07 -.41 -.13 .07 -.02 .07 -.16 .12 .00 -.07 .07 -.21 .06 .00 

  COVID burden .02 .04 -.06 .10 .00 -.04 .04 -.11 .03 .00 -.02 .04 -.09 .06 .00 

Step 2                               

  Org perf           -.22* .10 -.41 -.02 .02 -.23* .10 -.43 -.03 .02 

  PMP           -.17 .10 -.36 .02 .01           

  SDO-E           .48** .10 -.28 .67 .08 .55** .08 .39 .72 .15 

  PNO           .30** .09 .13 .47 .04           

Step 3                               

  Org perf x SDO-E                   .14 .07 -.01 .29 .01 

      R2   = .071   R2   = .320   R2   = .292 

 
 
Note. N = 203; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. b = unstandardized regression weights; SE = standard error; LL and UL = lower and 

upper 95% confidence intervals, respectively; sr2 = the partial variance explained. COVID burden = financial impact from COVID-19; 

Org perf = organizational performance condition; PMP = preference for the merit principle, SDO-E = SDO-egalitarianism; PNO = 

preference for need orientation. Organizational performance condition was coded as -1 (low) and +1 (high). 
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Table 13. Study 2: Hierarchical regression results with perceptions of need-violation as the criterion 

    Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Predictor b 

  b 

sr2  b 

  b 

sr2  b 

  b 

sr2  se 95% CI se 95% CI se 95% CI 

  LL UL   LL UL   LL UL 

Step 1                               

  (Intercept) 7.78         7.83         7.79         

  Conservatism -.50** .09 -.67 -.34 .13 -.43** .10 -.62 -.24 .07 -.51** .09 -.69 -.33 .12 

  COVID burden -.23** .05 -.34 -.13 .07 -.24** .05 -.35 -.14 .08 -.23** .05 -.34 -.13 .07 

Step 2                               

  Org perf           -.07 .14 -.35 .21 .00 -.12 .14 -.40 .16 .00 

  PMP           -.44** .14 -.70 -.17 .04           

  SDO-E           .17 .14 -.10 .45 .01           

  PNO           .03 .12 -.21 .27 .00 .02 .11 -.19 .23 .00 

Step 3                               

  

Org perf x 

PNO                     
.06 .10 -.14 .25 .00 

      R2   = .246   R2   = .287   R2   = .250 

 
 
Note. N = 203; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. b = unstandardized regression weights; SE = standard error; LL and UL = lower and 

upper 95% confidence intervals, respectively; sr2 = the partial variance explained. COVID burden = financial impact from COVID-19; 

Org perf = organizational performance condition; PMP = preference for the merit principle, SDO-E = SDO-egalitarianism; PNO = 

preference for need orientation. Organizational performance condition was coded as -1 (low) and +1 (high). 
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Figure 1. Study 1: Opposition to pay dispersion as a function of level of pay dispersion 

condition and preference for the merit principle. N = 480.  
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Figure 2. Study 1: Opposition to pay dispersion as a function of level of pay dispersion 

condition and SDO-egalitarianism (SDO-E). N = 480.  
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Figure 3. Study 1: Opposition to pay dispersion as a function of level of pay dispersion 

condition and preference for need orientation. N = 480.  
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Figure 4. Study 1: Perceptions of inequity as a function of level of pay dispersion condition and 

preference for the merit principle. N = 480.  
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Figure 5. Study 1: Perceptions of inequity as a function of level of pay dispersion condition and 

SDO-egalitarianism (SDO-E). N = 480.  
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Figure 6. Study 1: Perceptions of need-violation as a function of level of pay dispersion 

condition and preference for need orientation. N = 480.  
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Figure 7. Study 1: Unstandardized regression coefficients for the effect of level of pay 

dispersion on opposition to pay dispersion mediated by perceptions of equity, equality, and need. 

Values below mediators = total effect; values in brackets = direct effect.  
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Figure 8. Study 2: Opposition to pay dispersion as a function of organizational performance 

condition and SDO-egalitarianism (SDO-E). N = 202.  
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Appendix A – Amazon’s Mechanical Turk Study Description 

 

Study Title: People’s Opinions about the Fairness in Employee Compensation 

In this study, you will be asked to complete a survey. Upon completion of this survey, you will 

be compensated $1.50. This survey should take no longer than 30 minutes to complete. 

The researchers for this study are interested in how people react to different human resources 

(HR) and organizational policies for a company. In this study, you will be asked to read about an 

organization located in the United States and five of its employees. You will learn about what the 

company does and about the functions of the five key employees, that is, their position in the 

organizational chart as well as their profiles (e.g., education, responsibilities).  

Please click the link below to start the survey. 

When you have finished the survey, please copy and paste the survey code into the text box. 

REB# 20-06-040 
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Appendix B – Informed Consent 

 

 
 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

 

You are invited to participate in a research project conducted by Parco Sin and Dr. Leanne 

Son Hing at the University of Guelph. The results of this study will contribute to Parco Sin’s 

PhD dissertation research. The purpose of this letter is to provide you with information to help 

you make an informed decision on participating in this research. We are interested in people’s 

beliefs and perceptions towards specific organizations and employee compensation. As informed 

consent is paramount in research, it is essential that researchers ensure that participants 

understand this consent document. If you find any information in this consent document to be 

inaccessible or unclear, you are encouraged to contact the researchers with any questions or 

concerns. In addition, if you have any questions or concerns about the research, please contact: 

 

Parco Sin, PhD Candidate, Department of Psychology, University of Guelph; 

psin@uoguelph.ca 

Leanne Son Hing, Associate Professor, Department of Psychology, University of Guelph; 

sonhing@uoguelph.ca 

 

Inclusion Criteria: 

The researchers wish to be inclusive in their recruitment process. Participants need be at least 18 

years old, proficient in English, and a resident of the United States. 

 

Procedure and Payment: 

For this study, you will be asked to read a short description of a company, learn about its 

employees, and complete a short survey about how you evaluate companies, this organization, 

and its HR practices. This study should take no longer than 30 minutes to complete, and you will 

be compensated $1.50 USD for completing the survey paid through your Amazon’s Mechanical 

Turk account. It is within your rights not to complete the survey. 

 

Potential Risks and Discomforts: 

The researchers do not foresee any major risks to you for participating in this study. Your 

responses are completely anonymized and voluntary. You may be asked to answer questions 

about how your financial and economic systems have changed as a result of COVID-19, which 

could be upsetting to some people. However, please be reminded that you are allowed to skip 

any questions you do not feel comfortable answering and still remain in the study. Only people 

associated with this research will see your responses. The data will be used for scientific 

purposes only and may be published in a scientific article or presented to research audiences 

(e.g., at a scientific conference). All data is studied at the group level not the individual level (we 

always look at group means not individual scores) and any publication of these data will not 

contain references to your identity. At no point in time will the researchers of this study obtain or 

possess any identifying or personal information. In addition, you are welcome to contact the 
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researchers to obtain a summary of findings for this study upon its completion. You will be 

reminded of this option when you are debriefed. 

 

Potential Benefits to Participants and/ or Society: 

There are no direct benefits to you from participating in this study. The findings will provide a 

better understanding of individuals’ perceptions of how employee functions affect appropriate 

compensation. 

 

Confidentiality: 

You will NOT be asked to provide your name or any immediate identifying information. Also, 

because data is collected online, please note that confidentiality cannot be guaranteed while data 

are in transit over the internet. 

 

Participation and Withdrawal: 

You are under no obligation to complete this study, and your participation is completely free 

and voluntary. As a participant, it is within your rights to not participate in this study or to 

withdraw from the study at any time. You may withdraw from this survey at any time by simply 

closing your Internet browser. As per Amazon’s Mechanical Turk’s Participation Agreement, 

participants who withdraw from the study will not receive compensation, as this agreement 

stipulates that work (either complete or incomplete) must be submitted to receive a randomly 

generated code to claim compensation. If unfamiliar with the contents of the Participation 

Agreement that you would have previous reviewed and consented to upon joining Mechanical 

Turk, you are encouraged to review it on Mechanical Turk’s website. Beyond this agreement, 

there are no penalties or consequences for withdrawing. Once you have submitted the 

questionnaire you will not be able to withdraw your data, since there is no way to identify which 

questionnaire is yours as no personal or identifying information will be associated with your 

responses. If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact 

the researchers listed above. 

 

Rights of Research Participants: 

You are not waiving any legal claims, rights, or remedies because of your participation in this 

research study. This project has been reviewed by the Research Ethics Board for compliance 

with federal guidelines for research involving human participants. If you have questions 

regarding your rights and welfare as a research participant in this study (REB# 20-06-040) please 

contact: Manager, Research Ethics; University of Guelph; reb@uoguelph.ca; (519) 824-4120 

(ext. 56606). 

 

CONSENT OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT 

If you wish to participate in this study, please click the “I agree to participate” button below. If 

you do not wish to participate, please click the “I decline to participate” button below. 

Please keep a copy of this consent form for your records. You may print this page. 

 

Do you agree to participate in this study? 

(A) I AGREE TO PARTICIPATE 

(B) I DECLINE TO PARTICIPATE  
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Appendix C – Pre-survey Attention Check Questions 

 

The questions in this survey will require your full attention. Do you intend to dedicate your full 

attention to this exercise?   

a. Yes  

b. No  

 

Do you intend to respond accurately and honestly?  

a. Yes  

b. No  
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Appendix D – Study 1: General Attitudes towards Pharmaceutical Companies  

 

Please indicate the extent to which you agree with each of the following statements by selecting 

the appropriate option on the scale below. 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   

Very 

strongly 

disagree    

Strongly 

disagree    

Moderately 

disagree    

Somewhat 

disagree    

Neither 

disagree 

nor 

agree   

Somewhat 

agree   

Moderately 

agree   

Strongly 

agree   

Very 

strongly 

agree   

 

 

1. Pharmaceutical companies in the United States are untrustworthy. 

2. Pharmaceutical companies only aim to make profits. 

3. Pharmaceutical companies in the United States generally do not have the best 

interest of the American people at heart. 
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Appendix E – Preference for the Merit Principle Scale (Son Hing et al., 2011) 

Below are several statements concerning how employment outcomes and rewards ought to be 

distributed. Please indicate the extent to which you agree with each of the following statements by 

selecting the appropriate option on the scale below. 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   

Very 

strongly 

disagree    

Strongly 

disagree    

Moderately 

disagree    

Somewhat 

disagree    

Neither 

disagree 

nor 

agree   

Somewhat 

agree   

Moderately 

agree   

Strongly 

agree   

Very 

strongly 

agree   

 

1. In organizations, people who do their job well should always rise to the top. 

2. At work, people should be rewarded solely based on their competence and ability. 

3. In organizations, success ought to be possible for anyone who works hard enough. 

4. People’s success in the workplace should always depend primarily on their skills. 

5. Anyone who is willing to work hard enough should always be able to find a decent job. 

6. At work, people’s success ought to always depend on their performance. 

7. Organizations should always offer the job to the most capable candidate. 

8. At work, people’s rewards should always be determined by their effort and ability. 

9. People who work hard should have the most opportunities for advancement. 

10. Employers should always hire the most skilled candidate for a job. 

11. In organizations, rewards should always be determined by employees’ efforts. 
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Appendix F – Social Dominance Orientation Egalitarian Subscale (Ho et al., 1994, only 

equality subscale) 

Show how much you favor or oppose each idea below by selecting an option below.  

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   

Very 

strongly 

oppose  

Strongly 

oppose  

Moderately 

oppose  

Somewhat 

oppose  

Neither 

oppose 

nor 

favor  

Somewhat 

favor  

Moderately 

favor  

Strongly 

favor  

Very 

strongly 

favor  

 

1. We should not push for group equality. 

2. We shouldn’t try to guarantee that eery group has the same quality of life. 

3. It is unjust to try to make groups equal. 

4. Group equality should not be our primary goal. 

5. To answer this question, please select “strongly agree.”  

6. We should work to give all groups an equal chance to succeed. 

7. We should do what we can to equalize conditions for different groups. 

8. No matter how much effort it takes, we ought to strive to ensure that all groups have the 

same chance in life. 

9. Group equality should be our ideal. 
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Appendix G – Preference for Need (Hulle et al., 2018)  

Using the scale below, please rate how you feel towards the following statements.  

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   

Very 

strongly 

disagree    

Strongly 

disagree    

Moderately 

disagree    

Somewhat 

disagree    

Neither 

disagree 

nor 

agree   

Somewhat 

agree   

Moderately 

agree   

Strongly 

agree   

Very 

strongly 

agree   

 

1. A society is just if it takes care of those who are poor and needy. 

2. It is just if people taking care of their children or their dependent relatives receive special 

support and benefits. 

3. A society is just if all people have sufficient nutrition, shelter, clothing, as well as access 

to education and medical care. 
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Appendix H – Study 1: ProPharm’s Company Description 

 

Instructions: You will now read about ProPharm - a pharmaceutical organization based in the 

United States with five of its key employees.  You will learn about what the company does and 

ProPharm - Company Description 

 

You will now read about ProPharm - a pharmaceutical organization based in the United States 

with five of its key employees.  You will learn about what the company does and the job 

descriptions for five key employees – their position in the organizational hierarchy as well as 

their profiles (i.e., education, experience, responsibilities, and salaries). Please read and review 

all materials presented to you before proceeding to the next survey questions. Thank you!  

ProPharm 

 

The pharmaceutical industry is one of the most profitable industries in the world, and one of the 

players in the industry is ProPharm. ProPharm was established in 1963 and is involved in 

pharmaceuticals for research, product development and drug  development, customer service, 

and innovation. ProPharm operates out of Canada, the United States, and Mexico.  

ProPharm has approximately 3,700 dedicated employees.  

In March and April of 2020, the Pharmaceutical industry took a hard hit. On average, 

pharmaceutical companies saw their stock prices drop 7% during this period. ProPharm’s stock 

prices also dropped 7%, and the reputation of the company took a hit. 

Like others in the field, ProPharm has since recovered well. The company continues its work in 

pharmaceuticals, striving to deliver high-quality pharmaceutical products to its consumers. 
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Appendix I – Study 1: ProPharm’s Organization Chart 
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Appendix J – Study 1: ProPharm’s Employee Profiles  

Warehouse Worker 

Randy Lane 

Supplies 

Coordinator 

Steve Johnson 

Manager: 

Production 

David King 

Vice President: 

Operations 

James Weller 

Chief Executive Officer 

John Young 

Experience 

1 year of 

experience 

6 years of 

experience in 

supply-chain 

management 

15 years of 

experience in 

production in the 

pharmaceutical 

industry, 3 years 

of experience in 

management 

22 years of 

experience in 

pharmaceuticals, 6 

years of experience 

in pharmaceutical 

operations, 16 years 

of experience in 

management  

31 years of experience 

in pharmaceuticals sales 

and operations, 25 years 

of experience in 

management and 

leadership 

Education 

Some high school 

Completed 

Bachelor of 

Business 

Administration 

Master of 

Business 

Administration 

Master of 

Biopharmaceuticals 

and Master of 

Business 

Administration 

PhD of 

Biopharmaceuticals and 

Master of Business 

Administration 

Responsibilities 

Responsible for the 

movement of 

materials to support 

companywide 

operations. Some 

heavy equipment 

operation required.  

Responsible 

for 

maintaining a 

full stock of 

the company’s 

goods. 

Maintains 

good 

relationships 

with vendors 

and 

distributors. 

Responsible for 

overseeing a 

portion of the 

company’s 

supplies, 

development, and 

operations. 

Responsible for 

designing and 

controlling the 

process of 

production, 

developing 

operational strategies 

to improve process 

efficiency. Assures 

all legal and 

regulatory 

documents are 

adhered to and 

attends to important 

functions and events. 

Responsible for 

overseeing day-to-day 

operations within the 

company, providing 

leadership and making 

high-level executive 

decisions about 

company strategy and 

directions. Responsible 

for creating an 

environment that 

promotes great 

performance and diverse 

culture.  

Technical Skills 

Workplace 

Hazardous 

Materials 

Information System 

(WHMIS) training. 

Heavy Equipment 

License (HEL) 

Certificate 

Knowledge of 

supply-chain 

management.  

Extensive 

technical 

knowledge of 

production in the 

pharmaceutical 

industry.  

Extensive technical 

knowledge of 

production and 

operations in the 

pharmaceutical 

industry. 

Expert technical 

knowledge of 

pharmaceutical sales, 

operations, strategy, and 

production. 

Expert in business 

development. 

[Annual Salary Information Here: Example Below] 

$45,000 $75,000 $115,000 $125,000 $150,000 
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Appendix K – Comprehension Checks 

 

You have just read [ProPharm’s/Ascend’s] employee profiles above. There, you saw what five 

[ProPharm/Ascend’s] employees are compensated. Which option below matches the pay of the 

Warehouse Worker, Supplies Coordinator, Manager, Vice President, and CEO that you saw in 

ProPharm’s employee profiles? If you are not sure, please scroll up to check.  

 

[These figures change to reflect the wages for each study] 

 

a) Warehouse Worker: $45,000, Supplies Coordinator: $75,000, Manager: $115,000, VP: 

$125,000, CEO: $150,000 

b) Warehouse Worker: $37,000, Supplies Coordinator: $68,000, Manager: $115,000, VP: 

$190,000, CEO: $360,000 

c) Warehouse Worker: $30,000, Supplies Coordinator: $60,000, Manager: $115,000, VP: 

$340,000, CEO: $800,000 

d) Warehouse Worker: $22,500, Supplies Coordinator: $55,000, Manager: $115,000, VP: 

$555,000, CEO: $3,000,000 

e) Warehouse Worker: $15,000, Supplies Coordinator: $50,000, Manager: $115,000, VP: 

$1,000,000, CEO: $25,000,000 

 

 

How many employees work for [ProPharm/Ascend]? 

 

1. 500 

2. 1000 

3. 1500 

4. 2000 

5. 5000 
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Appendix L – Study 1: Manipulation Check 

 

Please indicate the degree to which you agree with each of the following statements.  

 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  

Very 

strongly 

disagree   

Strongly 

disagree   

Moderately 

disagree   

Somewhat 

disagree   

Neither 

disagree 

nor 

agree  

Somewhat 

agree  

Moderately 

agree  

Strongly 

agree  

Very 

strongly 

agree  

 

1. The CEO at ProPharm earns a lot more money compared to the warehouse 

worker. 

2. At ProPharm, pay differences among employees are very large. 

3. At ProPharm, executives (i.e., CEO & VP) earn a lot more than regular workers 

(warehouse workers & supplies coordinators). 
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Appendix M – Distributive Justice Measures21 

When thinking about [ProPharm/Ascend] as a whole, the company description, the 

organizational chart, and [ProPharm/Ascend]’s employee profiles—from the warehouse worker 

all the way to the CEO—that you’ve reviewed, please indicate the extent to which you agree with 

each of the following statements.   

  

1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  

Very 

strongly 

disagree   

Strongly 

disagree   

Moderately 

disagree   

Somewhat 

disagree   

Neither 

disagree 

nor 

agree  

Somewhat 

agree  

Moderately 

agree  

Strongly 

agree  

Very 

strongly 

agree  

  

 [Perceptions of inequity]  

1. I think the differences in pay at [ProPharm/Ascend] are based on people’s contributions 

to the organization.  

2. Given the difference in people’s merits, the allocation of pay at [ProPharm/Ascend] is 

deserved. 

3. I think the differences in pay at [ProPharm/Ascend] accurately reflect the value of 

people’s work.   

[Perceptions of inequality] 

4. At [ProPharm/Ascend], the differences in pay between employees is too large.  

5. At [ProPharm/Ascend], pay is distributed too unevenly among employees.   

6. At [ProPharm/Ascend], some employees make too much money compared to other 

employees.  

[Perceptions of need] 

7. At [ProPharm/Ascend], the levels of pay allow lower level employees to meet their basic 

needs.  

8. At [ProPharm/Ascend], the levels of pay allow lower level employees to cover their cost 

of living.  

9. At [ProPharm/Ascend], the levels of pay provide lower level employees with financial 

security.  

 

  

 

 

21 The order of these items were randomized. 
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Appendix N – Opposition to Pay Dispersion 

 

When thinking about ProPharm as a whole, the company description, the organizational chart, 

and the ProPharm’s employee profiles—from the warehouse worker all the way to the CEO—

that you’ve reviewed, please indicate the extent to which you agree with each of the following 

statements.   

  

1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  

Very 

strongly 

disagree   

Strongly 

disagree   

Moderately 

disagree   

Somewhat 

disagree   

Neither 

disagree 

nor 

agree  

Somewhat 

agree  

Moderately 

agree  

Strongly 

agree  

Very 

strongly 

agree  

  

 

1. At [ProPharm/Ascend], the differences in pay among employees are appropriate.  

2. I oppose how much spread there is between top and bottom earners at 

[ProPharm/Ascend]. 

3. I dislike the pay differences at [ProPharm/Ascend]. 
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Appendix O – Demographic Questionnaire 

Please answer the following questions. Leave blank any question you prefer not to disclose.  

1. What is your gender? 

a. Woman 

b. Man 

c. My gender is not listed above (please specify): _____________  

d. Choose not to respond 

2. How old are you? ______ years 

3. What is the highest level of education you have attained? 

a. Some high school 

b. High school (or equivalent) 

c. Some college 

d. 2 year college degree (e.g., Associate’s) 

e. 4 year college degree (e.g., BA) 

f. Master’s degree 

g. Doctoral degree 

h. Professional degree (e.g., MD, JD) 

4. What is your ethnic origin? (Ethnic origin refers to the ethnic or cultural group(s) to which 

your ancestors belong. Ancestry should not be confused with citizenship or nationality). 

Check all that apply.  

a. Indigenous (Inuit/First Nations/Métis) 

b. White/European 

c. Black/African/Caribbean 

d. Southeast Asian (e.g., Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Vietnamese, Cambodian, 

Filipino.etc) 

e. Arab (Saudi Arabian, Palestinian, Iraqi, etc) 

f. South Asian (East Indian, Sri Lankan, etc) 

g. Latin American (Costa Rican, Guatemalan, Brazilian, Columbian, etc) 

h. West Asian (Iranian, Afghani, etc) 

i. Other (please specify) _________________________________  

5. How many years have you lived in the United States? _______ years 

6. Please indicate your political orientation by choosing where your orientation falls. 

 
Extremely 

left-wing 

Moderately 

left-wing 

Somewhat 

left-wing 

Independent 

or neutral 

Somewhat 

right-wing 

Moderately 

right-wing 

Extremely 

right-wing 

Not 

sure 

Extremely 

Liberal  

Moderately 

Liberal 

Somewhat 

Liberal 

Neither 

Liberal nor 

Conservative 

Somewhat 

Conservative 

Moderately 

Conservative 

Extremely 

Conservative 

Not 

Sure 

 

7. The Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) has had wide-sweeping effects on most people’s 

employment and livelihoods. Using the scale below, please indicate how much you agree 

with the following statements. If you would not like to respond to the following items, 

please select “I do not wish to respond”.  
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a. The COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant negative impact on my 

household’s income 

b. The COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant negative impact on my 

household’s employment status (e.g., lay-offs) 

c. The COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant negative impact on my 

household’s ability to pay the bills (e.g., rent, utility, groceries) 

Very 

strongly 

disagree   

Strongly 

disagree   

Moderately 

disagree   

Somewhat 

disagree   

Neither 

disagree 

nor 

agree  

Somewhat 

agree  

Moderately 

agree  

Strongly 

agree  

Very 

strongly 

agree  

I do not 

wish to 

respond. 

 

8. What is your current annual income? $________ (in American dollars) 

9. What is your current employment status?  

a. Employed - full time 

b. Employed - part time 

c. Unemployed 

10. [If employed] In what sector are you currently employed?  

a. Not-for-profit 

b. Public 

c. Private 

d. Other ______________ (Please specify) 

11.  [If employed] How long have you been employed by your current organization? ______ 

years ______ months 

12. Think of this ladder as a representation of where jobs and occupations 

fall within the United States. At the top of the ladder are the jobs that 

are most respected and prestigious (e.g., judges, doctors).  At the 

bottom are the jobs that are least respected and prestigious (e.g., 

custodian, kitchen assistant). Where would you place your job or 

occupation on this ladder?  

 

 

Mood Repair Item: We know this may be a tough time for many Americans. Please take a 

second to recall one event that made you happy in the last week. Think about what happened and 

why it made you feel positively.  

How did this activity make you feel? 

1 2 3 4 5 

Not at all happy A little happy Somewhat happy Very happy Prefer not to answer 
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Appendix P – Debrief 

 

 
 

Thank you for your participation in the study “People’s Opinions about the Fairness in Employee 

Compensation.” For this study, the researchers altered certain aspects of ProPharm – its level of 

pay for the five employees, the company description, and employee profiles (e.g., their 

responsibilities). It is likely that some people will be more supportive or opposed to pay 

differences in organizations, such as the CEO-worker wage gap, and we would like to investigate 

why. Statistical tests will determine the strength of these relations. 

 

It is important for you to know that ProPharm is not a real organization. It is a fictional company 

based on real data and descriptions created by the researchers. We created this deception because 

people may respond differently if they believe that ProPharm was not real. If you did believe that 

ProPharm was real, you are not foolish. The researchers dedicated a significant amount of time 

ensuring that the study materials were realistic. Because this study involves this deception, you 

will have the option to omit your responses from our analyses on the following page if you 

do not feel comfortable with us using your data.  

  

We ensure confidentiality in our treatment of the information you have provided. Your study 

responses and your data are anonymized. Only people associated with this research will see your 

responses. Data from this study will be stored for five years after the publication of analyses 

associated with the research; after that time, questionnaire materials will be destroyed. All data 

will be studied at the group level not the individual level, we always look at group means not 

individual scores. The data will be used for scientific purposes only and any publication of these 

data will not contain references to your identity.  

 

If you have any further questions about the study or would like a copy of the results, please 

contact Parco Sin at psin@uoguelph.ca or Leanne Son Hing at sonhing@uoguelph.ca or 

(519) 824-4120 x. 54475. 

  

If you have questions regarding your rights and welfare as a research participant in this study 

(REB# 20-06-040) please contact: Manager, Research Ethics; University of Guelph; 

reb@uoguelph.ca; (519) 824-4120 (ext. 56606) 

 

For more information on the topic of the study, see: 

 

https://www.statista.com/statistics/424159/pay-gap-between-ceos-and-average-workers-in-

world-by-country/ 
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Appendix Q – Post-Survey Questions 

Lastly, it is vital to our study that we only include responses from people that devoted their full 

attention to this study. Otherwise, the researchers’ effort and the time of other participants could 

be wasted.  

1. You will receive payment for this study no matter what, however, now that you know 

that ProPharm is a fictional organization rather than a real one, would you still feel 

comfortable with us using your responses?  

a) Yes 

b) No 

2. Please also let us know how honestly and accurately you have been when responding to 

our study? 

a) Not at all honestly and accurately 

b) Somewhat honestly and accurately 

c) Moderately honestly and accurately 

d) Very honestly and accurately 

3. In your honest opinion, should we use your data in our analyses in this study? 

a) Yes 

b) No 

c) Other, please explain: 
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Appendix R – Study 2: Ascend’s Company Description 

 

Instructions: You will now read about Ascend Contracting - a construction company based in 

the United States. You will learn about what the company does and the job descriptions for five 

key employees – their position in the organizational hierarchy as well as their profiles (i.e., 

education, experience, responsibilities, and salaries). Please read and review all materials 

presented to you before proceeding to the next survey questions. Thank you!  

 

Ascend Contracting 

 

The construction industry is a reliable and secure industry in the United States, and one of the 

[“key” – included in high performance condition only] players in the industry is Ascend 

Contracting. Ascend was established in 1963 and is involved in the designing, planning, and 

executing of both public and private construction projects in Canada, the United States, and 

Mexico. The major functions of Ascend involve the manufacturing of base materials, sales, and 

the execution of construction projects. Ascend has approximately 3,700 dedicated employees.  

 [Low Performance condition] From 2017 to 2020, Ascend’s stock prices dropped 9%, and the 

reputation of the company took a hit, as sales slowed down substantially. Ascend is trying to 

recover. The company is struggling to manage many ongoing projects, and stockholders are 

anxious to see how the organization will perform in the upcoming months.  

[High Performance condition] From 2017 to 2020, Ascend’s stock prices rose 9%, resulting in a 

more glowing reputation for the firm, as sales increased substantially. Ascend is working to 

capitalize on these gains. The company is managing many ongoing projects smoothly, and 

stockholders are confident about how the organization will perform in the upcoming months.  
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Appendix S – Study 2: Ascend’s Organization Chart 

 

 

 



 

151 

 

Appendix T – Study 2: Ascend’s Employee Profiles  

Warehouse 

Worker 

Randy Lane 

Supplies 

Coordinator 

Steve Johnson 

Manager: 

Production 

David King 

Vice President: 

Operations 

James Weller 

Chief Executive Officer 

John Young 

Experience 

1 year of 

experience 

6 years of 

experience in 

supply-chain 

management 

15 years of 

experience in 

production in 

the construction 

industry, 3 years 

of experience in 

management 

22 years of experience 

in construction, 16 years 

of experience in 

management, 6 years of 

experience in operations 
 

31 years of experience 

in construction sales and 

operations, 25 years of 

experience in 

management and 

leadership 

Education 

Some high school 

Completed 

Bachelor of 

Business 

Administration 

Master of 

Business 

Administration 

Master of Technology 

and Master of Business 

Administration 

PhD of Engineering and 

Master of Business 

Administration 

Responsibilities 

Responsible for 

the movement of 

materials to 

support 

companywide 

operations. Some 

heavy equipment 

operation 

required. 
 

Responsible for 

maintaining a 

full stock of the 

company’s 

goods. 

Maintains good 

relationships 

with vendors 

and distributors. 

Responsible for 

overseeing a 

portion of the 

company’s 

supplies, 

development, 

and operations. 

Responsible for 

designing and 

controlling the process 

of production, 

developing operational 

strategies to improve 

process efficiency. 

Assures all legal and 

regulatory documents 

are adhered to and 

attends important 

functions and events. 

Responsible for 

overseeing day-to-day 

operations within the 

company, providing 

leadership and making 

high-level executive 

decisions about 

company strategy and 

directions. Responsible 

for creating an 

environment that 

promotes great 

performance and diverse 

culture. 
 

Technical Skills 

Workplace 

Hazardous 

Materials 

Information 

System (WHMIS) 

training. 

Heavy Equipment 

License (HEL) 

Certificate 
 

Knowledge of 

supply-chain 

management. 
 

Extensive 

technical 

knowledge of 

production in 

the construction 

industry. 
 

Extensive technical 

knowledge of 

production and 

operations in the 

construction industry. 

Expert technical 

knowledge of 

construction sales, 

operations, strategy, and 

production. Expert in 

business development. 

Salaries 

 $14,500   $49,000   $115,000   $1,400,000   $10,900,000  
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Appendix U – Study 2: Manipulation Check 

 

Please indicate the degree to which you agree with each of the following statements.  

 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  

Very 

strongly 

disagree   

Strongly 

disagree   

Moderately 

disagree   

Somewhat 

disagree   

Neither 

disagree 

nor 

agree  

Somewhat 

agree  

Moderately 

agree  

Strongly 

agree  

Very 

strongly 

agree  

 
 

1. Ascend is performing very well. 

2. Ascend is a strong performing organization. 

3. Ascend is a high-performing company. 
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Appendix V – Perceptions of CEO Responsibility 

 

Please indicate the extent to which you agree with each of the following statements by selecting 

the appropriate circle on the scale below. 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   

Very 

strongly 

disagree    

Strongly 

disagree    

Moderately 

disagree    

Somewhat 

disagree    

Neither 

disagree 

nor 

agree   

Somewhat 

agree   

Moderately 

agree   

Strongly 

agree   

Very 

strongly 

agree   

 

1. I believe Ascend’s CEO is accountable for his organization’s performance. 

2. Ascend’s performance can only be as good or bad as its CEO’s capabilities. 

3. Ascend’s performance is the result of its CEO’s leadership. 
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Appendix W – Supplementary Analyses 

Study 1: Non-linear Effects of Level of Pay Dispersion  

To examine the non-linear effects of the experimental manipulation, I conducted the main 

analyses for Study 1 with the inclusion of a quadratic term for level of pay dispersion. The 

results from hierarchical regression models are presented with opposition to pay dispersion, 

perceptions of inequity, perceptions of inequality, and perceptions of need-violation as the 

dependent variables. Given the exploratory nature of these analyses, the supplementary results 

presented below are corrected for Bonferroni’s adjusted alpha levels of .016 (0.5/3) to correct for 

the inflated possibility of Type I errors when conducting multiple analyses with the same 

dependent variable. 

Effects towards Opposition to Pay Dispersion. There was an inverted U-shaped 

curvilinear relation between level of pay dispersion and opposition to pay dispersion such that 

those in the high pay dispersion condition opposed the spread of pay the most, b = -.14, se b = 

.04, 95% CI[-.22, -.07], p < 001, sr2 = .02. For mean comparisons of opposition to pay dispersion 

by condition, see Table 3.  

There was a significant interactive effect of preference for equity and level of pay 

dispersion squared on opposition to pay dispersion, b = -.08, se b = .04, 95% CI[-.15, .00], p = 

.004, sr2 = .01. Simple effects tests revealed that, among those lower in preferences for equity, 

there was no effect of level of pay dispersion on opposition to pay dispersion, b = -.06, se b = 

.05, 95% CI[-.16, .05], p = .295. In contrast, among those higher in preferences for equity, there 

was an inverted U-shaped curvilinear relation between level of pay dispersion and opposition to 

pay dispersion, b = -.22, se b = .06, 95% CI[-.33, -.12], p < .001. See Figure 9. 



 

155 

 

There was a significant interactive effect of preference for equality and level of pay 

dispersion squared on opposition to pay dispersion, b = -.06, se b = .03, 95% CI[-.11, .00], p = 

.004, sr2 = .01. Simple effects tests revealed that, among those lower in preferences for equality, 

there was no effect of level of pay dispersion on opposition to pay dispersion, b = -.07, se b = 

.05, 95% CI[-.17, .04], p = .207. In contrast, among those higher in preferences for equality, 

there was an inverted U-shaped curvilinear relation between level of pay dispersion and 

opposition to pay dispersion, b = -.22, se b = .05, 95% CI[-.33, -.11], p < .001. See Figure 10. 

There was a significant interactive effect of preference for need and level of pay 

dispersion squared on opposition to pay dispersion, b = -.09, se b = .03, 95% CI[-.15, -.03], p = 

.003, sr2 = .01. Simple effects tests revealed that, among those lower in preferences for need, 

there was no effect of level of pay dispersion on opposition to pay dispersion, b = -.02, se b = 

.05, 95% CI[-.12, .09], p = .767. In contrast, among those higher in preference for need, there 

was an inverted U-shaped curvilinear relation between level of pay dispersion and opposition to 

pay dispersion, b = -.24, se b = .05, 95% CI[-.35, -.14], p < .001. See Figure 11. 

Effects towards Mediators. Interestingly, with the inclusion of the quadratic effect of 

level of pay dispersion, the results indicated that perceptions of inequity was not predicted by 

level of pay dispersion, b = .01, se b = .04, 95% CI[-.07, .10], p = .789, sr2 = .00, or the 

interaction of level of pay dispersion and preference for equity, b = -.05, se b = .05, 95% CI[-.13, 

.03], p = .789, sr2 = .00.  

There was an inverted U-shaped curvilinear relation between level of pay dispersion and 

perceptions of inequality such that those in the high pay dispersion condition perceived the 

spread of pay to be most unequal, b = -.19, se b = .03, 95% CI[-.26, -.12], p < .001, sr2 = .04. 
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However, there was no interaction between level of pay dispersion and preference for equality on 

perceptions of inequality, b = -.03, se b = .03, 95% CI[-.08, .02], p < .001, sr2 = .04.  

Furthermore, with the inclusion of the quadratic effect of level of pay dispersion, the 

results indicated that perceptions of need-violation was not predicted by level of pay dispersion, 

b = .01, se b = .05, 95% CI[-.08, .10], p = .919, sr2 = .00, or the interaction of level of pay 

dispersion and preference for need orientation, b = -.05, se b = .05, 95% CI[-.13, .03], p = .269, 

sr2 = .00.  

Mediation. With the inclusion of the quadratic term of level of pay dispersion, the results 

from a non-parametric bootstrap model indicated that perceptions of inequity, but not inequality 

or need, mediated the effect of level of pay dispersion condition on opposition to pay dispersion. 

Specifically, the indirect effect from the level of pay dispersion to opposition to pay dispersion 

was significantly different form zero through perceptions of inequality, z = -.11, se z = .02, 95% 

CI[-.15, -.07], p < .001, but not perceptions of inequity, z = -.00, se z = .01, 95% CI[-.03, .02], p 

= .875, or perceptions of need-violation, z = .00, se z = .01, 95% CI[-.01, .01], p = .890. Thus, 

only perceptions of inequality mediated the curvilinear effect of pay dispersion condition on 

opposition to pay dispersion. 

Study 1: Zero-Order Correlations by Condition 

 To examine whether perceptions of inequity, inequality, and need-violation were 

conflated, I examined the zero-order correlations between the variables for each of the five 

experimental conditions. The results are presented on Table 14. 

Study 1: Multiple Regression on Evaluations of Unequal Pay 

To test the degree to which evaluations of unequal pay was driven by perceived 

violations of the equality principle, I conducted multiple regression analyses. Specifically, 



 

157 

 

evaluations of unequal pay was regressed onto perceptions of the degree to which pay dispersion 

was unequal, perceptions of inequity, and perceptions of need violation. The results indicated 

that as the evaluations of unequal pay was strongly predicted by perceptions of the degree to 

which pay dispersion was unequal, b = .70, se b = .05, 95% CI[.60, .80], p < .001, moderately by 

perceptions of inequity, b = .23, se b = .05, 95% CI[.15, .41], p < .001, sr2 = .03, and weakly by 

perceptions of need-violation, b = -.11, se b = .05, 95% CI[-.21, .-.01], p < .001, sr2 = .01. 

Study 1: Testing Existence of Attrition Bias 

 In Study 1, the data from nearly one third of participants were removed from the main 

analyses because these participants did not meet the inclusion criteria set out for attention and 

comprehension. Because such a large portion of the existing sample was selectively removed, the 

main results may have been influenced by attrition bias. To examine the extent to which attrition 

bias influenced the results, I re-analyzed the data including the omitted participants (n = 770), 

see Table 14. Given the exploratory nature of these analyses, the supplementary results presented 

below are corrected for Bonferroni’s adjusted alpha levels of .025 (0.5/2) to correct for the 

inflated possibility of Type I errors when conducting multiple analyses with the same dependent 

variable. For simplicity, only the results for the hypotheses are included (see Table 15). The 

interpretation of the results did not change. All thirteen hypotheses were supported. Thus, it 

seemed as though attrition bias did not meaningfully impact the results.  

Study 1: Reverse Mediation  

I specified three non-parametric bootstrap models to test whether opposition to pay 

dispersion would mediate the effect of level of pay dispersion onto perceptions of inequity, 

perceptions of inequality, and perceptions of need. Similar to the main analyses, all covariates 

and predictors were included in the models, and 1,000 simulations were conducted for each 
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model. I assessed the strength of mediation from indirect effect sizes and their 95% confidence 

intervals (Preacher & Hayes, 2004). The results indicated the indirect effect from level of pay 

dispersion to perceptions of inequity was significantly different form zero through opposition to 

pay dispersion, z = .29, se z = .05, 95% CI [.19, .39], p < .001. Similar indirect effects were 

found with perceptions of inequality, z = .29, se z = .05, 95% CI [.20, .39], p < .001, and 

perceptions of need-violation, z = .25, se z = .05, 95% CI [.16, .34], p < .001, as the dependent 

variable. Thus, it seemed as though reverse mediation was possible in Study 1. 

Study 2: CEO Responsibility 

 In Study 2, I explored the extent to which participants believed Ascend’s CEO was 

responsible for the company’s performance (i.e., CEO responsibility). For the interested reader, a 

correlation table including CEO responsibility is presented on Table 16.   
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Table 14: Study 1: Zero-order correlations of perceptions of inequity, inequality, and need-

violation by condition 

 Pay Dispersion condition 

Variables  
Very 

Low 
Low Moderate High Very High 

Percep Inequity and 

Percep Inequality 
.16 .12 .00 .43*** .33*** 

 

Percep Inequity and 

Percep Need-violation 

.73*** .81*** .76*** .86*** .82*** 

 

Percep Inequality and 

Percep Need-violation 

.15 .04 -.05 .34*** .27*** 

 

Note. N = 480; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.  
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Table 15: Study 1: Summary of results including previously omitted participants 

Hypotheses b se LL UL sr2  

Opposition to pay dispersion as the dependent variable          
1 Level of PD .37*** .06 .26 .48 .09 

2 SDO-E .29*** .09 .12 .46 .02 

3 Level of PD x PMP  .16** .05 .06 .27 .02 

4 Level of PD x SDO-E .12** .04 .04 .20 .02 

5 Level of PD x PNO .16** .04 .08 .24 .03 

6 Inequity .28*** .05 .19 .37 .03 

6 Inequality .58*** .04 .50 .66 .16 

6 Need-violation .12** .04 .03 .20 .01 

Perceptions of inequity as the dependent variable          
7 Level of PD .26*** .26 .13 .38 .03 

8 Level of PD x PMP  .13* .06 .01 .24 .01 

Perceptions of inequality as the dependent variable           

9 Level of PD .24** .08 .03 .35 .01 

10 Level of PD x SDO-E .12** .04 .04 .19 .02 

Perceptions of need-violation as the dependent variable           

11 Level of PD .38*** .06 .17 .34 .06 

12 Level of PD x PNO .11* .05 .02 .21 .01 

 z  LL UL  

Mediation (Indirect Effects)            

  Level of PD to inequity to opposition .13***   .07 .20   

13 Level of PD to inequality to opposition .22***   .16 .31   

  Level of PD to need-violation to opposition .16***   .10 .22   

 
 
Note. N = 770.  * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. Bonferroni corrected alpha = .025, b = 

unstandardized regression weights; SE = standard error; LL and UL = lower and upper 95% 

confidence intervals, respectively; sr2 = the partial variance explained. Level of PD = Level of 

pay dispersion condition; PMP = preference for the merit principle, SDO-E = SDO-

egalitarianism; PNO = preference for need orientation.  
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Table 16: Study 2: Correlations with CEO responsibility by condition 

 

Variable 

Low organizational performance 

condition 

(n = 99) 

High organizational performance 

condition 

(n = 104) 

Conservatism .28*** .19 

  [.09, .45] [-.00, .37] 

COVID burden .16 .19 

  [-.04, .35] [-.00, .37] 

PMP .33*** .25* 

  [.14, .49] [.06, .42] 

SDO-E -.01 -.10 

  [-.20, .19] [-.29, .09] 

PNO .07 .03 

  [-.13, .26] [-.16, .22] 

Inequity -.47*** -.47*** 

  [-.61, -.30] [-.60, -.30] 

Inequality -.16 -.20* 

  [-.35, .04] [-.37, -.01] 

Need-violation -.45*** -.38*** 

  [-.60, -.28] [-.54, -.21] 

Opposition -.31*** -.39*** 

  [-.48, -.12] [-.54, -.22] 

 

Note. N = 203; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. Values in brackets = 95% confidence interval for 

each correlation. COVID burden = financial impact from COVID-19; Org perf = organizational 

performance condition; PMP = preference for the merit principle, SDO-E = SDO-egalitarianism; 

PNO = preference for need orientation. All responses were scored on a 9-point scale. 
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Figure 9. Study 1: Opposition to pay dispersion as a nonlinear function of level of pay 

dispersion and preference for the merit principle. N = 480. 
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Figure 10. Study 1: Opposition to pay dispersion as a nonlinear function of level of pay 

dispersion condition and SDO-egalitarianism (SDO-E). N = 480. 
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Figure 11. Study 1: Opposition to pay dispersion as a nonlinear function of level of pay 

dispersion condition and preference for need orientation. N = 480. 
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