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ABSTRACT

The current study investigates whether social gaestias a positive effect on individuals
low socioeconomic status who have a high preferémcthe merit principle. We used the Me

Principle Scale and the Social Class Scale to mas8ig study’s low-socioeconomic-stat

participants into two groups: those with a highf@rence for the merit principle (HPMP), and

those with a low preference for the merit princil®MP). A total of 72 undergraduates of low

of
rit

us

socioeconomic status at Southwest University ppgted in this research. They included two

samples: participants who identified themselvesaasng HPMP (11 men, 25 women) and thpse

with LPMP (14 men, 22 women). The participants wenedomly assigned to either a soc
justice condition or a social-injustice conditidn.the social-justice condition, participants re

an article describing society as fair; in the shbitipstice condition, they read an artig

emphasising that society is unfair. The resultsavgtbthat social justice can reduce participants

stress, and that individuals with HPMP felt morees$ than individuals with LPMP in th
socially-unjust condition. In addition, a signifitacorrelation was found between a persd

value of preference for the merit principle and thevernment’s just-distribution policy.

al-
ad

Individuals will perceive less stress when theifuea concerning distribution principles are

consistent with the distribution system that sgcistimplementing. In contrast, individuals wi

have more stress when their value of preferencen@oit is not consistent with the governmer
distribution system.

Social justice can successfully buffer the strespesenced among those of Ig
socioeconomic status, especially in individuals wiawe a high degree of preference for

merit principle. Individuals will perceive less ests when their personal values are consig
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with government policy than when they are not.

Keywords: Social justice, injustice, value of preference merit principle, perceived stress,

socioeconomic status, distribution system

1. INTRODUCTION

Political economists and social psychologists hdeeoted much attention to distributive
justice. Political economists agree that a tradeswists between efficiency and equality [1]. On
one hand, in a previous study on social justiceyrOR] argued that a society’s living standards
and material wealth reflect a system of rewardsamhlties intended to encourage effort and to
channel it into socially productive activity, theyee generating an efficient economy. However,
to create efficiency would also create inequalitied reduce regulation and taxation, translating
into less welfare spending and less protectioritfose least equipped to fend for themselves in a
free-market society [2]. On the other hand, to pptevsocial equality, these egalitarian measures
are more likely to result in economic inefficiengidecause the redistribution process inevitably
involves “leakage” caused by human error, fraud thedcomplex bureaucratic agencies required
to implement social programs [2]. In addition, essige inequality may lead to social divisions
and may motivate the poor to engage in illegalvéats and riots [3]. Persson and Tabellini [4]
also found a statistically significant and quanitiely important negative relationship between
inequality and economic growth. From the above uwdison, it should be clear that efficiency
and equality are often in conflict with each otfir For this reason, it is important to determine
how much efficiency or equality a society is wilito choose. Boulding [6] argued that societies
continually compromise between efficiency and eiqpuaHe claimed that people prefer a
distribution of rewards based on merit; to avoigrating the disadvantaged, however, people
are inclined to favor redistribution to meet basé=ds and to provide opportunities for gaining
self-reliance. In the present study, we focus onul@iag’s propositions. This proposal is
consistent with the Chinese government’s systenthat efficiency and equality are both
emphasised in the initial distribution and redmition, and equality is more important than
efficiency in redistribution.

1.1 Social Stratification and the Distribution Sysém in China
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According to the social stratification theory, Welvecognized that humans have always
been divided by not only economic ownership buto ateccupational skills, status, and
organizational power or class, status, and powdypd]. Inequality is almost surely as old as
the human species; for example, in India, people dhought to the basis of social inequality
long before the Christian era, and in 350 BCE, tatis wrote of the natural ranking of free
people and slaves [8]. Nonetheless, people havelebely different reactions to inequality. The
first of these viewpoints is the “conservative te&sSn which one is essentially supportive of the
status quo, viewing the existing distribution oWeeds as just, equitable and frequently also
inevitable; the second viewpoint is the “radicatitesis”, in which one is highly critical,
denouncing the distributive system as basicallysingnd unnecessary [8]. In the current study,

we explore which kind of response will be givenigividuals after an experience of inequality.

Chinese social stratification and social mobiligvha been fast-growing since China’s post-
1978 economic reforms. Parish [9] argues that kel®78, Mao’s egalitarianism effectively
reduced socioeconomic inequalities. However, ontiyia fraction of the rural population had a
chance to “move up” to cities through military miiation, marriage, education and job
assignments [10] because of the rigid householdstragjon institution andhukou, which
restricted all Chinese to their place of birth foeir entire lifetimes [11]. In the twenty-first
century, economic growth and the resulting stradtwhanges may lead to a change in the
distribution of power and opportunity [12]. In aspciety, there is a tendency for privileged
groups to attempt to close ranks in order to pxeséneir own advantages and to pass those
advantages on to their children, but this may aatial justice and reduce economic efficiency
[13]. In this paper, class mobility plays an impmoit role in social justice and the next

experimental manipulation will involve class motyili

Social stratification itself implies inequality [8Jand the share of resources differs
significantly among social classes. Realistic gragmflict theory indicates that conflicts of
interest result in intense dislike and negativdifige between groups [14], especially for the
disadvantaged. Due to their lack of resources amd dtatus in society, individuals of low
economic status are often treated more harshly ithdimiduals of high economic status [15].
The experience of being treated unfairly and thesseof powerlessness associated with it also

appear to influence beliefs about unfair treatmémr example, African American college
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students are more likely to believe they are béamgeted by government conspiracies than are
European American college students [16]. Other are$e indicates that there is a positive
correlation between perceived injustice and devhlaeademic performance among African
American college students [17].

The 16th National Congress of Communist Party oin€lestablished the principle that
“labor, capital, technology, managerial expertisd ather production factors participate in the
distribution of income in accordance with their trdyutions, thereby improving the system
under which distribution according to work is doamt and a variety of modes of distribution
coexist.” Our experimental manipulation concerniggcial justice is consistent with the

government’s distribution system.
1.2 The Value of Preference for the Merit Principle

Preference for the merit principle is the concéat {people who contribute more ought to
obtain more than people who contribute less inrateavour [18]. This principle has been found
to guide resource-sharing even in preschoolers [@}itocracy is considered an ideal justice
principle because it considers only relevant infdatg., abilities) and ignores irrelevant factors
(e.g., ethnicity, gender) when distributing outcem@9]. Therefore, distributing resources
according to merit is considered by some to bebthst way to share the benefits of cooperation

in a mutually advantageous way [18].

In the process of implementing a distribution systpreference for the merit principle as a
value has salient differences among individualdividuals with HPMP report stronger feelings
of unfairness toward an unjust hiring decision thdm individuals with LPMP [19], and
individuals with HPMP have more negative reactiab®ut programs that violate distributive
justice than do individuals with LPMP [20]. Therefpwe speculated that individuals from low-
socioeconomic-status groups who have HPMP maynfiee¢ stress than individuals with LPMP

in an unjust society.

The social environment, including factors suchhasdquity of situations, is related to the
preference for the merit principle [21]. For examptesearch has found that chimpanzees
refused to complete a social exchange when theingrareceived a superior reward for the same
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amount of effort [22]. Research also has found tblaimpanzees respond negatively to
distributional injustice [23]. Similarly, human gabts have been found to withdraw from an
experiment when they realized that the rewards w&teemely inequitable [24]. According to
Adams [21], the reason for this is that individui@el resentment when outcomes are unfair, and
they will try to restore equity. Under socially jusrcumstances, people are inclined to have a
grateful attitude toward society; however, theydilashow negative emotional reactions (e.qg.,
anger, fear, anxiety) when they believe that soitipistice prevails [25]. Based ahis, we
suspected that social justice may operate as aragfinst negative feelings and behaviours.

Therefore, in the framework of the Chinese govemmadepolicy of social distribution, the
circumstances of social stratification in China ahé personal preferences for distribution
values among those of low socioeconomic statustryvd explore whether social justice has a
positive effect on individuals of low socioecononsiatus, especially those with HPMP. This
study may be used to buffer conflict between thaiskow status and those of high status. We

proposed some hypotheses as follows.
1.3 Hypotheses

The frameworks for creating good relationships leetmvhigh-status and low-status groups
have important psychological and social implicasioAccording to self-categorization theory,
individuals can categorize themselves at eitheiritlividual or the group level of inclusiveness
[26]. When an individual categorizes himself at treup level and the in-group is associated
with inequitable treatment of the out-group, theoras opened for collective guilt to be
experienced [27]. We can infer that individualsl@iv socioeconomic status who are treated
inequitably will have a series of negative feelindggecause this kind of injustice further
aggravates their disadvantages. In this stildg, main objective was to investigate whether
social justice has a positive effect on individuaidow socioeconomic status who have HPMP.
We further analyzed the relationship between squastice, preference for the merit principle
and perceived stress. We introduced the followiggotheses. Firstly, we hypothesized that
social justice would effectively reduce the feeliigstress among individuals with HPMP who
have low socioeconomic status, but not for thosth WPMP. Secondly, individuals who have

distribution values consistent with the governmeqst-distribution system will experience less
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stress than individuals whose values are incomdistéh this system. Thirdly, we hypothesized
that there is a significant correlation between atieg affect and stress after individuals

experience unfair treatment.
2. METHODS
2.1 Overview

Our study focused on the group with low socioecoicostatus, using a questionnaire to
screen subjects. In addition, we determined theevaf preference for the merit principle, using
scales. Next, subjects were randomly assigned ffereint conditions (social justice or social
injustice) and we explored whether there was agraation between the social environment and

the value of preference for the merit principle.
2.2 Sample

The sample was drawn from Southwest University. Vdadomly distributed 400

guestionnaires to college students for screenidg3&6 were returned, a response rate of 91.5%.

A total of 72 undergraduates of low socioeconomiatus at Southwest University
participated in this research. They included twougs: participants who identified themselves
as having HPMP (11 men, 25 women; mean age = 20588 years) and those having LPMP
(14 men, 22 women; mean age = 20.34 + 1.20 yeah®) participants were randomly assigned
to either a social-justice condition or a socigltgtice condition. One participant’s data was
excluded from the analysis because he did notuzetiee experimental manipulation.

This study received permission from the Academiamaf Southwest University.

2.3 Procedure

In step one, participants completed the Preferémc®lerit Principle (PMP) Scale, which
was adapted from previous studies [19], and theaEGtass Scale [28]. The PMP scale includes
two subscales: the prescriptive beliefs scale (Raoh’'sa = 0.71) and the descriptive beliefs
scale (Cronbach’'s = 0.80). Both of the subscales consist of sevemst{ each of which was
rated by participants using a 7-point scale thagjea from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly

agree. The difference between participants’ prpsed belief scores and descriptive belief
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scores was used as our measure of merit princglleey with higher scores indicating higher
levels of PMP. Two subgroups were identified: thegth HPMP (individuals at the top 27
percent of PMP) and those with LPMP (individualshet lowest 27 percent of PMP). According
to Lu (2003), the Social Class Scale includes #mtig@pants' parents’ levels of education, types
of profession and average monthly income [28].iBipeints who have a lower mean score have
a lower socioeconomic status. In addition, partiois were asked to report their demographic
information.

In step two, participants went individually into@m where they were told that they would
take part in a study investigating the reading cahension of college students. Next,
participants were asked to carefully read one af tabricated newspaper articles. In the social-
justice condition, the article described societybaing fair. For example, it emphasised the
construction and maintenance of social fairnessthadustice system, and that individuals of
low socioeconomic status can get ahead in lifbefytwork hard enough. In the social-injustice
condition, the article emphasised that societynfaiu, that the allocation of social resources is
extremely unreasonable, and that individuals in-$m@ioeconomic-level groups cannot get
ahead in life even if they work hard.

In step three, participants were asked to comphetdress questionnaire adapted from
previous studies [29]. The scale consisted of tiems: “To what extent do you feel stressed
about the article?” and “To what extent do you fieglrful about your future?”. The response
choices ranged from 1 = not at all to 6 = very musle combined these two items to form a
stress index (Cronbachés= 0.72), with higher scores indicating higher a&gr of stress. Next,
participants completed the Negative Affect Subs¢albopted from PANAS [30]), a 10-item
self-report measuring current emotional state,uidiclg items assessing negative affect (e.g.,
irritable, ashamed). The questions were answered Bpoint scale from 1 = not at all to 5 =
very much, and the subscale of the negative afffadta high internal consistency (Cronbaah’s

= 0.88), with higher scores indicating more negagwmotion.
2.4 Manipulation Checks

At the end of the study, participants rated theréego which they had a feeling of justice

after reading the article, using a 6-point scalenif 1 = very fair to 6 = very unfair). Finally, the



184
185

186

187

188
189
190
191
192
193

194

195

196
197
198
199
200
201
202
203
204
205
206
207
208
209

rated the degree to which they believed the arbae 4-point scale, from 1 = not at all to 4 =

very much.
3. RESULTS
3.1 Preliminary Analysis

We submitted participants’ responses to the maaifmr check to a one-way analysis of
variance (ANOVA) as a function of condition. Thesu# confirmed that participants had a
stronger feeling of unfairness (M = 4.64, SD = }.i20the unjust condition than did participants
in the just condition (M = 3.03, SD = 1.2), F (D)= 31.98,p < 0.001,1? = 0.32. This result
indicated that our experimental manipulation wdsative.

Across the two experimental conditions, there wasignificant difference between gender

types in their response to stress, F (1,40}, ns.

3.2 Hypothesis Testing

The stress scores were analyzed using a 2 x 2 AN@itA two between-factors: social
environment (just vs. unjust) and preference fer ierit principle (high vs. low). The results
showed that the main effect of social justice wigsiicant, F (1, 70) = 20.56 < 0.001,1° =
0.24, with participants in the unjust conditionlieg more stress (M = 4.40SD = 0.81) than
those in the just condition (M = 3.44, SD = 1.08pre importantly, the social environment x
preference for the merit principle interaction vegnificant, F (1, 70) = 8.5% < 0.01,n> =
0.11. Subsequent analyses of the simple effectweshahat participants with HPMP felt more
stress under the unjust condition (M = 4.71, SD5Pthan participants under the just condition
(M = 3.15, SD = 1.33), F (1, 35) = 22.5F,< 0.001,n> = 0.40. There was no significant
difference between the just (M = 3.72, SD = 0.5&) anjust conditions (M = 4.06, SD = 0.95)
among participates with LPMP, F (1, 34) = 1.2 0.20 (see Figure 1). The results support our
hypothesis concerning the moderating effect ofaqgastice on individuals with HPMP in their
response to stress. The main effect of preferemrcthé merit principle was not significant, F (1,
70) = 0.033p = 0.86.
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Fig. 1. Participants’ stress as a function of theagial environment (injustice/justice)

and preference for the merit principle (HPMP/LPMP)

We also found that participants with HPMP perceiwealre stress (M = 4.71, SD = 0.51)
than those with LPMP (M = 4.06, SD = 0.95) undex timjust condition, F (1, 35) = 6.78=
0.05,n% = 0.17. In the just condition, however, there wamarginally significant difference
between individuals with HPMP (M = 3.15, SD = 1.38d LPMP (M = 3.72, SD = 0.52), F (1,
34) = 2.89,p = 0.098 (see Figure 2). This result also confirms previous assumption that
individuals will have less stress when their vabi®MP is consistent with the government’s just
distribution system. In contrast, individuals wiel more stress when their value of preference

for merit is not consistent with the governmenistiibution system.

In order to validate our third hypothesis, we uiezl Pearson product-moment correlation,
and a significant positive correlation was foundwmsen the feeling of stress and negative
emotion, r = 0.32p = 0.055.
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Fig. 2. The extent of consistency between the valug# PMP and government’s just-
distribution system

Fromthis figure: social injustice is consistent with LPMP; social injustice is not consistent with
HPMP; social justiceis consistent with HPMP; and social justice is not consistent with LPMP

4. DISCUSSION

In this paper, according to the system of justritistion in China, we manipulate different
social environments in a laboratory, focusing oaiagustice and social injustice. The findings
showed that participants of low socioeconomic sté&tlt less stress than their counterparts in the
social-justice condition compared to the socialttice condition. In a similar vein, research has
found that compared to unfair offers of equal manevalue, fair offers led to higher happiness
ratings and activated several reward regions ofbtlaen [31]. Chakarborty and McKenzie [32]
also showed that stigmatized group members havghemhprevalence of psychiatric disorders

than their dominant counterparts.

The purpose of this study was to investigate whdthelink between PMP and stress could
be moderated by social justice among individual®wf socioeconomic status. The findings of
the present article indicate that participants WtAMP perceive more stress under the social-
injustice condition than those under the socialigescondition. However, there is no significant

difference among participants with LPMP based onetiwdr they read an article about
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equitability or one about inequity. As mentionedwad, individuals of low economic status are
often treated more harshly than individuals of hegionomic status [15]. Ego-defence theories
emphasize that members of disadvantaged groupscenitrue their social outcomes in ways
that enable them to buffer their personal selfesstérom threat [33]. Therefore, we suspect that
when individuals with LPMP face an unjust circunnet®, they tend to discount the personal
diagnostic of negative outcomes in order to proteetnselves from the threat [34]; individuals
with LPMP see social injustice as legitimate. Thghmological theory of system justification

argues that individuals believe in the process Hyiciv existing social arrangements are
legitimized, even at the expense of personal amadiggiinterests [35]. Zinn [36] noted that

rebellion has been only an occasional reactiouti@isng in human history, and that, rather, the
inclination of people faced with an overwhelmingzeonment is to submit to it. For example,

African American participants generally acceptethuaurable stereotypes of their own group as
lazy, irresponsible and violent [37]. A strikingample of the depressed-entitlement effect is
that, relative to men, women typically pay themesliess for the same labour [38]. In contrast,
individuals with HPMP perceived more stress in thgust condition than those in the just
condition. Previous studies have found that a sefsajustice is triggered by violations of

relative standards or established fairness norm$ [Bonsequently, members of subordinate
groups first seek to escape the implications of troup membership by exercising individual
exit and mobility options [40]. These results senecho our introductory discussion, namely
that there are completely different reactions talMaequality between individuals with HPMP

(radical antithesis) and LPMP (conservative themmspng those of low socioeconomic status.

The present research found that participants wRtMR felt more stress than participants
with LPMP in the unjust condition, which is consist with earlier experimental findings that
individuals with HPMP had more negative reactioasat program that violated distributive
justice than did individuals with LPMP [20]. Fromaher perspective, based on the distribution
system in China, where distribution of outcomeniaccordance with individuals’ contributions
to achievements and tasks, participants with HPMPChina will have a high degree of
consistency with the distribution system of the n&sie government. For individuals with the
value of LPMP, however, there is a low degree afststency with the distribution system of
China’s government. The present findings indichtg individuals will perceive less stress when

their preferred value of distribution principleasnsistent with the distribution system that their
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society is implementing, and will perceive moreessr when their value of distribution principle
is not consistent with the distribution system. f&mto the results of this study, Barnes and
Kaase [41] argued that dissatisfaction with govesnnpolicies and relative deprivation were
considered psychological determinants of individuaking part in protests. Moreover, Lipset
[42] indicated that political systems perceivedlegitimate by the majority of citizens can
remain stable despite severe economic or socidéllgms, while those perceived as illegitimate
may become unstable and even collapse. AccordingjetdChen and colleagues [43], results
showed that the Communist regime had a good chafiregmaining legitimate among a majority

of the Chinese people.

Although there is a significant positive correlatibetween feelings of stress and negative
emotions, it is unclear from the present resultetiver stress is a mediating factor in negative
emotions under the social-justice condition amdrage of low socioeconomic status. Research
has found that poorer African Americans are mdeelyi to report unfair treatment than African
Americans of moderate income [44]. In this procdbgy readily show negative emotional
reactions (e.g., anger, fear, anxiety) under urgisstimstances [25] in order to reduce the stress
resulting from unfair treatment, and the low-socm®mic-status group may try to obtain more

social resources, thus perceiving less negativdiemo

The present research has important practical imfphios in political psychology and
political science. Specifically, this research matvely found that social justice could
successfully buffer feelings of stress among pigditts with HPMP. This finding indicates that
a sense of social justice that guarantees a righibtain a higher social status and social
resources can be useful to a person in a low-sgaiugp. Since participants with HPMP felt less
stress under the just condition than under thestiigondition, they may be more likely to invest
in changing their social status. Inversely, sotialstice can lead to the enhancement of stress,
as individuals are likely to behave aggressivetyrirthe point of view of the individual and to
produce a social movement from the point of viewths group. In addition, this study shows
that individuals with a distribution value consigtevith the government’s distribution system
will perceive less stress than will individuals wivalues inconsistent with the system. In
practice, this is the reason the system of govemhimeholds basic political values and rules, in

which people believe [45]. Meanwhile, the premisewe theory is that underlying values and
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interests must be primed to become politically esdli[46]. In reality, policy-makers should

convey to the public the value that is consisteith the system.
5. CONCLUSION

The present findings imply that social justice glagn important role in buffering stress
among individuals of low socioeconomic status, ey in those with a high degree of
preference for the merit principle. Disadvantagedgte with the value of preference for the
merit principle, when facing unfair treatment, wierceive less stress if they are given fair
treatment, for example, upward mobility throughitteavn efforts. In addition to reporting the
moderating effect of social justice on individuaish HPMP in response to stress, these findings
confirm a significant correlation between persomalues and government policy. Individuals
will perceive less stress when their personal \&alaie consistent with the government policy
than when they are not. These findings provide mamb empirical evidence in the fields of

political stability and social development.
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