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CHAPTER 1: 

INTRODUCTION 

Right after the acquisition we were kept in the dark. Then they covered us with 

manure. Then they cultivated us. After that, they let us stew awhile. And, finally, 

they canned us. —Barmash, 1971 

Overview 

The opening quote is a metaphor that depicts how some employees experience 

planned organizational changes like mergers and acquisitions (M&A) and corporate 

restructurings. Planned organizational change efforts are deliberate and organized 

activities that move organizations from current states of being to desired states of being 

(Harigopal, 2006; Stouten et al., 2018). These types of changes can cause disruption, 

ambiguity, and chaos at the group, and organizational levels, as well as the individual 

levels where employees may question the fairness of the new policy, procedures, and 

resource allocations (Cobb et al., 1995). As a result, employees can feel like they have 

been covered in manure when the changes are difficult and uncomfortable. For example, 

employees might experience a change in job responsibilities, receive reduced 

compensation, or have to work for a new manager (Seo & Hill, 2005). During a planned 

change like an M&A deal, employees might be forced to work for a new company that 

has a less desirable organizational identity (Bebenroth et al., 2016; Ismail et al., 2018; 

Melkonian et al., 2011).  

The distress of these changes could be further amplified if managers engage in 

negative behaviors like failing to provide adequate explanations for why the changes are 

needed and how decisions are made, as well as not offering the opportunity for 

employees to voice their opinions and concerns. Managers’ effective communication 
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(Hill et al., 2012; Lee et al., 2014; van Dam et al., 2008), trust (Agote et al., 2016; Nohe 

& Michaelis, 2016; Sackmann et al., 2009), and justice behaviors (Wu et al., 2007) has 

been found to influence employees’ commitment to planned organizational change (Oreg 

& Berson, 2019).  

 Social exchange theory suggests that employees are guided by the norm of 

reciprocity (Blau, 1964). This means that within social relationships in the workplace, 

employees feel obligated to reciprocate the social exchanges they experience with their 

managers (Rupp & Cropanzano, 2002). Perceptions of justice influence the social 

exchanges between managers and employees (Moorman, 1991; Moorman et al., 1998). 

Employees who experience justice in their social exchanges with their managers will 

reciprocate with strong job performance and positive organizational citizenship behaviors 

(Niehoff & Moorman, 1993; Wayne et al., 2002). Thus, managers’ justice enactment 

behaviors prior to and during planned change are essential for gaining employees’ 

commitment to planned organizational changes (Bass, 1985; Greenberg, 1990; Mensah et 

al., 2016; Shin et al., 2015).  

However, managers’ behaviors during planned organizational changes are 

important not just because they can have implications for the organization, but also 

because they are a source of justice in the workplace for employees, which is now a focus 

of many corporations. The recent illumination of the backlash women experience from 

their claims of sexual harassment in the workplace (Jones & Wade, 2020), as well as the 

injustice associated with deaths of African Americans like Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud 

Arbery, and George Floyd, has allowed social movements to enter the consciousness of 
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organizations, with many corporations speaking out and using their corporate power to 

promote greater equity and justice (Johnson, 2021). 

Statement of the Problem 

Today, society is riddled with divergent public opinions about diversity, equity, 

and inclusion (DEI). Since the murder of George Floyd in 2020, social movements such 

as Black Lives Matter (Johnson, 2021) and Me Too (Jones & Wade, 2020) helped 

organizations acknowledge and support workplace justice for all employees. 

Corporations such as Walmart, Amazon, and Apple released statements showing their 

support of workplace justice (Johnson, 2021) and made attempts to eradicate injustice in 

the workplace is by dedicating human capital to address justice issues. According to the 

Society of Human Resources, the number of newly created DEI roles rose more than 50% 

in 2020. The focus on these roles despite a global pandemic involving a 60% decline in 

positions demonstrates the importance organizations place on DEI in the workplace 

(Maurer, 2020a, 2020b). 

Recently, politicians, conservative activists, and wealthy corporate leaders have 

condemned corporations for having DEI programs and initiatives and have called on 

corporations to remove them. Many corporations have succumbed and have taken actions 

to remove, scale back, or rename their DEI initiatives and programs (Ellis, 2025; Murray 

& Bohannon, 2025). This has caused a debate, where some organizations and people 

continue to fight for DEI and others fight for its removal. Regardless of what side one is 

on, it is certain organizations still need to address an important question: What can 

organizations do to create a fair and just workplace? Scholars developed a theory decades 

ago that can be useful in addressing this question. Organizational justice (OJ) is a 
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multidimensional theoretical framework that can be used to identify justice in the 

workplace and how to increase it. OJ is defined by three dimensions: distributive justice, 

procedural justice, and interactional justice (Colquitt et al., 2005). The distributive justice 

dimension refers to employees’ beliefs that inputs should be equitable in relation to the 

outputs they receive from the organization (Adams, 1963). For example, employees who 

work additional hours each week might expect to receive a larger bonus than those who 

do not. The procedural justice dimension is related to employees’ perceptions that the 

decision-making process is fair, in that they are able to not only participate in the process, 

but also voice their concerns and have their concerns seriously considered (Lind & Tyler, 

1988; Thibaut & Walker, 1975). The third dimension is interactional justice. Interactional 

justice refers to the interpersonal treatment managers display to their employees, namely 

how transparent managers are in providing adequate explanations for changes, as well as 

treating employees with dignity and respect (Bies, 1987, 2015; Bies & Moag, 1986).  

There has been considerable research related to understanding and describing 

justice in the workplace from the perspective of the employee. For example, employees’ 

workplace justice experiences influence their overall justice perceptions, and this 

influences their workplace attitudes and behaviors (Ambrose et al., 2015). Employees’ 

justice perceptions have been linked to certain consequences for the organization, 

including turnover intentions (Dailey & Kirk, 1992), organizational commitment (Folger 

& Konovksy, 1989), and organizational citizenship behaviors (Fassina et al., 2008). OJ 

scholars have helped us understand employees’ justice experiences in the workplace and 

how these experiences lead to specific outcomes for organizations. However, if we want 
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to address injustice in the workplace, greater understanding is needed about what causes 

employees’ justice experiences.  

Recently, scholars have expressed an interest in studying managers’ role in 

employees’ justice experiences. Specifically, scholars have studied managers’ justice 

enactment behaviors (Brockner et al., 2015; Graso et al., 2020), which are determined by 

their adherence to or violation of justice rules associated with each of the three OJ 

dimensions (Scott et al., 2009). An example of a justice rule associated with the 

distributive justice dimension is to ensure that allocations to employees are based on their 

inputs. A justice rule associated with the procedural justice dimension involves clearly 

communicating how decisions are made. Lastly, providing employees the opportunity to 

express their voices is an example of adhering to an interactional justice rule (Scott et al., 

2009).  

Even during times of planned change when there is the need to communicate bad 

news, managers can still adhere to justice rules. Bad news is defined as information 

communicated to employees that will result in some perceived loss (Bies, 2015). For 

example, during an M&A deal or corporate restructuring, employees might experience 

job loss. Despite this bad news, managers still can enact justice. Bies (2015) described a 

multiphase approach incorporating justice rules for communicating bad news, with 

managers providing employees an opportunity to share their voice, telling the truth and 

disclosing relevant facts, and providing an appeals procedure where employees can 

challenge decisions that were made. 

To summarize, three key ideas support the need for the research study. First, 

employees’ behaviors in the workplace are influenced by their managers’ justice 
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enactment behaviors (Graso et al., 2020). Second, managers’ justice enactment behaviors 

are evaluated in terms of their adherence to or violation of justice rules (Scott et al., 

2009). Third, even when having to communicate negative information, managers still can 

enact justice (Bies, 2015). These scholarly contributions inspire several questions: What 

factors influence managers’ justice enactment behaviors? What is the relationship 

between the factors? 

OJ scholars have identified the contribution of internal factors like personality 

traits and morality (Blader & Chen, 2012; Patient & Skarlicki, 2010), as well as external 

factors like managers’ upward relationships and justice experiences with their own 

managers (De Cremer et al., 2018; Wo et al., 2015). Other external factors are related to 

the downward relationship managers have with their direct reports (Holmvall et al., 2019; 

Huang et al., 2017). What is needed is deeper exploration of these factors, as well as 

greater understanding of the complex of the relationship between the factors (Graso et al., 

2020). For example, why do some managers with a high sense of morality behave in 

ways that violate justice norms? How much do managers’ own justice experiences 

influence their justice behaviors towards others?  

Purpose and Research Questions 

 The purpose of the research study is to better understand the factors that influence 

corporate managers’ justice enactment experiences. Managers are an important group to 

study because they are often directly responsible for influencing employees’ justice 

experiences (Rupp & Cropanzano, 2002). Although managers have been identified as key 

influencers of workplace justice, knowledge of their perspectives about their own justice 

experiences is limited (Brockner et al., 2015; Graso et al., 2020).  
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Thus, the study will explore the factors that influence managers’ justice enactment 

experiences and behaviors in the workplace during times of planned organizational 

change. Justice enactment refers to managers’ behaviors that result in their adherence to 

or violation of justice rules. Justice rules are a set of OJ norms that are expected to guide 

managers’ behaviors in support of workplace justice (Scott et al., 2009). One example of 

a justice rule associated with the procedural justice dimension is consistently applying the 

same procedures across all employees. Managers who consistently apply procedures are 

enacting justice. Those who are not consistent are violating workplace justice. 

Scholars have conducted studies with the purpose of understanding managers’ 

justice enactment experiences (Bell et al., 2018; Graso et al., 2020; Patient & Skarlicki, 

2010; Whiteside & Barclay, 2016). Both internal and external factors such as personal 

motivations, personal justice experiences, and relationships with employees have been 

found to influence managers’ enactment behaviors (Graso et al., 2020; Qin et al., 2017; 

Scott et al., 2007; Whiteside & Barclay, 2016). A number of questions have emerged: 

What motivates managers to enact justice? What can be done to support managers 

enacting justice? What stands in the way? (Brockner et al., 2015; Graso et al., 2020). 

Thus, a research study that addresses the question, “What are corporate managers’ OJ 

enactment experiences during times of planned organizational change?” is warranted.  

 In alignment with the purpose of this study, the following research questions 

guided the study:  

1. How do managers experience enacting OJ during planned organizational change? 

2. What are the factors that influence their enactment experiences?  
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Significance of the Study 

In an effort to create work environments where justice prevails, it is important to 

understand justice from theoretical and practical perspectives. One way to achieve this is 

through deeper exploration of managers’ justice enactment experiences. This study will 

focus on managers’ OJ enactment behaviors and justice experiences during times of 

planned change.  

Implications for Theory 

This study will not only address the need for current research to focus more on 

managers as justice actors instead of justice recipients (Brockner et al., 2015; Graso et al., 

2020), but will also offer two implications for theory: the potential identification of 

unknown factors as well as managers’ experiences enacting justice in the workplace.  

There is some understanding about the factors that influence managers’ justice 

enactment experiences and behaviors. For example, OJ scholars have identified factors 

such as managers’ personalities and moral identities (Patient & Skarlicki, 2010), as well 

as factors related to managers’ relationships with their subordinates and managers (Graso 

et al., 2020). However, additional factors, such as ethnicity or gender, might also 

influence managers’ justice enactment behaviors. For example, an African American 

woman in the United States might be more sensitive to injustice because of her individual 

experiences working in corporate America. However, OJ scholars have not looked at 

ethnicity or gender.  

A second theoretical implication is related to expanding understanding of 

organizational experiences that influence managers’ justice enactment behaviors. 

Primarily, OJ scholars have focused on individual factors that are directly related to 
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managers, creating the assumption that managers are solely responsible for their justice 

enactment behaviors. However, a few studies have indicated that despite managers’ good 

intentions, they are faced with challenges that interfere with their justice enactment 

behaviors, like managing multiple priorities and time constraints (Burris et al., 2017; 

Porath et al., 2015). There is an opportunity to better explore organizational experiences 

that might influence managers to enact justice violations (Sherf et al., 2019). The 

proposed study can help create greater understanding of the contextual and situational 

experiences that influence managers’ justice enactment behaviors (Ambrose & Schminke, 

2009; Sherf et al., 2020; Whiteside & Barclay, 2016). 

Thus, the research study is significant because it can deepen understanding about 

the complexities associated with managers’ efforts to enact justice in the workplace. 

Scholars have identified this as a need for future research (Ambrose & Schminke, 2009; 

Graso et al., 2020; Sherf et al., 2020). The study has practical implications as well.  

Implications for Practice 

It has been argued that OJ scholars have not given enough attention to managerial 

practices that influence justice enactment behaviors (Sherf et al., 2020). The study will 

address this criticism because it has implications for practice. There is an opportunity to 

use the insights garnered from the findings to build managers’ justice enactment 

awareness and capabilities. Increased justice awareness and capabilities can support more 

widespread justice in the workplace. In addition, such awareness can increase the 

likelihood employees will support planned organizational changes during M&A deals and 

corporate restructuring.  
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The study results can be used to create guidelines for managers for leading 

planned organizational change. For example, when communicating organizational 

restructuring, organizations might want to train managers to communicate openly, to 

encourage employees to ask questions, and to proactively respond to employees’ 

feedback or ideas. Such managers could help foster an inclusive work environment and 

minimize employees’ resistance to change, which is a well-known barrier to change 

management effectiveness (Oreg et al., 2018). 

Scholars have repeatedly demonstrated that employees’ justice perceptions 

influence organizational outcomes (Graso et al., 2020). It is important for managers to 

understand the impact of their justice enactment behaviors. Justice scholars have found 

that during times of organizational change, employees form and reform their justice 

perceptions based on current experiences with their managers and the work environment 

(Proudfoot & Lind, 2015). This means that when leading planned organizational changes 

like an M&A deal, managers’ justice enactment behaviors will have a significant 

influence on employees’ justice perceptions. There is a positive relationship between 

managers’ adherence to justice rules and employees’ positive workplace behaviors such 

as engagement, idea sharing, and problem solving (Lysova et al., 2015; Maheshwari & 

Vohra, 2015; van den Heuvel et al., 2016).  

Thus, this study has both theoretical and practical implications. It will provide a 

deeper understanding of managers’ justice enactment experiences, and the study findings 

can be used to create manager training that focuses on how to use justice enactment 

behaviors to create a more inclusive work environment.  
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Conceptual Framework 

 OJ has been used as a theoretical lens to understand justice in the workplace. 

Scholars have found that managers play a critical role in employees’ justice 

experiences. A number of internal and external factors have been identified as key 

influencers of managers’ justice enactment behaviors (Graso et al., 2020). The 

relationships between the factors are complex and at times paradoxical (Eib et al., 

2020). For example, a manager might have a high moral identity, but engage in 

behaviors that violate justice in the workplace because of situational or environment 

factors like time constraints (Sherf et al., 2020). Thus, OJ scholars have made a call to 

action not only to identify and confirm factors that influence managers’ justice 

enactment behaviors, but also to demystify some of the complexity associated with 

them (Graso et al., 2020; Sherf et al., 2020).  

 The conceptual framework used to guide the research is shown in Figure 1.1. It 

includes internal factors (Bell et al., 2018; Folger & Glerum, 2015; Matta et al., 2017; 

Whiteside & Barclay, 2016) and external factors (Brockner et al., 2021; Scott et al., 

2014). The external factors can be categorized as upward factors (De Cremer et al., 

2018; Wo et al., 2015) and downward factors (Holmvall et al., 2019; Huang et al., 

2017). Each element is discussed below. 
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Figure 1.1 

 

Conceptual Framework 

 
 

 

Factors that Influence Managers’ Justice Enactment Experiences  

OJ scholars have identified several factors influencing managers’ justice 

enactment behaviors. As the name implies, internal factors are those internal to a 

manager, such as personal characteristics, personal motives, and personality traits. Moral 

identity and empathy are examples of personal characteristics that influence managers’ 

justice enactment behaviors (Blader & Chen, 2012; Cojuharenco et al., 2017; Patient & 

Skarlicki, 2010). Personal motives have been commonly used to explain managers’ 

justice enactment behaviors. For example, instrumental motives influence managers to 

behave in ways that support them in attaining some personal goal, whereas social motives 

lead to managers attaining a social goal like acceptance by a desirable group (Johnson et 

al., 2014; Qin et al., 2017; Whiteside & Barclay, 2016; Zhao et al., 2015). Managers are 

also morally motivated by their desire to do what is right in the eyes of society (Ambrose 

& Schminke, 2009; Brebels et al., 2011; Ganegoda et al., 2016).  
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Managers’ justice enactment behaviors are also influenced by external factors 

such as experiences and interactions with their senior managers (Ambrose et al., 2013; 

Tepper & Taylor, 2003). Bandura’s (1977) social learning theory has been used to 

explain this influence. Managers emulate the attitudes and behaviors of those more senior 

than them. In addition to being influenced by their relationships with their senior 

managers, managers are also influenced by their employees. Scott and Colquitt (2007) 

demonstrated that employees who were charismatic and trustworthy were able to build 

trusting relationships with their managers, which resulted in managers feeling obligated 

to match the behavior they received from their employees. 

Understanding the role of internal and external factors can be complex because 

there are multiple potential factors and they intersect with one another. For example, 

managers can be influenced by their instrumental motive to accomplish a particular 

performance goal, as well as their relationships with their employees and managers. The 

conceptual framework highlights the overlapping nature of the factors and how 

collectively these factors influence managers to enact justice or injustice. The research 

study will allow a deeper understanding of these factors and how they influence 

managers’ justice enactment behaviors—which scholars have identified as an area for 

future research (Graso et al., 2020). 

Justice Enactment 

Justice enactment refers to managers’ behaviors that result in managers’ 

adherence to or violation of justice rules. Justice rules are those behaviors expected when 

managers adhere to rules associated with OJ. Scott, Colquitt, and Paddock (2009) 

provided examples in their justice rules framework. One example of a justice rule is to 
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treat employees with dignity and respect when interacting with them by refraining from 

making rude comments. The adherence to or violation of justice rules will influence 

employees’ trust, commitment, and performance (Scott et al., 2009). 

Justice Outcomes 

Factors that influence managers’ justice enactment behaviors are precursors to 

justice outcomes. Justice outcomes refer to those workplace attitudes and behaviors 

exemplified by employees because of their interpretations of the justice treatment they 

receive from their managers. Justice scholars have conducted extensive research that 

demonstrates that employees who believe they have been treated justly will have higher 

levels of workplace engagement and organizational citizenship behaviors. Conversely, 

employees’ injustice perceptions are associated with lower performance, higher turnover, 

and low engagement (Lysova et al., 2015; Maheshwari & Vohra, 2015; Oreg & Berson, 

2011; van den Heuvel et al., 2016).  

Summary of Methodology 

A constructivist epistemology guided the qualitative research design. The purpose 

of qualitative research is to understand how people interpret and make sense of their lived 

experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Patton (1985) described qualitative research as 

an effort to understand situations in their uniqueness as part of a particular context 

and the interactions there. This understanding is an end in itself, so that it is not 

attempting to predict what may happen in the future necessarily, but to understand 

the nature of that setting—what it means for participants to be in that setting, what 

their lives are like, what’s going on for them, what their meanings are, what the 

world looks like in that particular setting. (p. 1) 
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A basic qualitative approach was appropriate to address the overarching research 

question: What are managers’ experiences enacting justice during times of planned 

organizational change? A basic qualitative study can provide deeper understanding of 

managers’ lived experience as justice actors during times of change (Merriam, 2002).  

Research participants were identified through purposive sampling. The study 

recruited eight research participants in management roles in the United States with the 

job titles of director, executive director, vice president, or an equivalent position inside 

various corporations. To be included in the study, managers need to have led a planned 

organizational change within the past 2 years that negatively impacted employees. The 

organizational change could be the result of an M&A deal or an organizational 

restructuring that resulted in some impact to employees. The impact could be job loss, 

role changes, or discomfort associated with uncertainty and ambiguity. LinkedIn and 

other professional networks were used to identify research participants. 

Every research participant was interviewed once for up to 90 minutes. The 

interviews were audio recorded and transcribed using a credible third-party vendor. The 

purpose of the interviews was not only to address the research questions, but also to give 

voice to an understudied population about their own justice enactment behaviors.  

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) indicated that researchers need to provide descriptive 

data to support the transferability to the study results to different settings. In support of 

transferability, I interviewed participants who worked for different corporations and 

gathered rich descriptions about their experiences. The descriptions were analyzed to 

identify themes from a cross-section of participants that can be used to conduct future 

studies.  
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According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), researchers can use several strategies to 

ensure trustworthiness, including member checks, peer reviews, and reflexivity. Each of 

these strategies was used in this study. Research participants received and had an 

opportunity to review copies of the transcripts and individual summary profiles. A peer 

researcher reviewed the initial coding. Lastly, as the researcher, I engaged in a reflexive 

process where I explored my biases and assumptions through developing a subjectivity 

statement and reviewing it at specific points in the research process. I kept a journal to 

record the emotions that emerged for me during the study.  

Limitations  

 The purpose of the study is to learn about managers’ justice enactment 

experiences, which can be either positive or negative. There are a few limitations in 

accomplishing this goal. One limitation was my potential bias as a practitioner who has 

experienced and witnessed injustice during organizational changes, which resulted in my 

interest in this topic. To minimize the possibility of my trying to confirm what I believe 

to be true, I kept a journal to record the emotions that emerged for me as I conducted the 

interviews. I used the journal to challenge my findings as I analyzed the data to reduce 

the likelihood of bias in my analysis. In addition, committee members provided feedback 

on the interview to ensure the questions were objective and did not lead participants to 

say things that confirmed my biases. Lastly, a peer researcher to reviewed and coded 

three transcripts. 

A second limitation is the small sample size. Gathering and analyzing data from 

eight participants will provide a limited understanding of a significant problem. A small 

sample size can raise a question about transferability of study results to future studies. To 
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minimize this limitation, the research participants came from a variety of different 

corporations instead of just one organization. This creates a greater possibility of 

applicability of the research findings. In addition, Merriam and Tisdell (2016) indicated 

the value of providing rich descriptions with quotes from interviews as a means of 

enhancing transferability. This strategy was employed to counterbalance the limitation of 

a small sample size.  

A third limitation is that many participants were a little cautious in what they 

shared because it could impact their current or future employment. To mitigate this, I 

used pseudonyms to protect their identities, did not collect demographic information, 

and did not collect information about the companies they described or their 

employees. A fourth related limitation is that given the current focus on justice in the 

United States, participants might have been reluctant to share their experiences 

enacting justice, especially if their enactment behaviors led to negative consequences. 

I mitigated this risk by utilizing interviewing techniques recommended by Seidman 

(2019) like building rapport, and being thoughtful of things that can trigger potential 

distrust.  

Definition of Key Terms 

Table 1.1 defines the key terms used in this dissertation. 
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Table 1.1 

Definition of Key Terms 

Term Definition Theorist (s) 

Managers Employees who are responsible for a business unit, 

hierarchically structured between senior-level 

strategic management (i.e., C-suite, senior VPs) but 

above supervisors. 

Harding, Lee, & Ford 2014; 

Dopson & Stewart, 1990; 

Mintzberg, 1989; 

Uyterhoeven, 1989 

Internal  

factors 

Factors internal to the manager such as moral 

identity, personal characteristics, and personality 

traits. 

Blader & Chen, 2012; 

Patient & Skarlicki, 2010 

External  

factors 

Factors external to the manager such as their upward 

relationships with their managers and downward 

relationships with their direct reports. 

  

Justice  

enactment 

Managers’ adherence to or violation of justice rules. Scott et al., 2009 

Justice  

rules 

Generally accepted norms that guide middle 

managers’ justice enactment behaviors; people’s 

expectations for fair treatment in the workplace.  

Scott et al., 2009 

 

Summary 

 Now more than ever, there is a desire to ensure justice in the workplace. OJ 

research and scholarship can be useful in helping to achieve this goal. Scholars have 

demonstrated the connection between employees’ justice perceptions and their workplace 

behaviors. For organizations seeking to reduce turnover, increase engagement, and 

improve productivity, embarking on a journey to build a justice culture is relevant and 

necessary. However, the current justice research is insufficient in helping organizations 

achieve this goal. More research is needed about the factors that influence managers to 

enact justice in the workplace. This study helps address this gap. 

Chapter 2 reviews the literature on the topics introduced in the conceptual 

framework, including OJ and managers’ justice enactment through internal and external 

factors. Chapter 3 then provides details on the study’s methodology.  
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CHAPTER 2: 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 Organizational justice (OJ) is the theoretical lens that will guide the research. This 

chapter begins by briefly introducing the three dimensions and outcomes of OJ. The 

chapter then turns to a review of the literature on the focus of this study: managers’ 

justice experiences and the internal and external factors that influence their justice 

enactment behaviors. Current research related to these factors is presented and critically 

analyzed to provide greater understanding of managers’ enactment experiences.  

Organizational Justice 

Organizational justice is defined by three dimensions: distributive justice, 

procedural justice, and interactional justice (Colquitt et al., 2005). 

Distributive Justice 

Distributive justice refers to the equity and equality of outcomes employees 

receive for their inputs. Employee inputs are the contributions they give, including 

knowledge, skills, hard work, and time. Outputs are what employers give employees in 

exchange for their inputs. Examples include pay, benefits, and time off. Equity exists 

when there are fair proportions between employees’ inputs and outputs. Equality exists 

when there are fair proportions between one employee’s input and outputs compared to 

other employees’ inputs and outputs. If employees work as hard as their peers, they 

expect the outputs will be equal (Deutsch, 1975; Rupp et al., 2017). 

Distributive justice has theoretical roots in social psychology. Relative 

deprivation research in the 1940s demonstrated that people who experienced less 
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favorable outcomes and working conditions than others did not show signs of 

dissatisfaction if they believed they were better off than their counterparts (Stouffer et al., 

1949). Relative deprivation research contributed to the establishment of distributive 

justice because it demonstrated that comparisons to others are used when forming justice 

perceptions. Thus, it is no surprise that social comparison theory also underpins 

distributive justice. Social comparison theory shows the innate drive of individuals to 

compare themselves to others. In judgments about their situations, these comparisons will 

lead to positive or negative evaluations (Festinger, 1954; Rupp et al., 2017). 

Homans (1958) built on this idea of social comparison by examining what makes 

employees believe a situation is just or unjust. He explained that employees have a 

psychological expectation that their employers will provide outputs that are aligned with 

their inputs. This means that in exchange for delivering certain inputs, employees expect 

to receive equitable outputs from their employers. Adding to Homans’ work, Blau (1964) 

developed social exchange theory, which suggests that employees and employers are 

engaged in a social relationship that consists of social exchanges. Employees will deliver 

hard work, quality products, and commitment in exchange for rewards like fair pay, safe 

working conditions, and job stability. Employees’ injustice perceptions signify a violation 

of justice rules, which can result in employees decreasing their inputs over time.  

Deutsch (1975) is also credited for helping to establish the distributive justice 

dimension because he identified justice principles. In his theory of distribution principles, 

Deutsch argued that justice exists if three principles are met. The first principle is equity, 

which means the outputs are aligned with employee inputs. The second principle is 

equality, which means that when compared to others, employees believe their outputs are 
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fair. The third principle is need, which means the received output meets the employees’ 

needs. Deutsch’s work on establishing justice rules is significant because it creates a 

standard for what can be done to create justice in the workplace. Other scholars have also 

established justice rules, as discussed later in this chapter. 

Procedural Justice 

As the name implies, procedural justice focuses on the fairness of organizational 

procedures and processes. Essentially, OJ scholars have found that employees with 

favorable perceptions of a company’s procedures and processes will more likely accept 

unfavorable outcomes. Similar to distributive justice focusing on equitable outcomes for 

employees, procedural justice focuses on equity by ensuring processes are consistently 

applied to all employees. This is especially relevant to mergers and acquisitions (M&A) 

deals where employees will experience many changes. For example, with the integration 

of two companies, there will likely be changes to the organizational structure and job 

roles. Employees will want to know how decisions are made to move them into new roles 

(Bobocel & Gosse, 2015; De Cremer & Ruiter, 2003; Rupp et al., 2017). 

Thibaut and Walker (1978) are most often credited for the significant theoretical 

contributions leading to the development of procedural justice. Their theory of 

procedures was developed as a result of a quest to identify an effective conflict resolution 

process in different kinds of legal disputes. The scholars were interested in learning if 

procedural fairness mitigated employees’ negative reactions to undesirable decision 

outcomes. Therefore, Thibaut and Walker (1978) conducted a research study where they 

created fictitious legal disputes with two groups of participants. One group experienced 

nonadversary procedures, where they were assigned attorneys whose job it was to gather 



22 

evidence for both sides of the case and present it as impartially as possible to the judge. 

The other group, an adversary group, was allowed to select their own attorneys who were 

responsible for presenting the disputants’ cases as favorably as possible to the judge. 

When people from both groups were surveyed, the results showed that use of an 

adversary procedure increased acceptance and fairness perceptions of the trial regardless 

of the outcomes. The results further demonstrated that when disputants had control or 

perceived they had control of the process and the outcome, they believed there was 

procedural justice, and this mitigated any negative reactions to unfavorable outcomes. 

These results are significant because they helped to establish two types of control: 

process control and outcome control (Walker et al., 1979).  

People will feel like they have process control if they are able to voice their 

opinions and perceptions. People will feel as if they have outcome control if their voice is 

heard and they have input to decision outcomes. A key theme of the theory is voice. 

Essentially, people will believe procedural justice exists if their voices are heard and they 

can influence change. Even when people are not able to influence decision outcomes, 

they still believe procedural justice prevailed if their voices were heard (Walker et al., 

1979).  

 Thibaut and Walker’s (1978) procedural justice theory does not explain what 

leads people to feel a decision-making process is fair. Leventhal (1980), who was a 

student of Thibaut’s, attempted to address this shortcoming by developing criteria for 

assessing if a process is fair. The criteria included the following: ensuring the perspective 

of those impacted is represented, applying the process consistently, suppressing bias, and 

having the ability to undo incorrect decisions. Leventhal developed the criteria based on 



23 

his experience working with faculty at a university, without any empirical evidence, but 

his criteria were validated through a number of research studies (Barrett-Howard & 

Tyler, 1986; Greenberg, 1983; Van den Bos, 2001). In one qualitative study, Greenberg 

(1983) explored managers’ perceptions about fair and unfair performance evaluations. 

There was evidence that consistency and the ability to appeal evaluations were important 

to the managers (Barrett-Howard & Tyler, 1986; Bobocel & Gosse, 2015; Van den Bos, 

2001). Thus, Leventhal’s criteria are important because they address the conditions that 

influence employees’ perceptions about procedural justice. Leventhal’s criteria also lay 

the foundation for justice rules that can guide managers’ justice enactment behaviors 

(Leventhal, 1980). 

Interactional Justice 

 Interactional justice is the dimension associated with managers treating 

employees with human dignity and respect. Interactional justice was developed by Robert 

J. Bies, who wanted to understand the everyday experience of corporate recruiting 

practices. Bies theorized that employees care not only about distributive justice and 

procedural justice, but also about the interpersonal treatment they receive. His initial 

research focused on managers’ experiences in delivering bad news to employees. He 

discovered employees felt they were treated with dignity and respect when their 

managers provided an adequate explanation for the bad news (Bies, 2013; Rupp et al., 

2017).  

 One of the earliest interactional justice scholarly debates centered around whether 

there was a third OJ dimension. Some scholars questioned if interactional justice was a 

separate dimension or an interpersonal component of distributive justice and procedural 
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justice (Bies, 2005, 2013, 2015). At times, justice scholars argued that procedural justice 

and interactional justice were more similar than dissimilar, with procedural justice 

referring to the formal process used to make just decisions, and interactional justice 

referring to the interpersonal treatment of employees during the process (Cropanzano & 

Greenberg, 1997; Greenberg, 1990; Konovsky & Cropanzano, 1991; Phillips, 2002; Tyler 

& Bies, 1990). However, Bies (2005) conducted an empirical analysis of studies that 

tested how the constructs are different. In one set of studies, Bies explored employees’ 

perceptions about the differences between procedural justice and interactional justice. 

One study examined steel workers’ perceptions about managers’ support of worker 

unions. Researchers found that interactional justice was significantly more related to 

perceptions of union support compared to procedural justice (Fuller & Hester, 2001). 

This and other research studies led Bies to conclude that interactional justice is a separate 

dimension (Cohen-Charash & Spector, 2001; Cropanzano et al., 2002). Bies (2005) also 

critically analyzed studies that compared different types of justice to various 

organizational variables. He discovered that employees tend to associate distributive 

justice and procedural justice with the organization and interactional justice with their 

direct managers (Aryee et al., 2007). This means interactional justice violations will be 

attributed to the managers, whereas distributive justice and procedural justice violations 

will be attributed to the organization.  

A more recent scholarly debate is centered around whether interactional justice is 

a single dimension or if it should be separated into two. In their meta-analytic reviews, 

Colquitt et al. (2001, 2013) and Greenberg (1993) identified two subdimensions, 

informational and interpersonal. Informational justice refers to employees’ perceptions of 
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receiving truthful and detailed explanations from their managers about significant 

changes. Interpersonal justice refers to employees’ perceptions that managers 

communicate in a way that demonstrates respect and sensitivity (Bies & Moag, 1986; 

Greenberg, 1993; Scott et al., 2009). Despite this distinction, most OJ research and 

literature refers to interactional justice as one dimension (Bies, 2013).  

Some OJ scholars have followed in Bies’ footsteps by studying managers’ 

experiences delivering bad news to employees. Lavelle, Folger, and Mangold (2016) 

conducted two experimental studies and found that managers’ interactional justice 

enactment behaviors were influenced by their procedural justice perceptions about 

decisions that impacted employees. If managers believe employees are negatively 

impacted by unfair procedures, they may experience what is known as a justice dilemma. 

Justice dilemmas are those situations that make it difficult for managers to adhere to 

justice rules because doing so poses a threat to the manager’s professional image or to the 

organization’s reputation. Managers believe their professional image to be essential to 

their career success and will do what they can to manage the perceptions stakeholders 

(senior leaders, employees, third parties) have about their character and competence 

(Bies, 2013; Sitkin & Bies, 1993).  

Therefore, managers might engage in behaviors that violate justice for the sake of 

maintaining their professional identities. For example, managers might be honest in 

delivering bad news to employees, but might not provide adequate explanations for why 

decisions were made because doing so could make them look bad (Hodgins et al., 1996). 

Managers might also avoid employees by physically or psychologically distancing 

themselves (Folger & Skarlicki, 1998). Although managers’ refusal and distancing 
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behaviors are violations of interactional justice, managers may not engage in these 

behaviors with negative intent (Bies, 2013; Sitkin & Bies, 1993).  

Outcomes of Organizational Justice 

Employees’ interactional justice perceptions have been associated with various 

effects on their behaviors within organizations. Research has shown that interactional 

justice perceptions influence organizational citizenship behaviors (OCB), teamwork, 

turnover, silence, employee lawsuits, sabotage, and revenge (Bies, 2015; Bies & Tyler, 

1993; Bies et al., 1993; Bies & Tripp, 1996; Cropanzano et al., 2002; Dayan & Di 

Benedetto, 2008; Malatesta & Byrne, 1997; Moorman, 1991; Rupp & Cropanzano, 2002; 

Skarlicki & Latham, 1996; Tepper, 2000; Tulubas & Celep, 2012).  

Numerous studies have specifically considered OCB, which refers to those 

behaviors employees engage in that are not a part of their job roles or included in their 

job description, such as helping new employees learn how to do their job. OCB is 

typically a differentiator between an average or even good performer and an excellent 

performer, and therefore OCB is a critical factor that impacts the success of a team or 

organization. In one study, for example, OJ scholars Bies, Martin, and Brockner (1993) 

measured the OCB of recently laid off manufacturing employees in the Southeastern 

United States. They found interpersonal treatment and an adequate explanation of the 

reason for the layoff resulted in employees having greater perceptions of justice, which 

resulted in higher levels of OCB (Bies, 2015; Colquitt et al., 2013). 

One theory that has consistently been used as a framework to explain OCB 

outcomes, as well as other aspects of OJ, is social exchange theory. Social exchange 

theory describes the interpersonal exchanges that take place between managers and 
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employees in the workplace. It assumes employees who believe they are treated justly 

will do more than what is required of them (Greenberg, 1993; Moorman & Byrne, 2005). 

Guided by the norm of reciprocity, employees will reciprocate the rewards and benefits 

they receive from their managers by engaging in OCB (Moorman & Byrne, 2005). For 

example, an employee might work additional hours as needed in response to her manager 

allowing her to leave early for periodic doctor’s appointments (Colquitt et al., 2013).  

Managers’ Justice Experiences 

While it is important for organizations to understand how OJ can influence OCB 

and other outcomes, some scholars have criticized OJ research as being one-sided, 

focusing primarily on employees’ reactions (Colquitt et al., 2013; Graso et al., 2020; 

Scott et al., 2014). There is a call to move the OJ scholarship from focusing on 

employees’ perceptions to focusing on managers’ behaviors. Some have called for 

studying OJ as a dependent variable (Brockner et al., 2021; Colquitt et al., 2012). The 

proposed study responds to this call. It will provide a deeper understanding of the justice 

experiences and behaviors of managers—because they are the ones responsible for 

implementing organizational changes. Managers work with employees daily and have the 

opportunity for multiple justice encounters, from allocating rewards and making 

decisions to communicating with employees (Graso et al., 2020). (Colquitt et al., 2013). 

A focus on managers enables OJ scholars to have a more comprehensive view of how 

justice operates in the workplace.  

Two critical questions need to be addressed: What is justice enactment? What 

factors influence managers’ justice enactment behaviors? This section discusses how 

justice rules are a barometer for helping us understand when justice has been upheld or 
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violated and then reviews the literature on justice enactment. The following sections 

focus on the internal and external factors that influence justice enactment behaviors. 

Justice Rules  

Although there is no universally accepted framework for justice rules, Scott, 

Colquitt, and Paddock (2009) developed a list of rules that has been used in research 

studies. Justice rules associated with distributive justice are equity, equality, and need. 

Equity exists when outcomes are aligned with contributions, and equality means 

outcomes are equally distributed among employees. Need means that the outcomes are 

distributed according to need. For example, when thinking about distributive justice, a 

justice rule could be that employees who work hard all year are entitled to receive 100% 

of an annual company bonus (Scott et al., 2009).  

 The justice rules associated with procedural justice are voice, consistency, bias 

suppression, accuracy, correctability, representativeness, and ethicality. For example, 

when a manager needs to restructure a large work group, he or she could create a 

consistent process to be used within each department that is based on bias-free and 

accurate information, with input from a variety of employees. This would be an example 

of a manager adhering to justice rules. 

There are also justice rules associated with interactional justice. The interactional 

justice rules are respect, propriety, truthfulness, and justification. Interactional justice 

founder Bies (2015) described justice enactment violations. He described manager 

deception and derogatory judgments as truth violators. Deception is defined as the lack of 

alignment between one’s words and actions. Derogatory judgments are the lack of truth 

and accuracy in judgments about others. Wrongful accusations, blaming others for 
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problems they did not create, and speaking negatively about others are all examples of 

derogatory judgments. These behaviors are seen as a form of social undermining, which 

hinders the establishment of positive interpersonal relationships. This can also result in 

employees feeling a sense of injustice and incite negative workplace behaviors like 

revenge (Bies, 2015; Duffy et al., 2002; Rupp et al., 2017). 

Bies (2015) went on to describe human indignity as occurring as the result of 

manager disrespect, inconsiderate actions, abusive words or actions, invasion of privacy, 

and exposure to danger. Disrespect results in people feeling demeaned or devalued. For 

example, in M&As it is common for a buyer to conduct a meeting to welcome acquired 

employees and tell them about their new benefits. Omitting this process or waiting weeks 

to communicate would be disrespectful and inconsiderate and could result in safety 

concerns. In the same example, making judgments about newly acquired employees or 

asking inappropriate questions during this meeting could be considered abusive and 

invasive.  

An example of a manager adhering to interactional justice rules could occur 

during the integration phase of an M&A deal, with managers transparently 

communicating to employees about their new benefits and pay, as well as respectfully 

and truthfully addressing employees’ concerns. Managers who do not communicate this 

information could be seen as withholding information and therefore lacking in 

transparency. This would be a violation of justice rules (Scott et al., 2009). 

 Scott et al.’s (2009) justice framework is helpful because it provides standards 

that can be used to measure, assess, and describe managers’ justice enactment behaviors. 

However, there are a few challenges with the framework. The first is that there is no 
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universal acceptance in the field about justice rules, although the framework of Scott et 

al. (2009) has been used in other research studies. Second, there is an assumption that 

managers who adhere to the rules will be perceived by their employees as enacting 

justice, whereas managers who violate the rules will be perceived by employees as 

enacting injustice. Yet, some scholars have found that in some situations employees are 

more focused on favorable outcomes. This means managers can violate justice rules and 

employees will not see it as negative if the outcome is favorable for them (Colquitt & 

Rodell, 2015). In addition, there has been some research that suggests employees’ 

perceptions of justice rule adherence is subject to gender bias with female managers 

being judged more harshly than male managers for justice violations because their 

perceived violation does not fit the stereotypical norms expected of women (Caleo, 

2016). There is also some research that suggests employees’ interpretations of justice rule 

adherence could differ by societal culture. For example, employees from the US or other 

individualistic countries might interpret justice rule adherence differently than employees 

working in collectivist cultures (Silva & Caetano, 2016). Thus, justice rules are a useful 

tool, but we need to be careful about the conclusions we make. Lastly, justice rules allow 

us to understand only part of the justice enactment process. It is an indicator tool that can 

be used to determine if managers are adhering to or violating justice rules. Yet, justice 

rules do not help us understand what causes or influences managers to adhere to or 

violate the rules. For this we need to understand managers’ justice motives.  

Justice Enactment 

It may seem that the term justice enactment relates to behaviors that support 

justice. However, the term refers to behaviors that support justice, as well as behaviors 
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that violate justice. To determine if justice enactment behaviors support or violate justice, 

OJ scholars (Scott et al., 2009) have identified justice rules, as described above. In other 

words, justice rules are a barometer that indicates if justice is being adhered to or 

violated.  

Thus, justice enactment behaviors can be thought of as the adherence to or 

violation of justice rules. Current OJ scholars have noted the need to explore the 

antecedents of managers’ justice enactment behaviors. Essentially, both internal and 

external factors influence managers’ adherence to and violation of justice in the 

workplace. Internal factors are things like the manager’s motives and personal attributes 

(Folger & Glerum, 2015; Matta et al., 2017; Whiteside & Barclay, 2016). External factors 

include social relationships and experiences with managers and direct reports. For 

example, a manager’s manager has been found to influence justice enactment behaviors. 

The next section addresses the internal motives linked to managers’ justice enactment 

behaviors. 

Internal Factors That Influence Managers’ Justice Enactment 

OJ scholars (Graso et al., 2020) have found that internal factors influence 

managers’ justice enactment behaviors. This section discusses these factors under two 

main categories of personal characteristics and personal motives, with motive types 

including instrumental, social, moral, cognitive, and affective. 

Personal Characteristics 

Managers’ personal characteristics are antecedents of their justice behaviors 

(Whiteside & Barclay, 2016). Personal characteristics are those internal attributes that 
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directly or indirectly influence managers’ justice enactment behaviors. Examples include 

status and power (Blader & Chen, 2012). However, moral identity, self-control, empathy, 

and self-awareness are some of the more common characteristics identified by justice 

researchers.  

Moral identity is the extent that moral responsibility towards others is essential to 

one’s self-concept (Acquino & Reed, 2002; Eisenberg, 2000; Hart et al., 1998). One 

study conducted with undergraduate students looked at the relationship between 

managers’ moral identity and justice enactment behaviors. Using a fictitious scenario, 

Brebels et al. (2011) found that in situations where there was a goal of avoiding negative 

outcomes for employees, managers with high moral identity were more likely to enact 

procedural justice compared to the group that was focused on achieving a positive goal. 

This suggests that managers’ justice enactment behaviors may be influenced by the extent 

to which their moral identity is an important part of their self-concept (Brebels et al., 

2011; Folger & Glerum, 2015). They also discovered that high moral identity is 

associated with procedural justice, specifically voice granting behaviors. This study 

suggests that to have a fair workplace, organizations might want to look for managers 

with high moral identities. 

 Other justice researchers (Matta et al., 2017) conducted a study where they 

identified self-control influencing managers’ justice enactment behaviors. Self-control is 

the degree to which an individual can refrain from engaging in negative behaviors that 

might complicate or damage a situation (Brown et al., 2005).  

 Matta et al.’s (2017) study with 119 employees and their supervisors measured 

the relationship between justice variability (managers’ consistency in enacting justice 
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over time) and managers’ self-control and employees’ justice perceptions. Employees 

who worked in various sectors in the United States completed a survey at the end of each 

day for 3 weeks. Questions addressed overall fairness, general workplace uncertainty, 

stress, job dissatisfaction, emotional exhaustion, and counterproductive work behavior. 

There was about a 66% response rate. Supervisors completed Tangney et al.’s (2004) 

self-control measure. They responded to statements like “I am good at resisting 

temptation” and “I often act without thinking through all the alternatives.” 

The results showed that manager self-control was negatively associated with 

justice variability. This finding suggests that if managers enacted more self-control, it 

would decrease justice invariability. Managers who had more self-control not only 

adhered to justice rules, but also were more consistent in their justice enactment 

behaviors. Managers’ consistent justice enactment behaviors reduce employees’ anxiety 

about potential uncertainty. Thus, self-control is an internal factor that can influence 

managers’ justice enactment behaviors.  

Another influential internal factor is empathy, defined as emotions of warmth, 

concern, and compassion for others (Eisenberg, 2000; Patient & Skarlicki, 2010). 

Managers who display empathetic concern are more likely to enact interpersonal justice. 

Patient and Skarlicki (2010) conducted a research study with 132 managers from almost 

100 different organizations who participated in fictitious scenarios where they had to 

communicate a layoff to an employee. Researchers measured how polite the managers 

were in their communication and the degree of respect and concern they displayed when 

delivering bad news. Interactional justice was measured by the degree to which the 

manager gave a clear and adequate explanation for the negative decision. Empathy 
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through three questions measured the managers’ general concern for others. The justice 

researchers controlled for gender because women tend to have higher empathy scores 

than men. They also controlled for participants who had personally experienced being 

laid off and for the number of years of managerial experience, because previous research 

has shown that more years of managerial experience is associated with positively 

enacting justice when delivering bad news (Gilliland & Schepers, 2003; Lennon & 

Eisenberg, 1987). 

 Using descriptive statistics and a correlational analysis, researchers found that 

high empathetic concern is positively correlated with enacting interactional justice. 

Empathetic concern enables managers to convey genuine concern for employees and 

therefore more readily behave in ways that support interactional justice. Managers with 

lower levels of empathy are more likely to violate justice, whereas managers with higher 

levels of empathy are more likely to adhere to justice (Patient & Skarlicki, 2010; 

Whiteside & Barclay, 2016). 

One criticism is that this study used a fictitious scenario where managers wrote 

how they would respond to measure the relationship between empathy and justice 

enactment behaviors. What would happen if the managers actually had to deliver their 

messages face-to-face? Would those with lower empathetic concern demonstrate more 

interactional justice? The researchers addressed this and other questions by conducting a 

second study, using a performance feedback scenario.  

 In this second study, Whiteside and Barclay (2016) demonstrated that increasing 

managers’ self-awareness can influence low-empathy managers to engage in positive 

justice behaviors. According to theorists, self-awareness can influence individuals to 
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compare their current behaviors with the expected norms. Any differences can result in 

people modifying their behaviors to align with norms (Duval & Wicklund, 1972).  

Times of significant change often result in managers needing to connect with 

employees and have difficult conversations. These times are “hot spots” for interactional 

justice. Managers have been known to be insensitive in these difficult conversations 

(Folger & Skarlicki, 1998, 2001). Therefore, understanding how managers’ personal 

motives influence their enactment behaviors is important because it provides insights and 

ideas for how to influence justice in the workplace.  

Personal Motives 

One of the critical questions addressed by OJ scholars is, “What motivates 

managers to enact justice?” Motives are the driving force behind human behavior (Scott 

et al., 2014). Some OJ scholars have taken a traditional approach of linking three 

commonly discussed motives—instrumental, social, and deontic—to managers’ justice 

enactment behaviors. Instrumental, social, and moral motives are assumed to be a 

universal part of human behavior and have been widely discussed in the OJ literature 

(Blau, 1964; Folger, 2001; Folger & Glerum, 2015; Homans, 1961; Lind & Tyler, 1988; 

Tyler & Lind, 1992).  

In more recent literature (Scott et al., 2009, 2014), justice scholars have relied on 

aggression theory (Anderson & Bushman, 2002; Berkowitz, 1993; Neuman & Baron, 

1997) to identify cognitive and affective motives, as well as explain how they influence 

managers’ justice enactment behaviors. Cognitive motives are managers’ controlled and 

thought-out behaviors, whereas affective motives are impulsive and the result of a 
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manager’s emotional state. Cognitive and affective motives drive managers’ justice 

enactment behaviors (Scott et al., 2009, 2014). 

All five motives have been found to influence managers’ enactment behaviors. 

While it may appear that motives are distinct and mutually exclusive, they share a 

complex and interconnected relationship. This section briefly describes each type of 

motive and points out ways they are interconnected. The last part on cognitive and 

affective motives brings in key research that demonstrates the role motives play in 

influencing managers’ adherence to and violation of justice rules.  

Instrumental Motives 

It is believed that some managers’ justice enactment behavior is influenced by 

their own self-interest. This means managers behave either justly or unjustly because 

their behaviors are instrumental in helping them achieve a desired goal. For example, 

managers might violate interactional justice rules by not communicating a layoff in 

advance because it is year end and they need employees to focus on achieving specific 

goals before the new year (Johnson et al., 2014; Qin et al., 2017; Whiteside & Barclay, 

2016). Justice researchers have also found that managers will enact justice because they 

know it will lead to maximum performance from employees.  

There is a temporal component to instrumental motives, where managers will 

change their justice behaviors to achieve desired goals. For example, in one 6-year 

longitudinal study that looked at OJ after the merger of two companies, researchers found 

that early after the deal close, managers wanted to build community by ensuring 

employees from both sides of the company received equitable roles. However, as time 

passed and the focus shifted to company performance, managers focused less on equality 
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and more on equity because that was more important to advancing the company’s goals 

(Monin et al., 2013).  

Social Motives 

Social motives have also been identified as influencing managers’ justice 

enactment behaviors. Several scholars have indicated that social motives are related to a 

need people have to be a valued member of a work group. Being a valued member of a 

work group can result in managers maintaining a positive image, gaining acceptance by 

senior management, and even receiving a promotion (Graso et al., 2020; Lind, 2001; Lind 

& Tyler, 1988; Lind et al., 1998; Monin et al., 2013; Thibaut & Walker, 1975; Tyler & 

Lind, 1992).  

Managers also enact justice for various social reasons like building an alliance 

with employees, minimizing direct reports’ potentially disruptive behaviors, and making 

good impressions (Greenberg, 1983; Leventhal et al., 1972; Reis & Gruzen, 1976; Zhao 

et al., 2015). According to social exchange theory, managers and employees are in 

relationships of mutual exchange (Adams, 1963; Blau, 1964; Homans, 1961; Thibaut & 

Walker, 1975). A manager enacting justice can expect employees to reciprocate this act 

through strong performance and achievement of team goals. The longitudinal study about 

an integration between two companies demonstrated that managers focus on equality to 

build trust and make favorable impressions on employees (Monin et al., 2013). As noted 

above, the same study also showed that managers’ motives can shift over time, as later, 

managers’ decisions’ were influenced by sociopolitical factors. These findings 

demonstrate the complexity of managers’ motives and how multiple motives can operate 
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at the same time (Graso et al., 2020; Homans, 1958; Monin et al., 2013; Rupp, 2011; 

Thibaut & Walker, 1978; Tyler, 1987; Walster et al., 1973). 

Moral Motives 

In addition to instrumental and social motives, managers also possess moral 

motives, which are sometimes referred to as deontonic motives. Deonance is a new term 

in the OJ literature used to describe a person’s obligation to behave justly and to hold 

others accountable for doing the same thing. Justice scholars Folger and Glerum (2015) 

created the term deontonic because early justice research showed that some people are 

motivated to enact justice because it is a part of their internal value system and society 

norms. Deontonic motives refer to managers’ drive to act out of a sense of duty or 

obligation in accordance with societal norms.  

Some scholars believe justice in the workplace can become more prevalent if 

managers’ deontonic motives are strengthened and competing motives are quailed. One 

way to do this is to make justice more salient through conscious and subconscious goal-

setting processes. OJ scholars used goal-setting theory (Locke & Latham, 2002) to better 

understand how goals influence behaviors. The theory has four tenets. First, goals help 

people focus on what is relevant to achieving the goals. Second, goals motivate people to 

put in effort to achieve the desired outcome. Third, goals increase persistence. Fourth, 

goals motivate people to apply knowledge and strategies that will help them attain the 

desired goals.  

Using goal-setting theory, OJ scholars conducted several research studies that 

demonstrate that conscious and subconscious justice goal-setting influences people’s 

behaviors. One research study had two participant groups: one group was given 
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conscious performance and fairness goals that required assurance of equitable negotiated 

outcomes between parties, and the other group was given just a conscious performance 

goal. Participants in the first group reported significantly higher levels of perceived fair 

offer negotiations and offer acceptance compared to the group that focused solely on 

performance (Ambrose & Schminke, 2009; Ganegoda et al., 2016). A second study 

garnered similar results with a group of participants who were primed to think about 

justice in an unrelated task before engaging in negotiations. Compared to a nonprimed 

group, the primed group reported significantly higher levels of perceived fair offer 

negotiations and offer acceptance (Ambrose & Schminke, 2009; Ganegoda et al., 2016).  

Deontonic motives are closely associated with moral identity. Moral identity 

refers to one’s self-concept of being a moral person. Like moral identity, deontonic 

motives are the moral motives that drive a person’s behavior. Deontonic motives differ 

from instrumental and social motives in that they are closely related to people’s self-

concept (Brebels et al., 2011; Graso et al., 2020). However, like instrumental and social 

motives, deontonic motives are often studied with at least one other motive (Graso et al., 

2020; Qin et al., 2018).  

In addition to looking at motives that have been previously associated with OJ, 

some OJ scholars have explored other motives, cognitive and affective—the thoughts and 

emotions that influence managers’ adherence to and violation of justice rules.  

Cognitive and Affective Motives 

OJ scholars have identified cognitive and affective motives as key drivers of 

managers’ justice enactment behaviors. Cognitive motives are described as logical 

motives that intentionally guide managers’ adherence to or violation of justice rules 
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because they lead to a desired outcome. Affective motives are those emotions and moods 

managers experience that result in their adherence to and violation of justice rules. 

Leveraging social interactional aggression, social exchange, and impression management 

theories, Scott et al. (2009, 2014) offered an explanation for why cognitive and affective 

motives influence managers’ actions related to justice rules.  

Essentially, cognitive motives drive managers to enact justice as a means of 

achieving their desired goals. One identified goal is compliance. According to Scott et al. 

(2009, 2014), managers will enact justice as a means of gaining cooperation and good 

performance from employees. Social exchange theory is used to support this perspective 

because it postulates a reciprocity norm in human exchanges in the workplace. In this 

instance, if a manager adheres to justice rules, then it is expected the associate will 

comply with performance expectations and other actions desired by the manager (Blau, 

1964; Gouldner, 1960). Managers might also violate justice rules as a way to ensure 

compliance, as in instances when they intentionally disrespect employees who ask 

difficult questions in team meetings as a way to ensure such questions are not asked again 

in the future. Thus, managers adhere to or violate justice rules for the sake of achieving 

instrumental goals, in this case compliance.  

Another cognitive motive is that of creating and maintaining desired identities. 

Managers choose to adhere to or violate justice rules in an effort to control how others 

perceive them. This is known as impression management and is a social motive 

(Greenberg, 1990; Leary & Kowalski, 1990; Tedeschi & Felson, 1994). Managers are 

also motivated to adhere to justice rules because they align with their self-identity as 

moral individuals. This would be an example of a deontonic motive and is also closely 
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related to a third reason managers choose to adhere to or violate justice rules. Managers 

want to believe in a just world. They enact justice because they want to uphold the belief 

that people get what they deserve. In fulfilling the desire to ensure people get what they 

deserve, managers might sometimes violate justice norms when they believe retributive 

justice is warranted (Scott et al., 2009; Tedeschi & Felson, 1994). 

Like cognitive motives are influenced by managers’ thoughts, affective motives 

are influenced by managers’ emotions. Affective motives are described as automatic and 

impulsive. Keeping with the tradition of organizational scholarship, Scott et al. (2009) 

categorized affective motives as being either positive or negative. Positive affect tends to 

be associated with managers’ positive behaviors like greater collaboration and 

cooperation, more sharing of information, and an interest in treating others well 

(Carnevale & Isen, 1986; Estrada et al., 1997; Isen, 2000). The explanation is that 

managers who experience positive affect want to maintain those positive emotions and 

will engage in behaviors that support rule adherence (Scott et al., 2009). 

Conversely, negative affective motives have been linked to discrimination and 

more aggressive and even rude behaviors in the workplace (Berkowitz, 1993; Clark & 

Isen, 1982; Tedeschi & Felson, 1994). Managers have a need to express their negative 

emotions and will act in ways to do this. Unfortunately, these behaviors may result in 

justice rule violations. For example, some scholars have found that an employee who had 

done something to invoke negative emotions in the manager might be the recipient of a 

manager’s justice violation. This behavior is known as retributive justice and is 

dependent on the manager’s assessment of the employee being responsible for the 

negative behavior (Scott et al., 2007, 2009; Tedeschi & Felson, 1994).  
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Scott et al. (2014) conducted a survey that identified manager discretion as an 

important factor that influences acting on their cognitive and affective motives. 

Discretion is the extent to which managers have freedom over their actions (Shen & Cho, 

2005). For a 3-week period, 90 managers were asked to complete an online survey at the 

end of each day where they were asked about their affective and cognitive motives for 

adhering to justice rules. Discretion was measured through questions about the freedom 

managers believed they had for enacting distributive, procedural, and interactional 

justice. Researchers found that managers have greater discretion when enacting 

interactional justice and the least discretion when enacting distributive justice. This is 

likely because company policies and procedures guide managers’ behaviors for 

distributive justice but not interactional justice (Brockner et al., 2021; Scott et al., 2009). 

Researchers also discovered that affective motives tend to drive managers’ justice 

enactment behaviors because they have more freedom.  

This study is significant for several reasons. First, unlike most other justice 

studies, this study was conducted with real managers using their real-world experience. 

Second, the findings support some current thinking that interpersonal justice is an 

important dimension for influencing change in the workplace because it is the dimension 

where managers have the freedom to exercise the most discretion. Third, this study 

demonstrates that motives alone do not influence managers’ justice enactment behaviors, 

but there are additional factors like discretion (Brockner et al., 2021; Scott et al., 2014). 

At first blush, it appears managers’ motives are relative stable. If a manager is 

morally motivated, then he or she will remain so when faced with various situations in 

which justice enactment occurs. However, as previously discussed, a number of research 
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studies have indicated that managers’ motives are influenced by a variety of situational 

factors. Another question is raised about why managers care about justice. The very 

question implies that managers care about justice for specific reasons. However, as 

shown in the next section, there are external factors that influence managers’ justice 

enactment behaviors regardless of their motives (Brockner et al., 2021; Scott et al., 2009, 

2014).  

External Factors That Influence Managers’ Justice Enactment 

The factors that influence justice enactment behaviors can be quite complex 

because there are not only internal factors, but also external factors—and the two types 

overlap. External factors have been classified as upward, downward, and external. 

Upward refer to factors attributed to managers’ own justice experience enacted by their 

managers. Downward factors are the attitudes and behaviors employees display that 

influence managers’ enactment behaviors. A modest amount of OJ research has explored 

external factors that influence managers’ justice enactment behaviors. 

Upward Factors 

Much can be understood about the justice within corporations by understanding 

managers’ justice experience because of their dual role as employees as well as 

managers. OJ scholars have studied the dual nature of managers’ roles by identifying how 

managers’ own justice perceptions and experiences affect their enactment behaviors 

towards their direct reports. This is known as the trickle-down effect (Ambrose et al., 

2013; Brockner et al., 2021; De Cremer et al., 2018; Wo et al., 2015). Researchers have 

explored how the trickle-down effect influences justice in the workplace. For example, 
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Aryee, Chen, Sun, and Debrah (2007) found managers’ justice perceptions influenced 

employees’ interactional justice perceptions and work outcomes.  

Ambrose, Schminke, and Mayer (2013) conducted a survey study involving 89 

managers and over 400 of their employees who worked in various organizations in the 

Southeast United States across the technology, finance, retail, and manufacturing sectors. 

The study’s purpose was threefold: to determine if managers’ interactional justice 

experiences were positively related to employees’ perceptions about the interactional 

justice climate; to understand if interactional justice experiences and work climate were 

stronger in organic versus mechanistic organizational structures; and to understand if the 

interactional justice climate was positively related to group OCB.  

The results demonstrated that managers’ interactional justice perceptions of their 

own experiences were consistent with employees’ perceptions of the group interactional 

justice climate. This suggests that managers created an interactional justice climate that 

mirrored their personal interactional justice experiences. It also important to note that 

researchers discovered that the organizational context also influenced interactional justice 

enactment behaviors. Organic structures that are less formal, where managers and 

employees interact more with each other on a daily basis, were linked to more manager 

interactional justice enactment behaviors when compared to mechanistic structures, 

where there is more formality and less interaction between managers and employees 

(Ambrose et al., 2013).  

Brockner et al. (2021) measured how managers’ sense of power and the trickle-

down effect influenced their enactment behaviors. The researchers identified about 100 

manager and senior manager dyads. Managers completed a sense of power scale 
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(Anderson & Galinsky, 2006; Anderson et al., 2012; van Dijke et al., 2018). They also 

completed scales to measure their interactional justice perceptions of their managers 

(Bies et al., 1988; Colquitt et al., 2001; Rousseau & Tijoriwala, 1999).  

In a second study (Brockner et al., 2021), participants were mid-career 

professionals in the United States. The approximately 250 participants were placed in a 

fictitious group where there was a manager above them and a direct report below them. 

They were randomly divided into a low-power group and a high-power group. The low-

power group was asked to recall a situation where they had little power. The high-power 

group was asked to recall a situation where they had a lot of power. Afterwards, both 

groups received emailed instructions from their fictitious manager about completing the 

task. The instructions differed. Some instructions contained a lot of information, and 

others did not. Participants were then told they would be asked to contact their direct 

report. Using Colquitt’s interpersonal justice scale, managers were asked how they would 

approach their direct reports.  

The results from both studies indicate that managers in high information groups 

are more likely to enact interactional fairness than those in the low information groups. 

Also, people with a low sense of power tend to be more influenced by their own justice 

experiences than those in the high-power group. Low-power managers’ own justice 

enactment behaviors were consistent with their experiences. High-power managers were 

not more inclined to enact interactional justice even when they received it from managers 

(Brockner et al., 2021).  

As a result of both research studies, justice researchers believe the trickle-down 

effect and managers’ perceived levels of power influence their justice enactment 
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behaviors. Managers who have positive justice experiences with their managers will more 

likely enact justice towards their direct reports, especially in instances where managers 

have a high sense of power. Managers with a low sense of power tend to treat their direct 

reports the way they were treated by managers. This study supports previous research 

about the role of the trickle-down effect in justice enactment behaviors. In addition, it 

helps to identify power as another personal characteristic that might influence managers’ 

enactment behaviors.  

Although the study of Ambrose et al. (2013) supports the idea of using social 

learning theory to explain how and why the trickle-down effect influences interactional 

justice in the workplace, the theory does not explain why some managers choose to 

behave in ways that are different than their own justice experiences. For example, a 

manager might experience injustice but choose to enact justice anyway. Counterfactual 

situations like this might be understood by considering other factors that influence 

manager justice enactment behaviors. For instance, a manager’s high moral identity 

might be more salient than his or her own justice experiences. OJ scholars have found 

that social exchange and the displaced aggression theory better explain gaps unanswered 

by social learning theory.  

Social learning theory (Bandura, 1977, 1986) suggests that individuals emulate 

the behaviors of those seen as having status and power. Managers learn and emulate the 

behaviors of more senior managers within the organizational hierarchy (Mawritz et al., 

2012; Mayer et al., 2009). Social exchange theory has also been used to explain the 

reciprocal nature of managers’ experiences with senior managers and how this trickles 

down to employees. Essentially, managers reciprocate the treatment they receive. 



47 

Displaced aggression theory explains that managers will redirect their negative emotions 

to their employees and was used by Aryee et al. (2007) to explain managers’ interactional 

justice violations. 

Thus, all employees influence justice enactment at work regardless of their 

position in the hierarchy. In order to have justice in the workplace, scholar-practitioners 

need to look beyond the manager-employee relationship and also look at senior manager-

manager relationships. The study of Ambrose et al. (2013) also introduced the idea that 

the work environment can influence justice in the workplace. Their research suggests that 

an organic work structure, with more human interaction and less restrictions, supports a 

just workplace, whereas a traditional mechanistic structure might hinder it.  

Downward Factors 

OJ in the workplace is dynamic, where multiple factors influence managers’ 

justice behaviors. Much of the justice literature focuses on employees as the recipients of 

justice—with justice or injustice done to them. This infers that they are powerless in the 

justice process and they get what they get based upon the managers’ motivations, goals, 

or whims. Yet, some OJ scholars have studied how employees can influence justice 

outcomes in the workplace through their relationships with managers (Holmvall et al., 

2019).  

 Employees’ behaviors and personality traits have been found to influence 

managers’ justice behavior (Huang et al., 2017; Scott et al., 2007). Behaviors like 

compliance, helping behavior, and performance have been positively associated with 

influencing managers’ adherence to justice rules (Holmvall et al., 2019; Seppala et al., 

2012). 
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 Employees’ personal characteristics like charisma and trustworthiness and traits 

like agreeableness and consciousness have been found to influence managers’ enactment 

behaviors. Charismatic employees have personal magnetism that draws others toward 

them because of the positive emotions and emotions they evoke (Bass, 1985). Scott et al. 

(2007) examined the relationship between managers and employees who worked for a 

large national insurance company in the southeastern United States. Manager participants 

were given questionnaires to assess their employees’ charisma and the employees were 

given surveys to measure the manager’s adherence to distributive justice, procedural 

justice, and interactional justice rules. The results showed that charismatic employees had 

a positive influence on managers’ interpersonal justice behavior. This is consistent with 

other research that shows charismatic individuals have a positive influence over other 

people (House & Baetz, 1979; Yorges et al., 1999). 

Emotional contagion has been used to explain how charismatic employees 

influence their managers’ justice enactment behaviors. Emotional contagion occurs when 

individuals “catch” the emotions of others through their nonverbal behaviors like facial 

expressions and voice inflections. Managers develop positive impressions of charismatic 

employees, which can lead to greater interaction and influence managers’ adherence to 

positive interactional justice enactment behaviors (Dimberg, 1982; Hatfield et al., 1994; 

Lundqvist & Dimberg, 1995).  

OJ scholars have commonly discussed managers’ trust as an antecedent of 

employee justice perceptions (Colquitt et al., 2007). Yet, trustworthiness has also been 

identified as an employee characteristic that has been found to influence managers’ 

justice enactment behaviors. Given the reciprocal nature of social exchanges in the 
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workplace, it is clear that trust is important from both sides (Blau, 1964). Zapata, Olsen, 

and Martins (2013) used social exchange theory to explain why managers who 

experience their employees as trustworthy feel obligated to reciprocate. They defined 

trust as managers’ perceptions of employees’ ability, benevolence, and integrity. Ability 

refers to employees’ skills and capabilities to be successful. Benevolence refers to loyalty 

and support. Integrity is the belief that employees adhere to a moral and ethical code.  

Using snowball sampling, almost 200 manager-employee pairs completed 

questionnaires to determine if employee trustworthiness was a predictor of managers’ 

adhering to justice rules. Zapata et al. (2013) found when employee trustworthiness was 

high, managers were more likely to enact interactional justice because they felt obligated 

to reciprocate. Benevolence had the second highest impact on interactional justice 

enactment and ability had the least. This suggests that employees’ soft skills as opposed 

to ability could have greater influence on managers’ interactional justice enactment 

behaviors.  

 Managers’ justice enactment behaviors are the result of a complex process that 

includes a variety of factors. A new area of OJ research that has captured this idea is a 

body of research that focuses on the justice conundrums managers experience and a 

variety of factors that can influence their enactment behaviors.  

Justice Conundrums 

 Enacting fairness while leading a planned organizational change is complex. 

Managers have to understand and lead the change. They assess the fairness of the 

changes and must care for employees while also doing what is best for the company. 
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These complex situations are filled with uncertainty, and “irreconcilable demands on how 

to enact justice” are referred to as justice conundrums (Zwank et al., 2023, p. 218).  

In a study examining how managers “grapple” with justice conundrums during 

planned organizational change, the researchers looked at the role of managers’ justice 

motives on their justice enactment behaviors. They also looked at managers’ moral 

disengagement, which is the process of managers pushing aside their moral standards 

without feeling guilty because they rationalize their behaviors. For example, when 

implementing an unfair layoff process, managers might explain it away by saying the 

employee was a poor performer.  

They conducted semi-structured interviews twice over a 12-month period with 32 

managers who worked for a global company in Germany that was implementing a large 

organizational change, which included a new strategy, restructurings, and position 

eliminations. Researchers identified three types of justice conundrums. One conundrum 

type is something they referred to as the justice intention-action gap, where managers 

were unable to do what they believed to be fair because of their roles or a limitation 

placed on them by the company. The second type of conundrum was navigating the 

competing justice expectations from various stakeholders, like their managers and 

employees. The third conundrum identified was what the researchers called justice of 

care versus managerial strategic justice. This means managers grappled with enacting 

justice for the strategic good of the company and most employees while considering the 

justice needs of individual employees. 

In analyzing the data, the researchers grouped the participants according to their 

career path decisions. The first group of managers were ones who decided to leave the 



51 

company. The second group consisted of managers who decided to remain with the 

company but move to a different role. The third group comprised managers who stayed 

with the company in their same roles. There were differences among the groups.  

Those managers who left the company experienced the first type of justice 

conundrum—a gap between their intentions and the actions they were expected to take. 

These managers reflected on their internal beliefs and took actions that supported 

employees, like supporting their job searches. The managers experienced cognitive 

dissonance between doing what the company wanted them to do and their own beliefs. 

They avoided doing things that violated their moral standards and eventually left the 

company.  

The managers who chose to change their roles experienced the conundrum of 

managing competing justice expectations from the various stakeholder groups. The 

managers worked through the conundrum by engaging in a three-step process that 

included avoiding making unfair decisions, executing the decisions that were made by 

those in higher-level roles, and making amends for any injustice. The moral 

disengagement behaviors they displayed included diffusing responsibility, justifying their 

actions, and minimizing their roles in causing harm.  

The third group of managers, referred to as the staying group, experienced the 

conundrum between justice of care and management-strategic justice. They managed the 

conundrum by working with peers to devise joint solutions and focused on their 

commitment to operating for the “greater good” of the company. The moral 

disengagement behaviors for this group included dehumanizing employees, comparing 
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the organizational changes to that of competitors, minimizing their roles, and denying 

harm was done the employees. 

This study is important because it moves the scholarly discussion forward by 

examining managers’ cognitive motivations preceding their justice enactment behaviors. 

Also relevant is this study’s examination of managers’ moral disengagement, which 

provides understanding for how managers’ moral barometer may change when they 

experience a justice conundrum. 

Summary 

 It is clear that OJ is important to understanding organizational life. This 

understanding can be useful in the context of managing planned organizational change 

because employees’ justice perceptions can impact the workplace.  

Justice enactment is the extent to which managers adhere to or violate justice 

rules (Graso et al., 2020). Justice rules are those socially acceptable norms that guide 

managers’ ways of behaving (Colquitt & Rodell, 2015; Graso et al., 2020; Scott et al., 

2009). These rules are used to assess managers’ justice enactment behaviors and are a 

means of identifying and classifying managers’ behaviors as either adhering to or 

violating justice norms. Justice is achieved when actors adhere to justice rules (Scott et 

al., 2009, 2014).  

OJ researchers have found that personal characteristics like moral identity, self-

control, and empathy influence managers’ adherence to and violation of justice rules. In 

addition, managers are influenced by rational and impulsive motives that may be 

instrumental, social, or deontonic in nature. There are managers who care about justice 

out of self-interest because it results in some benefit for them. Other managers care about 
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justice because it helps support their social relationships. Lastly, there are others who 

care about justice for the sake of justice because they believe we should all abide by a 

moral code.  

While the existing literature fosters greater knowledge of justice antecedents and 

their relation to desired justice outcomes in the workplace, more research is needed to 

understand the interaction between the factors and their influence on managers’ justice 

enactment behaviors. The proposed study will explore the relationship between internal 

and external factors that influence managers to enact or violate justice in the workplace. 

It focuses on managers as an underrepresented population in the organizational literature 

as a way to provide greater understanding of how justice unfolds in the workplace. The 

next chapter details the methods I will use in this study. 
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CHAPTER 3:  

METHODOLOGY 

Most of what we know about managers’ organizational justice (OJ) experiences is 

from their responses to surveys and justice measures or data collected from laboratory 

experiments. These methods have been instrumental in helping build strong knowledge of 

OJ. For example, the use of surveys has enabled justice scholars to determine what 

happens when employees experience injustice (Lysova et al., 2015; Maheshwari & 

Vohra, 2015; van den Heuvel et al., 2016). Laboratory experiments have helped us 

understand individuals’ justice motives and factors that influence their enactment 

behaviors (Lysova et al., 2015; Maheshwari & Vohra, 2015; van den Heuvel et al., 2016). 

What is missing is a deeper understanding of managers’ justice enactment experiences, 

which can be achieved by conducting qualitative research.  

 The purpose of this basic qualitative research study was to better understand the 

factors that influenced corporate managers’ justice enactment experiences in the 

workplace. Using OJ as a theoretical lens, the study explored factors that influence 

managers’ justice enactment behaviors during times of planned changed. The study 

addressed two research questions: 

1. How do managers experience enacting OJ during planned organizational 

change? 

2. What factors influence their enactment experiences? 
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Epistemology 

 Researchers’ philosophical assumptions influence their research paradigms 

(Burrell & Morgan, 2001). Ontology is a philosophical view about what constitutes 

reality. Some researchers believe reality is something that can be observed, studied, and 

measured and that is universal among all people. Other researchers, like me, believe there 

are multiple interpretations of reality based on people’s experiences, history, and culture. 

These interpretations can change over time. Essentially, reality is socially constructed 

(Burrell & Morgan, 2001; Creswell, 2014; Merriam, 2002; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

 Epistemology refers to one’s philosophical belief about knowledge—what is true 

and what is false. It influences how researchers seek knowledge and how they choose to 

communicate it (Burrell & Morgan, 2001). For example, some researchers believe 

knowledge is obtained by using standard procedures, replicating findings, and creating 

distance between the research and the research participants. Other researchers, like me, 

believe knowledge is socially constructed through the interaction between the researcher 

and research participants (Merriam, 2002).  

 According to Creswell (2007), axiology is the philosophical belief about the role 

of researchers’ values in the research process. One school of thought is that researchers 

can be objective and should remove their values from the research process. An opposing 

school of thought is that researchers cannot separate their values from the research 

process. As an African American organizational development and human resources 

practitioner who has worked in various U.S.-based corporations, it would be challenging 

for me to separate my values and experiences from the research process. My social 

identities and corporate experience heavily influence how I see the world. Instead of 
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trying to divorce myself from these identities, I have acknowledged my values and 

experiences by writing a subjectivity statement (Appendix B). 

 A researcher’s ontological, epistemological, and axiological philosophies 

influence their research paradigm and the design of their research study (Burrell & 

Morgan, 2001). The research paradigm that will guide this research study is social 

constructivism. Social constructivist researchers believe there is no universal reality; 

instead, reality differs based upon an individual’s lived experience. This paradigm offers 

the opportunity to understand various managers’ reality enacting OJ in the workplace 

through a basic qualitative research study. 

Methodology 

According to Creswell (2014), a constructivist’s primary research goal is to rely 

on the research participants’ understanding of their perspectives and experiences. This 

can be best achieved through a basic qualitative research study. The purpose of basic 

qualitative research is to understand, describe, and interpret research participants’ 

experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Patton (1985) described a qualitative researcher’s 

role as 

not attempting to predict what may happen in the future necessarily, but to 

understand the nature of that setting—what it means for participants to be in that 

setting, what their lives are like, what’s going on for them, what their meanings 

are, what the world looks like in that particular setting. (p. 1) 

As a qualitative researcher with a constructivist worldview, I fulfilled these expectations 

by focusing on how research participants made meaning of their experiences and writing 

thick, rich descriptions, which are also attributes of qualitive research (Creswell, 2014; 

Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 



57 

Qualitative research studies have several characteristics. The first is that the 

research occurs in a natural setting (Creswell, 2014). As previously mentioned, much of 

the OJ research has been conducted through quantitative methods, either through 

laboratory experiments or surveys. Interviewing research participants while they are 

working in their natural environments helped me as the researcher to obtain information 

about their actual work environments and experiences. 

Another characteristic of qualitative research is that the researcher is the primary 

instrument of collecting data (Creswell, 2014). This means the researcher gathers the data 

rather than relying on survey instruments or questionnaires. I gathered data by using 

semi-structured interviews. In this role it is important that I practice reflexivity, which is 

another characteristic of qualitative research. Reflexivity means that the researcher 

reflects about how his or her personal background might influence interpretations of the 

study to minimize potential bias. I have prepared a subjectivity statement and will have a 

co-researcher review the data separate from me.  

Population and Sample 

According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), to achieve the research goal of 

obtaining rich data, careful consideration needs to be given to what sample of the general 

population would make the best research participants. What experiences do they need to 

have? What are the inclusion and exclusion criteria? How many research participants are 

needed to meet the basic standards of good qualitative research?  

Qualitative researchers often employ purposive sampling to identify research 

participants to understand and gain insights from a select population from which the most 

can be learned (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I used that method for this study to ensure 
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desired research participants are included and rich data are obtained. Purposeful sampling 

has been identified as an impactful recruitment strategy for accomplishing these research 

goals in qualitative research (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Patton, 2015).  

To engage in purposeful sampling, a researcher needs to consider the criteria for 

the sample population, i.e., the attributes participants need to possess to gather 

information-rich data (Lecompte & Schensul, 2010; Patton, 2015). For this study, 

participants are in the mid-range of the organizational hierarchy, because managers at this 

level are typically responsible for leading planned changes and have more access to 

information, as opposed to supervisors or lower managers who are responsible for 

executing the planned changes. Since the research study focuses on how OJ is enacted in 

mid-size and large organizations, research participants led a planned organizational 

change like a corporate restructuring or a mergers and acquisitions (M&A) deal within 

the past 2 years while working in a mid to large size U.S.-based corporation.  

Professional and educational networks and organizations were used to recruit 

research participants. A recruitment announcement was sent to potential participants 

advising them of the inclusion criteria and asking them to participate in the study. I sent 

those participants who met the study criteria an email inviting them to participate in the 

study and attached the interview protocol. I set a goal to interview 8 to 10 research 

participants. Saturation was reached at eight participants. Saturation occurs when the 

researcher identifies recurring themes or patterns in the participants’ responses to the 

interview questions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  
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Data Collection 

This basic qualitative study sought to understand managers’ experiences enacting 

OJ. Using semi-structured interviews, I was able to gather rich descriptions to better 

understand the managers’ work environments, what was going on in their work lives, and 

how they described their experiences (Patton, 1985). I was the primary instrument for 

collecting and analyzing the data. The benefit was that I was able to ask clarifying 

questions, explore responses, and get respondents’ input about the interpretations of the 

data (Merriam, 2002). Given to subject was very sensitive, I created a safe space for 

managers to share their experiences by sending the questions in advance and requiring 

them to use pseudonyms to conceal their identifies and the identity of any companies they 

discussed. Zoom was used for all interviews. The interviews were not videotaped, but 

audiotaped and transcribed by a third-party vendor, rev.com. The average length of the 

interviews was 60 minutes. A step-by-step process can be found in Table 3.1. 

 

Table 3.1 

Process for Data Collection 

Step Process 

1 Recruited participants by sending emails and making verbal announcements 

through professional and educational networks 

2 Sent participants interview protocol and informed consent prior to interview 

3 Conducted interviews through Zoom 

4 Sent transcripts to third-party vendor for transcribing 

 

To ensure I obtained rich data, the interview protocol was designed based on the 

existing OJ literature. A benefit of conducting semi-structured interviews was it offered 

flexibility for me to ask additional questions or gain clarity about participants’ 
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experiences. Also, sometimes the sequencing of the questions changed based on how 

participants responded. For example, when responding to one question, participants 

would provide answers to subsequent questions.  

Data Analysis 

Data analysis is a process used to make sense of the data collected (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). In this basic qualitative study, an inductive analysis was used to develop 

codes, categories, patterns, and themes. An inductive analysis requires the researcher to 

read the data and allow codes, patterns, categories, and themes to surface (Miles et al., 

2020). Three objectives guided the data analysis process. The first is what Small (2018) 

called cognitive empathy. Small (2018) stated that cognitive empathy exists where the 

researcher captures the world as the participant sees it (Minhas, 2024). This means 

understanding participants’ perspectives about their experiences. The second objective 

was emergent discovery, which means to develop new insights (Minhas, 2024). The third 

objective was precision. Precision involves bringing clarity and focus to what is being 

studied. This includes providing rich descriptions of the participants’ experiences 

(Denzin, 1989; Minhas, 2024). 

The process started with me printing and reading each transcript twice. During 

the second reading, I wrote descriptive codes in the margins. The goal was to become 

familiar with the data and divide it into small parts (Saldana, 2021). The transcripts 

were uploaded into Atlas.ti and coded a second time, using descriptive and in vivo 

coding processes. The descriptive codes were short phrases and sometimes sentences 

that represented my interpretations of the data (Saldana, 2021). The in vivo codes 

were short phrases that the participants used when describing their experiences 
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(Saldana, 2021). I used the two research questions—“How do managers experience 

enacting OJ during times of planned change?” and “What are the factors that 

influence their experience?”—as a guide in identifying descriptive and in vivo codes 

in the data.  

I also wrote memos while doing the second cycle of coding. The purpose of the 

memos was to help me make sense of the participants’ experiences by interacting with 

the data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Minhas, 2024). The memos included data that 

surprised or intrigued me, which were often chunks of text that jumped out, such as 

participants’ descriptions of their emotions or vivid metaphors (Sunstein & Chiseri-

Strater, 2012). This helped me understand participants’ experiences more deeply. 

Then, I used Atlas.ti to download the codes into a spreadsheet, reread the memos, and 

synthesize the codes into categories (Saldana, 2021). Categories are clusters of codes 

that can assist in identifying themes (Saldana, 2021). For example, the following codes 

were used to represent how participants defined fairness: equity, neutrality, 

objectivity, and common purpose. These codes were clustered to create a category 

called equity. To ensure the trustworthiness of this data analysis process, a dissertation 

committee member reviewed the codes and categories. Once the categories were 

identified, I refined the memos and used both the categories and the memos to identify 

themes. Rossman and Rallis (2003) described themes as words that describe a more 

“subtle and tacit process” (Saldana, 2021). A step-by-step data analysis process is 

included in Table 3.2. 
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Table 3.2 

Process for Data Analysis 

Step Process 

1 Read transcripts 

2 Manually coded transcripts 

3 Uploaded transcripts to Atlas.ti 

4 Conducted descriptive and in vivo coding in Atlas.ti 

5 Wrote memos while coding 

6 Downloaded codes and related quotes to an Excel spreadsheet 

7 Peer researcher and faculty checked codes 

8 Sent transcripts and individual memos to participants for member check and 

feedback 

9 Used codes and memos to identify themes that addressed the research questions 

 

Trustworthiness 

 Rigor in the research process is important because it helps to create trust in the 

study results (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Qualitative researchers have identified common 

criteria for establishing trustworthiness: validity (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016), reliability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016), 

confirmability, and dependability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Validity exists if the 

researcher, the participants, and the readers of the research find the data to be accurate 

and credible (Creswell, 2014; Creswell & Miller, 2002; Lincoln et al., 2011). Reliability 

means the researcher’s approach is consistent and stable and can be replicated by other 

researchers (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Confirmability means the results are bias free and 

can be confirmed by other researchers, and transferability means the results can be 

transferred to other settings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

To ensure the study is trustworthy, I employed several strategies throughout the 

research process, starting before data collection and ending with the report of the 
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findings. During the pre–data collection phase, I wrote a subjectivity statement 

(Appendix B) to help me identify how my experiences might influence my interpretations 

of the data. I reviewed this statement prior to interviewing and data analysis. I conducted 

two pilot interviews to ensure the interview protocol is effective in addressing the 

research questions and modified the protocol based on the pilot interview and feedback 

from committee members.  

For the data collection and data analysis phases, I identified a peer researcher to 

review the coding process for the first three interviews and will modify as need in 

consultation with my dissertation chair Lastly, I ensured trustworthiness by conducting 

what Merriam and Tisdell (2016) referred to as member checks. I sent the interview 

transcript, and written profiles to each participant giving him or her the opportunity to 

check them for accuracy and revise if needed.  

Throughout the research process, I maintained a journal where I wrote about my 

assumptions and biases about the research. While analyzing the data, I also wrote journal 

entries that address whether my interpretations are those of the participants or my own, 

because Merriam and Tisdell (2016) pointed that out as a significant point to consider. 

Maxwell (2013) indicated that journaling provides understanding about how the 

researcher’s values and expectations might influence the study conclusions.  

The final strategy I used was to provide rich, detailed descriptions of the 

participants, and their experiences. Detailed descriptions can make the study findings 

more credible because there will be substantial data to support the themes and 

interpretations (Creswell, 2014). In addition, thick, rich descriptions can help support the 
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transferability of the study findings because they help readers identify similarities with 

other contexts where the findings can be used (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

Human Participants and Ethics Precautions 

 My research focus was to understand managers’ experiences for enacting 

interactional justice during times of organizational change. Given the frequency of 

change, it is important we understand it in new and different ways so that we can foster 

fair and just workplaces, where employees do not feel like they have been smeared with 

manure and left to stew in it. It is also important that research participants do not get 

smeared in manure. This can be achieved by ensuring the research study causes minimal 

harm to participants. I accomplished this by partnering with the George Washington 

University Office of Human Research Institutional Review Board (IRB) in following the 

guidelines and procedures of the IRB and submit the proposal and the plan to the IRB for 

approval before beginning the study. 

 The first part of the plan was to ensure the confidentiality of my research 

participants. I used pseudonyms for the participants and collected limited demographic 

information. I created a safe place for participants to speak freely about their experiences. 

I used pseudonyms during the interviews and when discussing and writing the study 

findings. I also protect data confidentiality by storing transcripts and data in Atlas.ti. The 

transcripts were saved to a password-protected hard drive. Lastly, all participants were 

given consent forms that explained how confidentiality would be maintained and stressed 

the voluntary nature of their participation. 
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Conclusion 

 The purpose of the research study was to address the research question, “What are 

corporate managers’ experiences enacting OJ during times of planned change?” I used OJ 

theory and research to explore how justice influences workplace behaviors for the 

purpose of demonstrating the importance of studying justice more deeply. Then, I 

presented ways to operationalize justice enactment behaviors by introducing Scott et al.’s 

(2009) work on justice rules. I relied heavily on Graso et al.’s (2020) literature review, 

where I discussed key research findings about the factors that influence managers’ justice 

enactment behaviors. 

 Justice scholars have made it clear that thoughts about fairness permeate the 

workplace. Often missed when absent, OJ is the adherence to rules and procedures set 

forth by an organization. The OJ process has been clearly delineated. Managers enact OJ. 

Employees experience it and make evaluations of whether they have been treated justly 

or unjustly (Folger & Glerum, 2015; Lind & Tyler, 1988; Proudfoot & Lind, 2015). It is 

these evaluations that influence employees’ attitudes and behaviors in the workplace, 

especially during times of significant organizational changes like during mergers and 

acquisitions. For this reason, practitioners will find it useful to understand the OJ process 

more fully in the workplace. Yet, most of the OJ research has focused on the employees 

and their experiences rather than the initiator of the justice process, the manager. For this 

reason, scholars have an opportunity to study and better understand managers’ enactment 

behaviors and what influences them.  

I have also reflected on the OJ literature and research and identified two ironies. 

The first is that the procedural justice and interactional justice literature focuses on the 
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importance of giving people a voice, yet most of the OJ research is quantitative and 

voices are heard only indirectly through surveys and laboratory experiments. The second 

irony is the common perception that we as researchers and practitioners and humans care 

about OJ because it is the right thing to do, and it can increase justice in the workplace. 

However, OJ theories and research suggest we might also care about it for instrumental 

and relational reasons. 

My goal in this research was to better understand the unique experiences of 

managers who are not only justice recipients, but also justice actors. I more deeply 

understand the factors that influence their enactment behaviors and garner insights that 

promote the significance of adhering to justice rules in the workplace.  
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CHAPTER 4: 

FINDINGS 

Managers are an important group to study because they are often directly 

responsible for influencing employees’ justice experiences (Rupp & Cropanzano, 2002). 

Although managers have been identified as key influencers of workplace justice, 

knowledge of their perspectives about their own justice experiences is limited (Brockner 

et al., 2015; Graso et al., 2020). Managers’ justice experiences include their observations 

and participation in events, as well as their thoughts and emotions about what they 

experienced as those who both enact organizational justice (OJ) and observe or 

experience justice in the workplace.  

This research study addressed two primary questions: How do managers 

experience enacting OJ during planned organizational change? What are the factors that 

influence their enactment experiences? I conducted a basic qualitative study using semi-

structured interviews to address these questions, as outlined in Chapter 3. Each interview 

was conducted via Zoom and lasted about 60 minutes.  

This chapter offers the findings that address the research questions. It provides a 

profile for each participant that describes how they defined, described, or explained 

fairness in the workplace, as well as their experience enacting OJ during a planned 

organizational change. Because of the sensitivity surrounding participants discussing 

their workplace experiences, the only demographic information provided in the profile is 

their education and a brief overview of their work history and experience.  
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Participant Profiles 

Katherine 

Katherine has predominantly worked in large pharmaceutical organizations. She 

has a doctorate degree in pharmacy and an MBA. Katherine has several years of informal 

experience managing employees on project teams, as well as several years of formal 

management experience with direct reports from across the United States.  

The change Katherine led was a company restructuring that resulted in a reduction 

in jobs, and some employees, including Katherine, lost their jobs. Although impacted 

employees could apply for internal job postings, there were still more people than 

available jobs. Katherine first experienced the plight of having her own position 

eliminated and, at the same time, learned her team would also lose their positions. This 

was especially difficult because Katherine needed to keep this information a secret for 3 

months until the organization was ready to communicate the layoff news. Katherine 

described the experience of keeping her search for a role within the company a secret 

from employees: 

It was a challenge because I knew as a leader, I was told multiple months before 

the team could find out. And so I knew and actually had to apply for my own role 

during a conference. So I’m seeing my team, they’re like, “Hey, you want to go to 

lunch?” I can’t go to lunch because I got to go prep for interviews for my own 

job. 

Not only was Katherine coping with her own job loss and needing to interview for 

new roles, she was also thinking about her team who would eventually lose their jobs; 

there was nothing she could do about it. Katherine kept the secret for 3 months, though it 

was difficult. She described the experience:  
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And not being able to say anything or get ... because this is how companies ... 

Leadership finds out, you work out the details and then the next step and the next 

step in the process. But it was confidential. We could not share. And so it was a 

challenge because I could see some people that I’m like, “Okay, you’re at this 

meeting. You could really leverage this meeting to do some networking and 

maybe more networking than you might normally do because you’re not looking 

for a job.” 

Katherine experienced the tension between wanting to be transparent with 

employees but needing to protect the company by keeping the impending changes a 

secret. She described it as “challenging because you want to be transparent and honest 

with your team, but then you also have an obligation to the organization.” Katherine 

clarified that she was not being deceptive by keeping the secret. “Not that it’s deceptive, 

but you want to be transparent as a leader, but depending upon the repercussions, 

sometimes you can’t. And that’s hard.” She further explained the repercussions if she had 

told the employees before the company was ready: 

And when information gets out that can impact stock price, that can impact 

investments, it can trigger messages to Wall Street. So you really have to be very 

careful in trying to look out for your people, but not put the organization in 

jeopardy. And so that was a new situation for me. I had been in leadership roles 

before, but not where I had to navigate that situation. 

But it is just business. If you sign up to be in the leadership seat, things are not 

always going to be comfortable. You can be transparent, but when the 

transparency has repercussions beyond you, then you have to be discreet. And I 

think that was the hardest part for me because I’m a transparent person.  

 Katherine described feeling emotional and drained from the experience. She said, 

“Your stomach drops. You get that nauseous, uncertainty feeling.” To cope with the 

challenges she faced, Katherine practiced self-care by talking to her sister and relying on 

her faith. 

It was emotional. I found myself talking to my sister because she’s not in the 

industry, not in the organization, but she’s in corporate, so she understands a little 
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bit more. But it was hard. I had a few tears just because you’re listening to people 

and people have lives. They’ve got kids that they’re putting through school, 

they’ve got vacations that they’re taking, they got house projects. And my team 

found out in December. I knew in October. 

 Katherine was not involved in the position elimination decisions. Her role 

was to execute and lead the employees through the change. Although she was not 

involved in the decisions, Katherine had her own theory about why her team may 

have been impacted more than other teams. She said: 

But I also noticed too, my team was a very seasoned team, and so with higher 

salaries and more tenure. And so by shrinking our team versus a younger team in 

the organization, they’re going to save more money because they’re not going to 

have to pay. My team probably had more stock vested, going to be vested and 

things like that. So it’s a strategic move too. 

Katherine understood her company’s perspective and the potential reasons for the 

elimination of her team. Her commitment to keeping the secret demonstrated her loyalty 

to the company. Katherine also demonstrated a commitment to being fair to the 

employees, which she described as helping employees look for new jobs. Katherine 

helped employees get started with building career plans and networking before they even 

knew their positions were being eliminated. She described “meeting with them to 

understand their career goals, encouraging them to network and helping them make 

connections, and continuously checking in on them to see how she could support them.” 

Supporting employees in this way also helped Katherine. She said it made her feel good 

to help others: “Being able to help and support makes you feel better.”  

Katherine’s behaviors of supporting employees were connected to how she 

defined fairness and her previous experiences with workplace unfairness. She said that 

fairness exists when all employees have equal opportunity for career development and 
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promotions. Katherine believed top performers should be rewarded for their inputs by 

being given “top priority for growth opportunities.” Katherine described fairness by also 

describing the unfairness she experienced in her career. Her general description of 

unfairness centered on career decisions being made based on employees’ relationships 

and connections to key decision-makers. Katherine indicated that unfairness was shown 

when employees who had strong connections with career decision-makers were given 

growth opportunities, leaving top performers without the same connections “toiling” 

away with limited career growth. As Katherine described:  

So I would say my experience has been that it’s not necessarily your performance 

that will determine whether you are promoted, given a project, or given extra 

awards or anything like that. Often it’s who you’re connected to and who your 

network is. And I’ve noticed that people hire select people for projects maybe that 

aren’t necessarily the best, but the people that they want to work with. They’re 

either comfortable, they have some history with them, they have some 

background with them, someone recommended them. When you’re going beyond 

that entry-level role, leaders tend to go with what’s comfortable versus what’s 

fair. 

Summary 

 Katherine believed fairness exists when all employees have equal opportunities 

for career development and promotions. She believed top performers should be rewarded 

for their contributions by being given “top priority for growth opportunities.” Katherine’s 

definition of fairness and her previous experiences with unfairness were connected to 

how she supported employees during the restructuring when she could not tell them they 

would lose their jobs. She developed ways that she could carefully help employees start 

their job searches, without disclosing to them that they would soon lose their jobs. 

Katherine maintained the secret of the restructuring, while at the same time helping 

employees by engaging them in career development discussions and finding natural 
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opportunities to encourage them to network. This experience was stressful, so Katherine 

actively sought ways to take care of herself, such as talking to a family member and 

recognizing that helping others also made her feel better. 

Bill 

Bill is a human resources (HR) executive with a bachelor’s degree in finance and 

a master’s degree in finance and human resources. He has worked in a variety of 

corporations for more than 20 years as both an individual contributor and a manager. He 

has managed as many as 24 direct reports.  

Bill believed fairness exists when employees are paid equitably, experience 

transparency in decision-making, and feel they are being treated fairly. He described 

fairness this way: 

I think it’s equity in terms of not just pay, but also treatment—whether that be 

shift assignments, work assignments, visibility, all of those things. Trying to 

ensure that people are treated fairly when considered for any of those items. But 

also taking into account the associate’s desire to be visible or not to be visible, but 

helping them understand the limitations they may face if they choose one versus 

the other. 

So I think in a fairness situation where it’s most prevalent, you’re not only feeling 

that you’re being treated fairly, but you see others are being treated fairly as well. 

So I think that is something to keep in mind, in that you do want to have the 

process be visible to others to understand the transparency that exists and to show 

them the objectivity that is being inserted into the process based on either 

documented performance, but also documented experiences that people have and 

desired roles that they, they’re looking to take on in the future. 

Bill described a company restructuring that resulted in jobs being eliminated. His 

role was to partner with managers to communicate the bad news to employees and help 

them understand their severance package benefits. He was not involved in the decision-

making discussions. Bill expressed feeling limited by not having much information about 
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how the decisions were made. He said, “So I was not involved in the upfront, like I 

would’ve liked to have been, but I was kind of part of the dissemination of the decisions.” 

He added, “It’s limiting, and speaking of fairness, you weren’t really able to talk to the 

fairness because you weren’t involved in it.” 

Bill stated that the lack of transparency in the culture may contribute to 

employees’ perceptions about the decisions being unfair.  

The company itself where I’m working is not terribly transparent. They do a lot of 

decision-making behind the scenes. So I think that leads to some of this 

competitive trying to figure out who to please and who to influence as it relates to 

a downsizing type of environment, who is going to be making the decisions and 

who’s going to be on your side and how influential that it may be. 

Bill described the experience of communicating the bad news without being 

involved in the decision-making process as challenging and different from what he had 

experienced in the past. 

This one, it was a lot of trust and I don’t think the organization necessarily earned 

the trust to move forward with the decisions because I don’t know that there was a 

lot of insightful discussions that occurred to really deeply understand other than 

what have you done for me lately, what really somebody can contribute or has 

contributed in the past. So I think it was challenging to be sharing the decisions 

without, again, being able to provide insight. I was able to guide them; if they did 

have some concerns with it, I could guide them and actually had one of the 

decision-makers on the phone typically when I was executing the decision. But 

the people impacted were not overly verbal or I don’t know that they felt safe to 

really challenge the decision in that environment because it was very clear the 

decision had already been reached. 

Bill noted that if he had been more involved in the decision-making this time, “I 

would’ve been more engaged in the conversation, really working to understand what they 

were feeling and addressing those emotions instead of having it a little bit more very 

objective and robotic.”  
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Bill described feeling disempowered and having empathy for both the managers 

and employees: 

Probably disempowered. I found myself feeling some empathy for both sides…. 

The decision-makers, I think they felt a little bit tongue tied or they weren’t able 

to perhaps as freely share as they would like based on what their instructions had 

been from the company. I do feel also that the candidates or the associate that was 

impacted was also cut off at the knees because they couldn’t gain any insight. So 

they could ask, but they would be told that the decision’s been made, the 

decision’s final, and they didn’t have a lot of ability to talk and gain some insight 

into it. So it’s almost like there should have been prediscussion that occurred, and 

I think those would’ve been much more motivating, but also would’ve shed some 

light on what the process was going to be and therefore they would perhaps have 

felt that they were a part of the process instead of an outcome of the process. 

When asked about his relationship with employees after the change, Bill said, “It 

was hard. They were clearly quite upset and as HR couldn’t you see that this was 

happening? And I honestly did not see it happening because I wasn’t involved in some of 

that.” 

Bill frequently compared his current experience with similar past experiences 

when he was more involved in the decision-making: 

I think in a situation like this that did not occur in the last 2 years, but where I was 

more involved in both the decision-making process as well as this discussion, I 

was much more able to create a compassionate environment. I could understand 

much more about why they were selected and why the people that are being 

retained were, and so without giving names or anything, I could help them see 

some of the differences and they could more productively, I think, move forward  

To make the situation fairer he said he added whatever information he could: 

Yeah, the company provided some speaking points, but then I would go in and 

make them more specific or ... I guess, yeah, more specific or customized to the 

specific situation and also to the individual if I knew much about the individual.  

Reflecting on his previous experience enacting fairness, Bill described the 

actions he took:  



75 

Really looking at people’s interests coupled with their skill sets. And really an 

effort was made to, one, understand people’s skill sets beyond the exposure that 

people had had, the recency effect, but also to look at what their interests were 

going forward. 

In response to seeing opportunities for making the process more engaging and 

transparent in the future, Bill organized and facilitated what he called a postmortem 

discussion with other leaders. He said,  

I actually did take the opportunity after this, just I requested a kind of postmortem 

and talked with them a little bit about how things could be not only engaging 

myself differently but engaging the associates differently in the process. 

In addition to organizing a postmortem discussion, Bill supported employees by 

investing additional time to make sure they understood the severance package 

information and making sure employees had a comfortable place to get their questions 

answered. He described his behaviors: 

I think it was really ensuring that they had the information that they needed. So I 

set up a number of office hours just so they could either contact me anonymously 

or they could set up some time with others. So I was available at different times of 

the day, different days of the week for all the questions that they had. And I did 

help them understand that anything was available to them in terms of any 

questions that they had, I would find the answer. So really making sure that they 

felt that they weren’t alone in terms of getting some answers for next steps for 

them, … making sure that they had an objective source for information, that they 

didn’t have to always go to someone that they were not happy with because that 

person made the decision. 

When asked about his motivation for proactively making himself available with 

employees in this way, Bill responded:  

I value very much is fairness and I want others to feel or to be treated fairly. So I 

think that really helping them see that this is just a chapter in their life and that the 

book is not over, but they will have another chapter to start. So I’m an optimistic 

person, but also very much a fair person and wanting to make sure that because of 

their level or who they know, they’re not going to get better or worse treatment, 
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but I want to … make my services and my time available to anyone that chooses 

to use it.  

Summary 

Bill believed fairness exists when employees are paid equitably, experience 

transparency in decision-making, and feel they are being treated fairly. The way Bill 

defined fairness and his previous experience communicating bad news to employees 

influenced his experiences and the justice actions he took. In his previous experience, Bill 

was more involved in the decision-making process and was able to provide more 

information to employees about how and why decisions were made. In the recent 

example Bill shared, he did not have as much information and could only provide 

employees with limited explanations for the decisions. To compensate for the lack of 

information, Bill set up office hours to create a safe space for employees to voice 

concerns and ask questions. He also sought to change the process for the future by 

bringing key stakeholders together to explore alternative ways to be more robust in the 

decision-making process.  

Amber 

Amber is a business professional with over 50 years of management experience in 

multiple industries. She has a bachelor of science degree and was trained to become a 

secondary science teacher. Amber taught biology and physics for 3 years before moving 

into business and eventually became an executive coach working with senior leaders 

across a variety of industries. She described her most meaningful career experience as 

starting a department that did not exist in a financial services organization. Amber 

defined fairness as “people being compensated fairly, that they’re being assessed fairly, 
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that they’re being hired on fairly, that you’re overlooking anything that could create bias 

in those three areas—fairly compensated, and the removal of bias.” She provided an 

example of the removal of bias: 

I have a client right now that is a PR agency and she couldn’t understand why her 

staff wasn’t more diverse. And it turned out that we looked at the job descriptions 

and she was asking for recent graduates who had at least two summer internships. 

And we recognized that there are a lot of students that have a lot of talent but they 

can’t do summer internships because they have to work during the summer in a 

paid role in order to be able to go back to school in the fall. And so we eliminated 

that requirement and the result was that the candidate pool changed drastically. 

The change Amber discussed took place in a company that she described as 

follows: 

Well, they are very energetic. They have good work ethics. They work in unison 

as a team like I’ve never seen an organization do before. And I have a long career, 

so seeing that kind of collaborative unification was quite amazing. It’s also 

probably one of the most diverse populations in a business that I have ever seen. I 

mean, there’s representation of maybe 17 or 18 different layers of ethnicity and 

gender. And the owner really cares about that. She really feels it’s important. 

Plus, they have an environment of free ideas. Every idea is at least examined and 

many of them are embraced, which is taking the company in amazing directions 

that they’re capable of doing because they work so closely together. 

The organizational change that Amber led involved moving employees to 

positions that were more aligned with their capabilities. She described the organization as 

being at a tipping point in its growth. Prior to the change, employees did “some of 

everything and not everyone was competent to do everything.” The purpose of the 

restructure was to create areas of specialization. Amber’s role was to coach leaders in 

redesigning the organization, creating new jobs, determining the appropriate 

compensation, and moving employees into their new roles. She described why some 

employees perceived the restructuring was not fair: 
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Several people in the re structure were in the situations that were more 

opportunistic than the others, that they had a clearer path for growth, they had 

opportunities for additional compensation, like commissions, they had 

opportunities for additional benefits, like traveling on behalf of the organization. 

And the result was that a lot of the staff felt that the way things were thus set up, 

their opportunities were cut off or that people were getting advantages that they 

did not have. So it really was a very difficult situation until we were able to look 

back at it. 

Amber noticed inequities and warned senior managers: 

So I was actually warning the senior leaders that they could not just allow the 

imbalances to catch up over time, that they had to be thought through at the time 

of the change, that it could come back to bite them. And it did. I mean, they really 

felt, “Oh, don’t worry. So-and-so will catch up to so-and-so, or they’ll 

understand.” Because we can’t demote somebody, but we’re devaluing the role by 

giving it to somebody else for less money. Or they took too much into 

consideration for the longevity of each employee. “Oh no, she’s been here for 3 

years, so we have to do this.” No, you don’t. You have to be competent enough to 

do it, and your tenure doesn’t necessarily have anything to do with it. So I was 

very vocal about it. But in the end, the senior leaders felt that they were putting 

forth an organization that would work on a day-to-day basis. 

Amber said she spoke up about the inequity because of her beliefs in what it 

means to be a leader. She said, 

So I promised myself years ago that to be a really effective leader, I have to be 

honest. I mean, you may have read the book, The Balance Between Backbone and 

Heart, and you have to have heart because these are human beings. But when the 

time comes, if you’re not honest and have the backbone to be honest, you’re not 

really serving an organization well. And I equate leadership with direct honesty 

and have to strengthen my backbone and deliver it, whether it’s popular or not. 

Um, and you have to be a little bit forgiving. You can’t then turn around and say, 

“I told you so.” It is comforting in knowing that you point something out. 

Whether or not people embrace it and use it is up to them. But I would feel bad if 

I saw something and did not speak out because it doesn’t talk to me as the kind of 

leader that I want to be. 

In addition to speaking up to senior leaders, Amber found ways to support 

employees. She became the employees’ confidant by creating a safe space for them to 

share their emotions about the change. Amber also was the employees’ advocate and 
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shared their concerns with senior leaders without disclosing who said what. Amber 

described the following:  

I was sort of the confidential dead end where somebody could come to me and 

work something out and to take back into the organization and have the 

confidence in knowing that I was completely confidential, that if something got 

back into the organization, it wasn’t me, it was them, they brought it back in. And 

not everybody felt comfortable enough to come to me in situations where they 

wanted to talk something through, or even complain or be upset about something. 

And I maintained that very strict confidentiality explicitly.  

Amber’s role as confidant allowed her to better understand the impact the 

change had on employees and recognize that some employees were experiencing 

inequities. Amber took actions to ensure employees felt safe in voicing their 

concerns: 

I let a number of the employees know that there were themes that I was hearing, 

that I wasn’t going to give attribution to any one person, but I was going to 

deliver the themes back to senior management. I could not promise that it would 

make any change, but I would create awareness about the things they felt that 

weren’t working. 

Without breaking confidentiality, Amber was able to take the information 

employees shared to advocate upwards to senior leaders for a fair, documented 

process.  

So because I worked really well with the most senior leadership, I made it very 

clear that they had to have specific implementation guidelines and that I would 

abide by those guidelines whether I believed in them or not, because they knew 

what the goal was. They knew the process that they wanted to go through, in that 

ultimately I would take the responsibility of abiding by that and implementing it 

in that exact way. 

Amber described the experience of taking responsibility for doing what 

senior leaders wanted:  
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So I had to remove my cautious ambivalence from it and carry it out because this 

is what senior leadership wanted. I never stopped believing in the inequity of it, 

but I understood that in order for the organization to function, these processes had 

to be implemented. So I abided by that. 

Amber used a metaphor of “screaming on the wall” to explain how visible the 

leaders’ decisions were to employees.  

I’m very big on letting senior leaders and owners especially know that they’re not 

working in isolation, that their employees can see what they’re doing. They live 

there, they know what’s going on, and they’re waiting for you to do something 

because it is your responsibility that they’re not blind to what’s going on. If you 

see it, they see it too. And I really get behind that and ensure that senior leaders 

know that their people know what’s happening, that they really can feel it. They 

call it writing on the wall, but it’s more than writing. It’s screaming. 

Summary 

 Amber defined fairness as employees being fairly compensated, fairly assessed, 

and the removal of any potential bias. She enacted fairness by proactively articulating 

potential inequities in the process being used to place employees in new roles. Amber 

created a safe space for employees to voice their concerns. She then shared with senior 

leaders the employees’ concerns without saying who said what, encouraged senior 

leaders to address the problems, and explained the repercussions of not addressing 

employees’ concerns. Ultimately, the company decided not to follow Amber’s advice. 

Amber was able to accept their decision not to follow her advice because of her personal 

philosophy that once she spoke up, it was her job to do what the company wanted her to 

do.  

Turtle 

Turtle has over 20 years of corporate experience and has always had people 

management responsibilities. She has a bachelor’s and master’s degree in biology. When 
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asked what fairness in the workplace means, Turtle said “equality.” Turtle described 

equality as being “some level of homogeneity across how employees are treated.” It 

means “doing the right thing because it is the right thing to do even when no one’s 

watching.”  

When asked about a recent experience when she had to lead employees through a 

planned change that had negative consequences for employees, Turtle described an 

organizational restructuring due to a merger and acquisition (M&A). The company she 

worked for acquired another company shortly after Turtle joined the organization. 

Turtle’s role was to help redesign the current organizational structure and roles, to assist 

in onboarding the newly acquired employees, and to support existing employees through 

the business process changes.  

Turtle described her company as having two cultures. On the surface the culture 

seemed good because employees were happy, staying with the organization for 15 or 30 

years. The company described the change as a merger, and Turtle had the impression 

there would be fairness and equity issues in bringing the two teams together. She 

described an underlying culture that included a lack of transparency. Turtle recalled a 

conversation with her manager: 

I remember, um, saying to her … just talking and hearing … amongst the team 

and kind of seeing what was going on. I said, this appears to be a merger, and, and 

you know, a massive acquisition. And she just, I remember her just kind of 

looking at me and, like, wow, you’re pretty perceptive, you know? Mm-hmm, um, 

wow. Because she never said that…. Maybe deep down she probably thought the 

same thing, but I think she was just really pleasantly shocked or surprised I would 

say that, you know. I said that and I, you know, was aware that that, that that was 

what was going on. 

Turtle continued to describe the lack of transparency in the organization. This was 

evident in the language used to describe the change. The company referred to the change 
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as a merger between the two different companies. Based on the information Turtle 

discovered, the change was closer to an acquisition, and one group of employees was 

favored over the other group. Some positions were eliminated. Long-term employees 

who had been loyal to the acquiring company were replaced with employees from the 

other company, or if they left, their positions were downgraded when they departed. 

Turtle described the changes as being unfair and felt employees were disrespected: 

To start with, you know, the company wasn’t fair in describing exactly what was 

going on…. I’m not sure why they just didn’t say it was a merger and … there 

could be business reasons, branding, all, all kinds of different reasons. But, you 

know, I didn’t think that was fair because then at the end of the day, you know, 

when I saw team members who felt jaded, you know, [be]cause they had been 

there for a while, a long time, and you know, here, here they were undergoing 

another change, um, and it was impacting them directly, their positions, and I 

think they felt undercut and their loyalty was disrespected.  

 Turtle described the change as being traumatic because the team was “completely 

dismantled” over a 2-year period. She and her direct reports were the only original 

employees who remained. Her manager, peers, and employees left the company. 

Positions were downgraded and then she was the only original team manager who 

remained with the company. When asked how she felt about this, Turtle stated she did 

not think a lot about it. Fortunately, she had a preestablished relationship with one of the 

newly acquired employees. This relationship was a source of support for Turtle during 

what she described as a traumatic experience. She said: 

He actually came in as part of the, um, the acquisition. Okay. And, um, so we 

were reunited, but, and so he has always been like an ally and an advocate and a 

friend…. It was a reunion of sorts…. I could trust having a conversation with him. 

And so as I described it was describing it to him. Mm-hmm. Um, that’s when I 

really, probably the first time I could ultimately and honestly talk to someone, 

didn’t say how I truly felt. And I was like, wow, you know, our team was 

dismantled. I think that was the first time I really shared and out loud. 
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In addition to relying on a colleague for support, Turtle described herself as 

coping by being a resilient, positive person who had similar experiences in the past:  

I just pressed through, you know, I pushed through, uh, pretty resilient. That 

wasn’t my first rodeo…. I’m not a complainer. I’m a glass-half-full kind of 

person, so you know what’s going on, and it doesn’t have to completely and 

utterly affect everything that you do…. That’s just kind how I manage through 

adversity. 

Although Turtle was experiencing the changes herself, she focused on supporting 

employees. In describing her experience leading her direct reports through the changes, 

Turtle described her role in two parts. The first part involved helping employees learn the 

process changes associated with their job. The second part was helping her team manage 

the stress from all the changes. Turtle pointed out being aware of how employees will 

experience stress if their managers are stressed. She was therefore mindful in her 

interactions with them by balancing being truthful with positivity, and being realistic with 

not being pessimistic. 

I think I always try to be realistic without being pessimistic, … letting them know, 

you know, with the honesty, you know, there are no guarantees. We know this 

across the board, um, where I could share information with them, mm-hmm, and 

talk it through to, to, and be a good listener…. As a manager, we are a good 

listener and you have a good understanding of who, who they, who, you know, 

who your colleagues or reports or you know, who you’re working with, who they 

are, and you know, what, what their strengths or what their areas are, um, they 

wish to strengthen. When you know those things about them, because you’ve built 

a relationship, it’s easier to walk with them through this…. We’re walking 

through it together and always made sure to include myself because I too was 

going through it, you know? Maybe … not at their same level, mm-hmm, but I 

too was going through that with them, and I was always open to hear, um, and 

listened to how they felt and not discounted in any way or diminished, mm-hmm, 

um, the impact that it was having on them. 
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Summary 

Turtle defined fairness in the workplace as there being “some level of 

homogeneity across how employees are treated.” She also viewed fairness as a practice of 

“doing the right thing because it is the right thing to do even when no one’s watching.” 

Turtle’s role was to lead employees through an organizational change that affected roles 

and practices. She was a new employee and saw that while the change was described by 

the company as a merger, it felt more like an acquisition. Being new to the company, 

Turtle had to figure things out on her own. The experience was difficult because Turtle 

felt the entire department was dismantled. To cope with the challenges associated with 

the change, Turtle sought comfort in talking with a trusted colleague. She supported 

employees by intentionally demonstrating positivity amid the dismantling. Turtle also 

supported employees by listening to their concerns and sharing information to reduce the 

ambiguity.  

Indigo 

Indigo is an HR executive with two bachelor’s degrees, a master’s degree, and a 

doctorate degree. She has led teams with as many as 25 employees. Indigo defined 

fairness as equity, where everyone gets the same opportunity. She said: 

I think it’s really sort of considering the interest and, I don’t have a different 

word, and what would be fair for all parties. Fairness usually sort of says, is 

everybody getting the same opportunity or is everybody getting the same sort of 

outcomes, right? And I think opportunities is probably the right word, not 

necessarily outcomes. And so that is sometimes hard to do. And of course, as I 

mentioned, we’re always thinking about equity. Everybody doesn’t need the same 

thing to get the same outcomes. That’s a different push on it. But generally 

speaking, if you’re offering to one group gym memberships, you want to be able 

to offer that to the other group. 
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Considering group differences, Indigo further elaborated:  

The way that might show up is if you’re doing it in America, are you doing it in 

Europe? What’s the fair extension of the same kind of benefit in that community? 

That might be a way to describe it. 

Indigo’s most significant fairness experience was applying for a job that she knew 

she would not get because the department head’s “protégé” was being considered for the 

role. Indigo applied knowing the protégé would get the position but decided to do so to 

demonstrate she was interested in career advancement. Indigo described this experience: 

There was a woman who was going to get the role, and I was used as proxy 

employee to make it look like a fair process. But I knew that I was being used, 

and so that was just unfortunate and not great. 

The woman that was being considered was a protégé, being she was sponsored by 

the head of HR. I knew that she was going to get the job, but I couldn’t not put 

my name in because then it would look like I didn’t want advancement. 

Indigo described this experience as being between “a rock and a hard place.”  

It was stressful, disappointing, vulnerable. I hated it. I hated the pretenses that it 

was a fair process. And it’s like, okay, well just go in and just show up. And it’s 

like, really? You’re in a very difficult spot and I felt that difficulty. 

When asked what could have been done to make the experience fairer, Indigo 

indicated: 

I mean, sponsorship is a real thing. I think understanding that and thinking about 

what that looked like, I’m not sure you could have changed that. I think what we 

could have changed is my preparation, how I showed up. I could have made it 

more challenging to make the choice they were going to make. That’s the only 

thing that I could have done. And it still wouldn’t have stopped it. They were 

going to make that choice. 

The change Indigo described was a reduction in force, a downsizing that would 

impact her team of eight employees within a large corporation. Indigo described the 

corporate culture as being a place where there were a lot of well-educated, passionate, 
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driven people. She reported to the head of her function, and they had a good relationship 

that included socializing outside of work. Indigo also described having a good 

relationship with her team of eight direct reports before, during, and after the change. She 

described herself as being available, authentic, approachable, and connected:  

I think we had a very good relationship, and I think there was an intention to 

really be focused on how do we... My focus always is, how do I help you advance 

your career. I think people appreciate that intense focus and connection. 

Initially, the change required Indigo to lay off one person on her team for 

financial reasons. Indigo worked with one of the managers on her team to assess the 

employees. They created objective criteria and chose one person. Indigo delivered the 

message and offered the individual support in looking for a new role outside the 

company.  

We are all humans who are working, trying to care for our families or doing 

whatever it is that we’re doing. And so that’s baseline for me is to be able to say, 

what can I do to help and support you? I guess the way I look at the management 

relationship, it’s a relationship. And so it doesn’t end when we no longer work 

together. And therefore my care and extension of support doesn’t end at that 

juncture either. I’ll extend it, for sure. 

Even though just one person lost their role initially, the other team members were 

concerned about their futures. Indigo described how she supported the team by not taking 

a “Pollyanna” approach, which meant balancing being hopeful with understanding the 

reality that people may worry, as well as people’s efforts to manifest outcomes:  

I think I think I’m just trying, without being Pollyanna, but being hopeful and 

being supportive of a lens of hope because I know you can worry about something 

that hasn’t happened, and/or you can manifest, you can create what you would 

like to happen, what you focus on, your choice, but it matters in terms of the 

outcome. 
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During the change of eliminating her team member’s role, Indigo described being 

blindsided by a last-minute decision that was made by other leaders to eliminate a second 

employee’s position while Indigo was on vacation. She said, “And I know I’m out, they 

know I’m out. And so now I’m not being even considered in the decision-making. They 

changed it and that was significant.” 

Upon being blindsided, Indigo described feeling “angry, profound 

disappointment. And just the profound disappointment from the perspective that these are 

people that I believed to be in relationship with.” She said: 

And I know I was on vacation, but y’all could call me, y’all could text me, y’all 

could send me an email to say, Indigo, there’s been a change. There just was so 

many opportunities to, if you weren’t going to include me, to at least inform me. 

It was just cowardly. And I think the intention was to inform me late so that there 

couldn’t be any influence to change it. 

This was a challenging situation also because Indigo had previously hinted to the 

second employee that she was safe. Indigo described feeling devastated. “It was 

devastating primarily because I would never have indicated that they were safe if they 

were not. Somebody made a change where they didn’t include me in that calculus.” 

When asked how she prepared to have the discussion with the employee, Indigo said: 

You know that the best way through it is to be really direct, straightforward, clear, 

honest. You have to go in really direct. This lady reported to somebody who was 

on my team. And I did that communication, I didn’t let her do that 

communication. She was on the phone with me and I owned it to say, I thought 

this we indicated this. I’ve just learned it’s not that way and this was my bad. 

Summary 

Indigo defined fairness as equity, where everyone gets the same opportunity. She 

enacted fairness by partnering with a member of her team to create objective criteria that 

were used to make the decision of who to lay off. After the layoff took place, Indigo had 
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a surprising experience where her manager and colleagues made a decision that a second 

person would be laid off without Indigo’s knowledge or input. This was difficult because 

Indigo had strongly suggested to the employee that she was safe from being laid off. 

Despite not being consulted or involved in a decision that impacted an employee on her 

team, Indigo wanted to be the one to communicate the bad news rather than delegating it 

to a manager on her team. She then offered the employee support in finding another 

opportunity. 

Carolyn 

Carolyn started off her career as a high school teacher. She transitioned to 

corporate America in 2015 where she worked for 5 years in an entry-level HR role before 

getting promoted to a manager role. She is currently vice president of HR, where she 

leads a team of five professionals. 

 Carolyn defined fairness as “impartial treatment or treatment of employees that’s 

not based on favoritism or preference or popularity.” She recalled her most memorable 

fairness experience as being when she worked hard to prove she deserved a promotion 

and her manager kept giving her opportunities to prove herself. Carolyn said: 

And I felt that it was fair. Because I worked very hard for it, that I got the chance 

to prove that I could do her job. And she was giving me opportunities to do that. 

She was my sponsor. She really helped me grow, even though technically I was 

not as qualified because I didn’t have as much experience in the business training 

and development space. I had an education degree. I had, what was I going to 

train on? She really sponsored me and gave me that chance. And I think the 

reason it was fair, again, if we’re thinking about this as impartial treatment, not 

based on favoritism, is because I kept asking and kept proving to her that I could 

do this.  
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Carolyn worked for a midsize organization in a male-dominated industry. She 

described the culture as being siloed between office and field employees: 

There’s always that tension of our crews in the field and the people in the office, 

and one doesn’t understand the other. And there’s just inherently a feeling of you 

don’t get me or you don’t get what I do. That’s part of the challenge. 

Change is slow, and that is a descriptor of the culture of the organization. That 

being said, on the flip side, the culture, our core value, our top core value is we 

care. And I do think that people really do care. And a lot of our programs and 

initiatives are designed to support that. We have some of the best benefits I’ve 

ever heard of or seen or talked with friends, family; we have great benefits. 

There’s a lot of things going for the organization, but there’s that tension too. 

The first change Carolyn had was leading the establishment of the company’s 

women’s employee resource group. One of the first tasks was for the group to identify a 

leader. A woman and a man each expressed interest in becoming the leader of the group. 

In an email to both employees, Carolyn suggested the man should allow the woman to be 

the leader of the group since it was a women’s employee resource group. Carolyn said: 

And the gentleman was extremely offended by my response. I think that was the 

first time I’ve ever experienced a personal, I don’t even want to say attack. He 

doesn’t have that much power over me to make me really feel attacked. I just feel 

bad that it went that way where he was emailing me basically saying that I was 

being discriminatory and it was inappropriate. My answer to him was an 

inappropriate response. And I was very caught off guard by that and felt terrible, 

felt really bad that I made him or contributed to him feeling that way. He felt it 

was unfair, and that was words that he used, “This was unfair.” 

The man believed it was unfair for Carolyn to make such a suggestion. He 

believed a more democratic approach would have been for employees to vote on who 

should be the leader. Carolyn attempted to explain her reasoning. She said: 

“I’m not making the decision. I’m just suggesting this because there’s two of you. 

And since it is women in construction service and in construction and women 

make up, I mean, a total of 1% of the entire industry, this is a great opportunity to 

just support your female coworker and give her a chance to lead where she may 

not have that chance otherwise.” That was my rationale. That’s what I tried to 
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explain to him. But his frustration was that I did not ... He felt I was being 

discriminatory and should give both him and her the equal opportunity to be voted 

on by their group without my opinion being shared. 

Carolyn described feeling bad about his reaction: 

I did feel bad. I felt badly. I felt like I had wronged him. It’s a weird inflicted 

feeling. Because on one hand I think I stand by the fact that in construction this is 

the reality that women face, and this is an opportunity to let women lead and give 

them a chance to practice those skills. On one hand, I was frustrated with him 

because I was like, “Why wouldn’t you want to support [name] in this way? Why 

wouldn’t you want her to have this chance? You’re already a director.” That was 

the other thing. He’s a director. “You already lead a team. She doesn’t, let her 

have this chance.” But then I was conflicted because I’m like, “Oh my gosh, is 

this pitying? Am I pitying her, and that’s why I am saying she should have this 

chance?” 

Carolyn questioned herself and had concerns about being thought of poorly. 

And then I’m questioning myself and then I’m frustrated, because I don’t want 

him to be upset and I don’t want him to think poorly of me. I’m also, I’m a new 

leader and I’m young. And that to me has already, those are two strikes against 

me. So, whether that’s true or not, that’s how I felt. And I immediately felt like I 

didn’t live up to the task. And it was the first time in the workplace that I’d ever 

had someone disagreeing with something that I had suggested. 

Carolyn sought advice and support from her husband and her manager. He 

encouraged Carolyn to think about how to move forward. Carolyn’s manager told her she 

did not do anything wrong and helped her create a plan for moving forward, which 

involved reaching out to the male director to try to discuss the situation. She said: 

And so ultimately what happened was I emailed him back and asked him if he’d 

like to talk on the phone. I told him that it was never my intention for him to feel 

that way, and he accepted my apology and basically was like, “Well, I don’t want 

to be a part of this anyway” and left. Then [name] became the leader. 

Carolyn identified reflections based on this experience that she has 

carried forward in her interactions with employees. She learned people are 



91 

not going to like every decision that is made. Carolyn also learned to allow 

more time for a group discussion so that employees can have a voice. 

And that’s something I apply today leading a bigger team. I think through anytime 

I have something to bring to the group, I will think through possible answers, 

possible ideas, and then I’ll bring it to the group for their feedback first before I 

give my own feedback. I’m usually the last one to talk. And ultimately, I found 

that’s very beneficial, because it gives everybody a voice and it doesn’t just, as 

soon as the boss says something, people are most likely going to be like, “Oh, 

okay, that’s what we’re doing.” If I speak last, then everybody gets a say before 

we really make a decision. 

Summary 

Carolyn defined fairness as the impartial treatment of employees regardless of 

popularity or preferences. She described leading the formation of a new employee 

resource group for women. This was a significant change because Carolyn worked in a 

male-dominated industry with few women. She experienced the dilemma of having a 

man express interest in becoming the leader of the employee group. Carolyn thought the 

fair thing would be for a woman to lead the group and expressed this to the man. He was 

insulted and withdrew from the group. Carolyn felt conflicted and sought counsel from 

her spouse and manager. Ultimately, Carolyn decided that she should reach out to the 

male employee and try to have a discussion. This experience taught Carolyn to listen to 

employees’ thoughts and ideas when possible, before making decisions that impact the 

group. 

Farm 

Farm is an HR leader with a doctorate degree. She described her career in three 

phases. The first part involved gaining different areas of expertise within HR (personnel) 

recruiting, training and development, employee relations, pay and benefits, 



92 

communication, as well as mergers and acquisitions. The second was leading the HR 

function for mostly large multinational organizations. The third area was transformational 

HR that focused on strategic facilitation and planning, leadership hiring and 

development, organization design and transition, succession planning, change 

management, DEI, and organization culture. She currently leads a team of 27 HR 

professionals for a higher education enterprise. 

When Farm thought about fairness in the workplace, she thought of equity and 

accessibility to processes. “Fairness is equity in pay practices, equity in benefit 

distribution or benefit accessibility, fairness in training and development, fairness in 

career, in succession, and as examples. By fairness, I mean equity in processes and 

accessibility to data, services, information, leaders, and more.” Farm believed data could 

be used to support equity. She provided an example of the use of data to assess fairness in 

the compensation process: 

I can measure whether processes in HR are equitable—not just through employee 

opinion or employee perception surveys, but I can look at data to tell me whether 

the processes in HR are equitable. 

We look at our past practices. What have we done from a pay standpoint in the 

past? Salary surveys, internal and external pay and pay practice analyses are 

reviewed. Organizations have a pay matrix or some type of pay schedule that’s 

followed. It’s all of those things together that get folded into the review of pay, 

asking are we paying individuals who do similarly situated work in a similar way? 

We slice the data by tenure in the organization, level, age, ethnicity, gender, etc., 

slice it a number of different ways to make sure that there’s equity in pay. 

Farm also described fairness by sharing what she looked for in a potential 

employer, with a preference for organizations whose actions align with their mission, 

values, and purpose as well as those that tangibly support employees. She said:  
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That means that the organization, first of all, actively does what they say they do. 

If they’ve got mission, vision, and values in the purpose statement, you can see 

the embodiment of that, not just in the organization, but it stretches into the 

communities in which the employees are drawn from. There’s support for 

employees to not just be tools for the workforce, but to be engaged and play 

active roles in support for them to play active roles in their departments but also 

in their communities, whether that’s on school boards or nonprofit organizations 

or anything they feel passionate about. Employers that really look at the entirety 

of an individual, not just what can we get out of employees while they’re at work. 

Farm’s most memorable fairness experience was “launching a diversity, equity, 

and inclusion function within an organization.” The experience was memorable because 

the organization was intentional and authentic in achieving its goal. She said: 

Anyway, we’re doing it in such a way that’s comfortable for the organization. 

We’re able to help the employees in the organization be ready for the changes that 

are happening. We’re not trying to win some race, and we went from talking 

about the need for a focus on equity, access and inclusion to having a director in 

the role. 

We’re not just letting it happen. We are intentional about it, but we’re letting it 

grow in the organization. We’re leaving time for people to have, employees to 

have conversation, and to struggle with this, and to share what their views are.  

The organizational change Farm was responsible for leading was an M&A that 

Farm described as a Samson and Goliath situation. Company A, the smaller organization, 

acquired Company B. Farm was the head of HR for Company A; she was a member of 

Company A’s leadership team and the transition team. The transition team included other 

senior leaders from both companies, and their role was to create a strategic plan, build an 

organization design, and develop change management processes. Farm said that on the 

transition team her role was “to look after the process of the transition, to flesh out if 

there were any bad actors along the way.” Associated with the formal roles Farm held 

during the change, she described equity and fairness as being the strongest part of her role 

and said one could not be in the HR function long without it. 
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During the transition meetings, Farm noticed some leaders from Company B were 

doing things outside of the meeting to try to keep their old structure alive and rally 

against Company A. For example, despite Company B having a hiring freeze, they 

continued to hire employees anyway. They did not follow the newly established 

communications protocol and encouraged employee to challenge the employee benefits. 

They would often launch their own and then say, “Mea culpa,” and kind of act 

confused or something like that, which believe me, it was very clear. The other 

was they were rallying their employees to fight against defined benefits. There 

was very clear language in the transition what the acquired employees would be 

getting and not getting. 

After seeing a pattern of this behavior, Farm spoke up during the transition team 

meetings by asking probing questions: 

What do we do to get everybody on board, or maybe we need to raise this a bit 

higher and get different leaders to help us with the transition? It came to that. One 

person left of their own accord. The others said they would get on board. 

 Farm said the factors that motivated her to highlight Company B leaders’ 

behavior were her values and previous experience: 

I was in M&A, I was doing M&A work way early on, and I was the person in 

front of large groups of employees, telling them what they were going to receive 

and what they weren’t going to receive. Very early on, I was at the point of the 

spear. Since then, having that experience, I know what it can feel like. Folks are 

pretty bright. They know if someone’s telling them a sugar-coated story and a line 

versus being upfront with them. 

Yeah, I would call it part of my personal and professional value structure, but then 

also just a lot of experience allowing me to put my hand up and say, “Cry foul,” 

but I think so in a professional way, that calls out the issue and does not attack the 

person. I think some folks aren’t in control of themselves, and so when they share 

these things, it comes out in ways, and words, and emotion that doesn’t allow a 

conversation to be had about that issue—if not communicated well, it can shut 

down progress. 
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 Farm’s process for speaking up involved critically listening and taking notes to 

keep herself focused on what the person was saying. To make sure she was not 

influenced by the “wave in the room,” Farm compared what people were saying to her 

experience and her equity framework and then asked questions. She said: 

Then I’m bouncing that against my, I guess my experience, and this framework of 

equity that I have, this value of equity I have. Due to experience, I can sense when 

something sounds like it’s not capturing or reflecting what someone’s saying, and 

then the actions they’re proposing don’t sound aligned.… That’s when I can call 

that out. 

I’ll just say, “Look, let me make sure I understand this. You’ve said X, Y, Z, but 

you’re proposing A, B, C action. The comment/question I have is those don’t 

seem to add up, or it could be perceived that those aren’t aligned; what you’re 

going to do doesn’t line up with your actions. Can you explain that further?” I’ve 

been keeping it focused on what the person’s saying versus what the person’s 

doing or planning to do as a result. We’re focusing on the content. 

When asked where she found the courage to speak up, Farm indicated that people 

gave her encouragement because by speaking up, she opened the door for others to do the 

same.  

I guess maybe I’ve been encouraged to do that. I’ve done it enough and behind 

the scenes, people will give me encouragement. “I’m glad you spoke up, I’m glad 

you said that.” It often happens in the room too, where I’ll bring something up, 

and that will open the door for other people to speak their mind professionally as 

well. 

I guess maybe part of it is role modeling it for others, so they aren’t just sitting 

there, not feeling they can enter the conversation. 

Summary 

Farm’s definition of fairness in the workplace included equity in processes, 

treating employees well by giving them fair pay and good benefits, and allowing 

employees to speak up when there was inequity. The change Farm led was an M&A, 

where small Company A acquired the larger Company B. As a member of the senior 
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leadership responsible for leading the change, Farm noticed that Company B leaders’ 

words did not align with their behaviors. They would agree to a new policy or process in 

the leadership team meeting and then outside the meeting do the opposite. This created 

confusion and was not fair to employees or the company. Farm challenged Company B’s 

behaviors by asking critical questions in the leadership meetings. Her questions forced 

Company B leaders to realign and recommit to the overall company goals.  

Phillip 

Phillip is a business professional with 25 years of experience working in the 

corporate sector. He has a master’s degree from a university outside the United States. 

Phillip started his career in the consulting industry, leading projects with life science 

corporations. He left consulting and became an employee of a large corporation 10 years 

ago. He started as an individual contributor, moved to manager, and has been a director 

leading a team of seven employees for more than 5 years.  

Phillip believed fairness exists when organizations provide employees with 

opportunities to be successful as well as provide fair rewards. He described his most 

memorable fairness experience as being the annual performance review process with his 

current employer. There was a fair process that involved the senior leader and HR partner 

ensuring all managers understood the rules and process and came to the performance 

review meetings well prepared to participate in an objective that was facilitated by the 

leader. Phillip provided a detailed explanation of what a fair process looks like: 

So I felt that it’s a fairness that’s shown in the workplace. I think in here, I was 

thinking about a couple of things. One is, does the organization have the 

principles laid out? How do we measure performance? How do we measure 

values? Are those easily understood? And most important, do we have the core 

things there? And then the actors are important because the chair, the HR partner 
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and also the participants, do they understand the principles? Do they want to play 

fair or do they have a hidden agenda? So that’s important. 

Phillip further elaborated by sharing a personal story of a time he was able to 

speak up and challenge a rule in the performance management process. He described 

preparing for a management meeting where each manager was only allowed to give one 

employee the highest performance rating. This presented a dilemma for Phillip because 

he had two outstanding performers and could not pick one over the other. He decided to 

present both employees as top performers. This created a tension within the group. Phillip 

described the experience: 

It was quiet. I think everybody was thinking in their head how to resolve this…. 

But I think overall, at the end of the day, one of the managers spoke up saying, 

“Why do we have to stick with the … one per group? If all four people are truly 

exceeding expectations, did their best, bring in the organization to a high level, 

why can’t we present all of them and we’ll stand behind them? If organization 

pushes back, we’ll stand behind them.”  

To me, instead of everybody fighting to keep their own share, there was a 

common understanding that we are a great group and there are people in our 

bigger group that need to be treated fairly, not just your own. 

Phillip interpreted this memorable experience as demonstrating the difference 

between “fairness on the surface,” versus “real fairness.” This made him feel that the 

organization valued creating a productive work environment with healthy relationships. 

The planned change Phillip described was a strategic decision to eliminate 

positions due to increased competition and business decline. At the time of this 

change, Phillip reported to someone who was very well respected by the larger 

team. Phillip’s manager was principled, well connected throughout the 

organization upward, laterally, and downward, and understood the strategic 

decision of the company. Phillip had a team of four managers reporting to him, 
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and one of the managers had three direct reports. The employees had worked for 

the company for a few years. However, Phillip shared that COVID made face-to-

face time with employees tough. Phillip had weekly one-on-one meetings with his 

employees. He met with the next level down about once a month and referred to 

the monthly frequency as being limited. 

Phillip’s role in the change was to decrease the number of employees on his 

overall team by one and communicate the decision to the impacted employee. Phillip and 

his colleagues first worked together on how to best redesign the larger team with one less 

role and still be effective. They decided to combine two roles into one. This meant one of 

the three employees at a lower level would be impacted.  

To determine which employee would be affected, Phillip created an objective 

process where they looked at performance over the last few years, skills, and 

“willingness.” Because the employees had been with the company for a few years, Phillip 

was able to see their performance over time and how they maximized opportunities to 

build their skills. He described skill as an objective criterion and provided an example: 

If a system is not working, if the report is wrong, some people just stand in there, 

“I cannot do my job.” Because, for example, the person who eventually left the 

organization always would say, “Well, report is not working today. I don’t know 

what to do”—but then without even digging in to find out what’s wrong…. This 

person did not have the will, I’ll say, to find out. It’s someone else’s job. “Well, 

Phillip, this is not working.” Well, expecting me to sort it out. But oftentimes I 

actually don’t know because I don’t manage the system. So oftentimes I will say, 

“Let’s post it to the team site in our team.” And then sometimes one or two of our 

members will say, “Yeah, I see that. I’ve been there, I talked to this person, talked 

to that person. Here’s what we do.” To me, that’s very clear there’s a skill gap and 

also there’s a will gap. That’s just one instance.  

When asked to describe will, Phillip stated that willingness related to employees’ 

engagement, proactiveness in solving problems, and timely project completion: 
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It’s a very subjective one. Oftentimes we look at how engaged they are. So when 

we have a meeting, when we have a project or we have a problem showing up, 

whether someone is always one of the first ones to react to it, to contribute ideas 

and then take on the actions. Or whether someone’s late or don’t show up or 

there’s nothing to say or project’s always behind. So I think for me it’s, do I have 

a will to come in to work today? I’ll always get up when it’s time or I don’t feel 

like coming [to] work. So the willingness to engage, to solve the problem, to 

contribute and get things done and to be accountable. 

Phillip used the criteria to elevate each employee and a decision was made. Phillip 

partnered with HR, who created the communication plan that included informing the 

entire department about the change and the process for communicating directly to the 

employee. He described his experience: 

It’s not just my team because other teams have an impact as well. So we lined up 

a timeline and I asked our HR partner, “What is the process? How do we make 

sure it’s fair?” I asked as well. So they said, “Yes, we’ll make sure we have...” I 

think we gave them 3 months’ notice and then we’ll make sure they will continue 

to keep their computer. They can still apply to other roles in the organization. And 

then I think the severance package was the enhanced one, which is strong. 

Phillip and his HR partner delivered the message to the employee together and 

explained the process for making the decision. The next day Phillip called the employee 

to see what he was thinking. This is what happened: 

And then this person actually told me I expected that because I think this person 

also reflected on their own performance, behavior. They said, “Phillip, I’m not 

surprised. Thank you for at least giving me the time and giving me the reasons.” 

So despite we followed the process, there’s still some fear in my mind my call 

ended up as a conflict, but actually it was very peaceful and the call lasted just 

about 10 minutes. 

Part of the reason Phillip called the employee the day after is because the meeting 

with HR was a formal part of the process. Phillip wanted the employee to experience a 

human connection. He explained it this way: 
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So the call with HR, it’s a formality. I think you need to do that for the process. 

But also I have connections with all my employees. We’re all friends with 

anyone, especially when they have a big change in their lives, in their career. I 

would like to be there to hear and talk about it. And also, I know this person also 

has a struggle with...  

Phillip indicated the human connection was important because he wanted to make 

sure the employee felt better and addressed any questions. He also indicated that making 

this call made him feel better because Phillip feared the employee might have been angry. 

Phillip wanted to face the music. He said,  

I think that when someone lost the job, the first reaction, especially involuntarily, 

will be angry. Why me? Why not someone else? So I think that there’s always 

that fear, but I just wanted to face the music. It is what it is. I would like to be 

there, but it’s an unfortunate separation event. I was expecting negative emotions, 

but fortunately, or I think, it wasn’t there. 

Summary 

Phillip believed fairness exists when processes are objective and transparent and 

allow employees to speak up to challenge processes so that “real fairness” can exist. He 

enacted fairness by ensuring the process to eliminate a team member’s position was 

based on objective criteria that looked at variables that could be measured, like 

performance and skill. He looked at a third variable, willingness, which he said was 

subjective, but described it as engagement, proactive problem solving, and timely 

completion of projects. Phillip also enacted fairness by advocating for the employee to 

receive a special favor and reaching out to the employee the day after communicating the 

bad news, more as a friend than as a manager. 
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Summary 

For many of the participants, the way they defined fairness influenced how they 

enacted fairness at work. The participants described feeling conflicted at times when 

trying to enact fairness because they needed to do what was right for the company while 

also doing what was right for employees. Managers navigated the inner conflicts in a 

variety of ways, such as recalling a previous work experience when they faced a similar 

challenge, directly delivering bad news rather than delegating it, going beyond their job 

roles to help employees personally deal with the changes, and seeking the support of a 

family member or coworker.  
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CHAPTER 5: 

THEMES 

 The purpose of this basic qualitative study was to understand corporate managers’ 

experiences enacting organizational justice during a planned change and the factors that 

influence these experiences. The data collected that addressed these questions were 

analyzed and organized into codes, which were then used to create themes. Themes are 

words or phrases that describe the data (Saldana, 2021). They represent patterns of 

meanings that help answer the research question (Clarke & Braun, 2017). Three themes 

emerged from the analysis of the participant profiles: (1) managing justice conundrums, 

(2) managers’ emotions, and (3) supporting employees by enacting interpersonal justice. 

Before discussing the themes, it is important to understand how participants defined 

fairness, as these perspectives are the foundation for their enactment behaviors. This 

chapter begins with a description of workplace fairness as defined by participants, 

followed by a discussion of the themes and subthemes that emerged from how they 

enacted fairness. 

Workplace Fairness Definitions 

 Participants described workplace fairness as multidimensional, having elements 

of equity in employee treatment, transparency in processes and decision-making, and 

employee opportunity to voice questions or challenge. For example, several participants 

defined fairness as employees being rewarded based on their performance. Others echoed 

this by describing fairness as objectivity in people processes such as promotions, 

assessments, and development opportunities. Many participants believed fairness can 
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only exist when employees experience transparency in processes and how decisions are 

made; otherwise, employees will likely have questions about the fairness of undesirable 

outcomes. Related to transparency is giving employees the opportunity to ask questions 

so they can better understand the processes and decisions and allowing them to voice 

their opinions and concerns.  

Equity was the word used most frequently by participants to define workplace 

fairness. Turtle said fairness exists “when there is some level of homogeneity across how 

employees are treated.” Equity exists when employees receive good pay and benefits, 

there is homogeneity in hiring, and employees are given the same opportunities to be 

successful. According to Katherine, for there to be equity in career advancement, high-

performing employees must be given a similar amount of visibility and opportunities to 

learn things beyond their current job roles. This gives high-performers visibility and the 

opportunity to grow and advance in their careers. It is an example of a manager helping 

the “cream to elevate to the top.” Unfairness exists when high performers are “toiling 

away” doing their jobs without growth opportunities.  

Equity does not mean giving everyone the same thing. Equity exists when 

employees are treated well, and organizations pay attention to what employees believe to 

be equitable. For example, Indigo noted that what is fair to U.S. employees might not be 

fair to employees in Europe. Equity exists when these differences are considered, and 

alternative equitable solutions are implemented.  

In addition to considering differences among employees, equity also exists when 

managers look for potential bias and take steps to remove it. Amber described this as 

“working to ensure that there’s not something about any one of those processes that’s 
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interfering with kind of a neutral outcome.” For example, she described a time when a 

company she worked for noticed there was a lack of diversity among the staff. The 

company looked at its hiring practices and noticed a potential bias in the hiring 

requirement, where candidates needed to have at least 2 years’ experience as a summer 

intern in an industry that often does not pay interns. The manager realized this 

requirement could exclude candidates who could not afford to work for free in the 

summers. The manager eliminated this requirement and saw an increase in the number of 

diverse candidates. This is an example of creating equity by removing bias from a 

process. 

 Transparency was another dimension of fairness that emerged from the definitions 

and descriptions. Transparency was described in terms of having clear processes that are 

followed, having the right people present when decisions are made, ensuring the decision 

can be objectively measured, and, lastly, ensuring the decisions are understood by 

employees. Participants were adamant that having an outlined process was not enough to 

ensure fairness. The process needed to have objective measurements and be understood 

by employees. Bill, Phillip, and Amber noted that managers or the people responsible for 

creating the processes should work to ensure that employees truly understand the process 

and the principles used to create it. Otherwise, there would still be opportunities for 

processes to be unfairly applied or for perceptions of unfairness by employees.  

Katherine, Bill, and Indigo described how sometimes employees with close social 

connections to the decision-making managers could receive preferential treatment 

because of the lack of transparency in how decisions are made. Participants gave 

examples of seeing processes that were transparent but where managers used subjective 
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criteria when applying the processes and associated rules. Katherine and Indigo both 

shared stories of working in organizations where there was a transparent standard hiring 

process, but it was known that candidates with stronger relationships with the hiring 

managers would get the role. The hiring process was used to create an illusion of fairness, 

but the manager knew when the role was posted whom he or she was going to hire. 

Managers also described another dimension of transparency: being inclusive 

about who is in the room helping to make the decisions. Participants described situations 

where important stakeholders were not present and therefore were not clear on how 

decisions were made. This lack of clarity caused managers and employees to question the 

fairness of the decisions. It was especially difficult for some managers because they had 

to communicate the decisions without being able to offer an explanation to employees. 

Phillip gave an alternative example where he was involved in decision-making, an 

objective criterion was used, and this was shared with the employee when 

communicating the bad news of a layoff. He believed this helped the employee accept the 

bad news.  

Transparency and voice are closely linked. According to Bill, transparency is not 

just one-way communication, where leaders disseminate information to employees. It is a 

dialogue. Transparency involves managers having discussions with employees about 

decisions that have been made. Voice means having open communication with 

employees that includes helping them understand how decisions are made and the 

implications of the decision for them, as well as giving them an opportunity to ask 

questions or share concerns. It is not a one-sided communication where employees make 

a statement or ask a question and that is it.  
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Bill gave an example of transparency and voice operating in the same situation 

related to employees gaining visibility for their career advancement. Employees can want 

varying amounts of visibility. Some want a lot; others want a little or none. Managers 

need to have discussions with employees to create the space for them to voice what they 

want. Then, managers need to explain to the employee “the limitations they may face if 

they choose one versus the other.”  

Often when voice is discussed, it is thought of as the voice of the employee. The 

participants also talked about the voice of the manager. Fairness exists when employees 

as well as managers can ask questions, speak up, and challenge decisions without fear of 

retribution. Transparency’s role in fairness might be diminished if employees and 

managers do not have the opportunity to use their voice. Bill suggested three powerful 

questions to determine if managers truly are able to voice: “(1) Are the right people at the 

table? (2) Do they have a fair voice? (3) Do they have the voice that merits the role that 

they’re coming from or that they’re going into?” 

In summary, participants had a multidimensional definition of workplace fairness 

experience that included equity, transparency, and voice. The way in which they defined 

workplace fairness aligned with the dimensions of organizational justice. Participants 

identified ways to determine if workplace fairness exists. This involved understanding 

employees’ and managers’ perceptions of the changes, as well as measuring the outcomes 

of any changes. If employees and managers did not perceive fairness, then fairness did 

not exist. If measured outcomes resulted in bias favoring one group over another, then 

fairness did not exist.  
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Theme 1: Managing Justice Conundrums 

Participants were clear about their responsibilities in leading organizational 

change. Yet many experienced justice conundrums as they tried to enact justice. Justice 

conundrums are “irreconcilable demands on how to enact justice” where managers 

experience paradoxical tensions (Miron-Spektor et al., 2018; Zwank et al., 2023, p. 218). 

Paradoxes are competing elements that appear logical in isolation, but illogical when 

appearing simultaneously (Lewis, 2000; Miron-Spektor et al., 2018; Schad et al., 2016).  

The justice conundrums most experienced by participants were being fair to the 

company while also being fair to employees and wanting to be transparent but having to 

be discreet with employees. The managers also had to be strong when delivering the bad 

news while at times feeling burdened by it and needing some support. Managers relied on 

their faith, positive affirmations/mantras, and the support of family members to help them 

while working through the conundrums.  

Subtheme 1.1: Being Fair to the Company While Being Fair to Employees 

Participants understood the business reasons behind the changes they led. 

However, several believed there were aspects of the changes that may have been unfair. 

This is because either they were not involved in the decision-making process and were 

unsure how the decisions were made, or they were involved in designing processes and 

knew the processes were unfair but had little power to change them. This created a justice 

conundrum where participants were honest and truthful, yet unable to offer full disclosure 

(Bies, 2013). They had to be fair to the company, while at the same time figuring out how 

to be fair to employees.  
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Most participants did not have the opportunity to speak up about their concerns 

about potential unfairness because they were brought in too late, after decisions had been 

made. They did not feel they could change or impact the decisions that were already 

made and being implemented. One of these participants did facilitate process 

improvement discussions with peers and senior leaders in hopes of making processes 

more robust and transparent in the future. Other participants described how they did not 

have opportunities to speak up. One of the two experienced the company’s unwillingness 

to change the process. The other participant was able to influence positive changes.  

Despite their perceptions of unfairness, managers explained they had to do what 

was right for the greater good of the company because this is what they “signed up for” 

as leaders. Some participants expressed being keenly aware of the harm that could come 

if they did not focus on the company’s greater good. Stock prices could be negatively 

impacted. Employees could become even more hurt and frustrated. Therefore, several 

managers described putting on a brave face in front of employees by not showing 

disappointment, worry, or concerns. For example, Katherine, Indigo, and Turtle were 

personally impacted by the changes they were leading. Katherine and Indigo lost their 

jobs. Turtle lost a good manager and mentor who had recruited her to join the company. 

Yet, they had to cope with their losses privately and put on brave faces by 

communicating messages to give employees hope for the future. Other participants 

created safe spaces for employees to vent and voice their concerns but were careful not to 

share their own.  
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Subtheme 1.2: Being Truthful and Transparent Yet Discreet 

The participants were very clear in their beliefs that transparency is a tenet of 

workplace fairness. Yet for the greater good of the company, many participants could not 

be transparent about the changes. Doing so could result in harm to the company, such as 

employees making claims of unfairness, suing the company, or creating disruption among 

other employees. To manage the inner turmoil of not being able to provide information to 

employees, participants often reminded themselves that their role was also to be fair to 

the company by only sharing what they were allowed to share at the appropriate time. 

Katherine explained it this way: 

But it is just business. If you sign up to be in the leadership seat, things are not 

always going to be comfortable. You can be transparent, but when the 

transparency has repercussions beyond you, then you have to be discreet. But it 

was challenging because you want to be transparent and honest with your team, 

but then you also have an obligation to the organization. 

 Participants also experienced having to keep the changes a secret for what felt like 

long periods of time. They often knew changes were coming weeks or months in advance 

of being able to inform employees. This was challenging because participants saw 

themselves as normally transparent leaders. Two participants knew changes were coming, 

but did not find out until a day or two before having to notify employees. This was 

“emotionally draining” because it meant some participants could not give employees a 

discreet heads-up that often helps to soften the shocking news and helps them prepare to 

look for a new job. Bill and Katherine described experiencing awkward moments after 

the changes were communicated because it was then that employees realized the 

participants knew about the changes for several weeks and had kept it a secret. This was 

very hard for participants who had built reputations as transparent managers.  
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 While experiencing the above justice conundrums, the participants actively sought 

ways to manage the turmoil, anxiety, and pain they experienced. 

Subtheme 1.3: Being Strong While Acknowledging the Need for Support 

The participants had to deliver the bad news that had negative consequences for 

employees. This was a part of their roles as managers and was something required of 

them as they performed their duties. Yet, the participants often experienced pain when 

delivering the bad news, and almost all experienced the emotional burden of enacting 

fairness. Participants had to deliver bad news to employees that usually had significant 

negative consequences. They had to execute decisions and changes within the company’s 

guidelines and expectations, consider where there was unfairness, and find creative ways 

to make justice felt. At times, they described enacting justice as tough and emotionally 

draining. To cope with these times, participants proactively pursued self-care by seeking 

comfort and guidance from family members and colleagues, focusing on a personal belief 

that gave them strength, and emotionally detaching themselves.  

Carolyn, Indigo, Katherine, and Turtle had another person, a relative, or a 

colleague whom they could confide in about how they were feeling. Participants reached 

out to a confidant because they needed someone to help them process their experiences 

and often received valuable advice in these discussions. Carolyn received this advice 

from a loved one: “Not everybody’s going to agree with your thoughts. You said it 

whether you wish you could take it back or not, and it is what it is now. What are you 

going to do to move forward?” Katherine spoke to her sister: 

I found myself talking to my sister because she’s not in the industry, not in the 

organization, but she’s in corporate, so she understands a little bit more. But it 

was hard. I had a few tears just because you’re listening to people and people 
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have lives. They’ve got kids that they’re putting through school, they’ve got 

vacations that they’re taking, they got house projects. 

Some participants managed their self-care by removing emotions from their 

experiences. They were “robotic” in their communications with employees and “pressed 

forward” by focusing on what they could do and “mourn later.” Amber said: 

You’ve got to be an emotional person because it benefits an organization because 

you’re dealing with people, but sometimes some of the things that you carry out, 

they need to be done and you’ve got to take the emotion out of it and be the best 

leader you can at implementing something, whether you believe in it or not. 

Summary 

The participants experienced justice conundrums, as their beliefs about what 

fairness looked like in the workplace conflicted with what the company needed them to 

do. They struggled with being fair to the company and fair to employees at the same time. 

They worked to find ways to support the employees the best they could given the 

circumstances. Navigating the conundrums was an emotional and stressful experience. 

Participants found ways to cope with the uneasiness by seeking counsel from a trusted 

confidant, focusing on a positive personal belief that gave them strength, and, at times, 

emotionally detaching themselves to find ways to be fair to the company while being fair 

to employees.  

Theme 2: Managers’ Emotions 

Participants experienced an array of emotions: fear, worry, empathy, guilt, and 

sadness. Those not involved in the decision-making process felt hurt and disappointed. 

They worried and were fearful about how employees would respond to the bad news. 

They felt sad, guilty, and empathetic for the employees who experienced negative 
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outcomes because of the change. Participants also felt burdened by these emotions as 

they performed their roles.  

Subtheme 2.1: Emotions About Not Being Involved in the Decision-Making 

A common experience among participants at the director level and above was not 

being involved in the decision-making process that resulted in job loss for employees. 

Yet, they had to deliver the bad news. Participants described feeling hurt and 

disappointed at not being part of the process because they could not speak directly to how 

the decisions were made. Indigo described feeling hurt because she was excluded from 

decision-making: “You’re hurt that this is the decision, you’re hurt that they’re not 

including you, you’re hurt on all of these fronts.” Bill described what it felt like to not be 

a part of the decision-making and to be surprised by the outcomes: “It was hard. They 

were clearly quite upset and ‘As HR [human resources], couldn’t you see that this was 

happening?’ And I honestly did not see it happening because I wasn’t involved in some 

of that.”  

Subtheme 2.2: Emotions About Employees’ Reactions  

Several participants described emotions associated with how employees reacted to 

the bad news and how they would personally cope with the negative outcomes. Carolyn 

described feeling terrible about how an employee reacted when he thought they made an 

unfair decision. She said: 

I just feel bad that it went that way, where he was emailing me basically saying 

that I was being discriminatory and it was inappropriate, my answer to him was 

an inappropriate response. And I was very caught off guard by that and felt 

terrible, felt really bad that I made him or contributed to him feeling that way. He 

felt it was unfair, and that was words that he used, “This was unfair.” 
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In addition to feeling terrible, Carolyn also felt frustrated that the employees’ negative 

perception would make her look bad. She said: 

And then I’m questioning myself and then I’m frustrated, because I don’t want 

him to be upset and I don’t want him to think poorly of me. I’m also, I’m a new 

leader and I’m young. And that to me has already, those are two strikes against 

me. So, whether that’s true or not, that’s how I felt. And I immediately felt like I 

didn’t live up to the task.  

Phillip specifically prepared for the discussion with his employee by having 

objective facts that supported the reason for the position elimination. He thought this 

would help minimize the chance that the employee would directly blame him. He said: 

So I expected a negative emotion. So that’s a little bit, ... it’s uncomfortable, 

right? It’s discomfort, but I wasn’t afraid of handling it because I knew with 

reputation, credibility, we would be able to have a reasonable conversation. 

Subtheme 2.3: Emotions About How Changes Personally Impacted Employees  

In addition to having emotions about employees’ reactions to the changes, 

participants also described their emotions as they thought about how employees were 

personally impacted by the changes. Carolyn said: 

I feel like I have direct impact on their life satisfaction and contentment and 

happiness. And when one of my team members is not happy, I take that 

personally, not as them attacking me, but I contribute to their happiness and I’m 

not doing my job to help her feel supported and content. And so it felt personal. I 

felt sad. I was upset that I couldn’t fix it for her. 

This made them feel sad and guilty at times. Participants felt sad because they 

saw employees as humans and sometimes as friends. Both Phillip and Katherine were 

aware of personal issues employees had going on in their lives outside of work, like a 

terminally ill parent and a major home renovation. Katherine said, “I had a few tears just 

because you’re listening to people and people have lives.” She also courageously 
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described why she was so concerned about how the changes would personally impact the 

people of color on her team who lost their jobs. Reflecting on her previous experience 

with the right relationships leading to new job opportunities, Katherine noticed that many 

people of color did not have relationships with key decision-makers, and this would make 

their job searches harder. Katherine described feeling worried for them: 

As a person of color, you almost have to have an unshakable sense of confidence 

and self-worth when you’re going through something like this, because we don’t 

have often the networks that maybe other people have that are Caucasians, that 

have prior relationships to people that are in leadership. 

Subtheme 2.4: Emotions About Performing Their Roles 

The participants shared their emotions related to performing their roles in 

enacting fairness. At times Katherine experienced her role as burdensome because she is 

a person of color and felt a sense of responsibility to take extra steps to help people of 

color whom she believed to be more disadvantaged because of their race. She said, “It’s a 

burden as being the one and only, because you feel like you got to carry the backpack for 

every person of color that’s out there.”  

Despite having moments of crying and feeling sad and guilty, many participants 

recognized that they did not have complete control over every dimension of fairness. The 

negative outcomes were not their “fault.” A few talked about having to put their emotions 

aside to fulfill their roles. Amber described it this way: “I never stopped believing in the 

inequity of it, but I understood that in order for the organization to function, these 

processes had to be implemented. So I abided by that.” This participant thought about 

how to be compassionate toward employees yet put her emotions aside to carry out what 

senior leaders wanted without feeling guilty or responsible:  
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You have to have heart because these are human beings. But when the time 

comes, if you’re not honest and have the backbone to be honest, you’re not really 

serving an organization well. And I equate leadership with direct honesty and 

have to strengthen my backbone and deliver it, whether it’s popular or not. 

Leading with heart and backbone meant participants had to push their emotions aside to 

carry out what senior leaders expected. “I care about you deeply, but we also have to do 

our jobs.  

Summary 

Participants experienced a variety of emotions while enacting workplace fairness. 

They felt a sense of responsibility to make sure employees were okay professionally and 

personally. At times participants realized they had to set aside their emotions so they 

could fulfill their obligations to the corporation.  

Theme 3: Supporting Employees by Enacting Interpersonal Fairness 

Participants enacted interpersonal fairness through respectful communications and 

finding ways to support employees. Supporting employees meant listening to them, 

anticipating their needs, and, at times, advocating on their behalf. Beyond what was 

expected of their roles, participants talked with employees, gave them opportunities to 

voice their concerns and frustrations, and listened. This sometimes resulted in 

participants advocating on employees’ behalf to senior leaders. It sometimes involved 

accepting that nothing could be done about the current circumstances and instead helping 

employees focus on the next steps in their careers.  

It is also important to note that several participants referenced previous significant 

workplace fairness experiences as they considered what fairness actions they would take 

to support employees. Participants had memorable experiences, often earlier in their 
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careers, that left a lasting impression. They used the lessons learned from those 

experiences as a guide for supporting employees.  

Subtheme 3.1: Creating a Safe Space to Voice and Offering Encouragement  

Several participants created a safe space for employees to voice their concerns, 

ask questions, and give feedback. Creating a safe space meant being what Amber 

described as a “confidential dead end” where employees could trust that their words, if 

repeated, would not be attributed to them. Participants understood the power of allowing 

employees to constructively vent their frustrations and gain clarity about how the changes 

would impact them. One of the benefits of allowing employees to voice their concerns 

was that the participants were able to understand employees’ perceptions of fairness 

regarding the changes and support them.  

Turtle was one of these participants. Because she had strong relationships with 

employees and was a good listener, Turtle learned that employees “felt undercut,” as if 

their longstanding loyalty to the company was disregarded because they were at risk for 

their positions being transferred to newly acquired employees. Turtle provided support to 

employees by being a safe space where she could encourage them to remain with the 

company. Other participants provided positive messages meant to help employees feel 

hopeful about the future. Indigo and Katherine offered employees affirmations like 

“things always work out.” Bill said to employees, “This is just a chapter in their life and 

that the book is not over, but they will have another chapter to start.”  

Participants who had to eliminate employees’ positions worked for companies 

that provided high-value severance packages. They used the severance plans to bring a 

sense of calmness to employees, because their short-term financial needs would be met. 
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Bill described having discussions with employees and encouraging them to use their 

notification period to look for new job roles. The notification period refers to the 

mandatory 30-, 60-, or 90-day notice employers must legally provide to employees when 

eliminating their positions. Bill’s thought was that since the position was eliminated, 

employees did not need to work more than their normal hours and could use the time to 

get a jump start on their job search.  

Participants’ efforts to create a safe space for employees to voice concerns, offer 

positive affirmations, and discuss enhanced severance benefits served the purpose of 

giving employees hope for their future, while easing participants’ concerns about the 

unfairness of certain aspects of the change process. 

Subtheme 3.2: Speaking Up to Senior Leaders 

Some participants perceived certain aspects of the changes they were leading as 

unfair. They addressed this by speaking up to senior leaders in different ways. Amber and 

Farm gathered data to support their perceptions of unfairness. Data were collected 

through multiple channels, including reflecting on the decision-making process, 

observing senior leaders’ actions related to the changes, and gathering feedback from 

employees. Once the data points were gathered, two participants directly raised their 

concerns with leaders by either asking questions or making suggestions that would 

address the perceived unfairness. Farm described how she did this: 

Then I’m bouncing that against my, I guess my experience, and this framework of 

equity that I have, this value of equity I have. Due to experience, I can sense when 

something sounds like it’s not capturing or reflecting what someone’s saying, and 

then the actions they’re proposing don’t sound aligned.… That’s when I can call 

that out. 
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Amber also relied on her previous experience in knowing the change was unfair. 

She said the senior leaders who made job placement decisions were comparing “apples to 

oranges” and she learned in a significant workplace experience that such an approach 

would result in employees perceiving the process as unfair.  

Sometimes the participants were not in a position to directly challenge senior 

leaders. Bill found a way to do this by organizing and facilitating debrief meetings, which 

is a technique often used by corporations to reflect on a process and improve it. Bill 

involved not only senior leaders, but all key stakeholders who were involved in making 

decisions to lay off employees. The meetings were Bill’s opportunity to share best 

practices that he experienced leading layoffs in another company where employees were 

treated fairly. 

Subtheme 3.3: Supporting Employees’ Career Development 

Another way participants enacted fairness was by supporting employees’ career 

development through (1) going above and beyond expectations to help employees be 

more effective in their roles after changes were implemented, and (2) helping employees 

whose positions were eliminated look for new roles outside the company. Participants 

often described significant workplace fairness experiences that provided career 

development. Turtle described an early career experience where she had a job offer from 

another company but did not leave, and a more senior leader took an interest in her career 

and offered her a new role. Carolyn described a situation where her manager gave her the 

opportunity to prove herself and she was ultimately promoted. Katherine and Indigo both 

described unfair experiences of applying for roles internally with previous employers, 
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with the roles going to other employees who had stronger relationships with decision-

makers, although the other applicants were not necessarily the most qualified.  

Given these significant workplace experiences, many of these participants enacted 

fairness by investing time in supporting employees’ career development. Carolyn had 

promoted an employee to a new role and quickly saw the change was causing the 

employee to experience burnout. She had regular communication with the employee and 

actively sought ways to make the workload more manageable so that the employee could 

be more successful in the role. This included reprioritizing, taking away some of the 

work, and redistributing it.  

Katherine knew employees would lose their positions in the near future. She 

started having in-depth career development discussions, which included a plan with near-

term goals. She was persistent in following up with the employees and strongly 

encouraged them to engage in career-supporting activities even when they wanted to put 

them off (e.g., attend a networking event, take a class, complete a special project). 

Katherine also assisted employees with networking inside and outside the company, at 

times offering to be a reference.  

Subtheme 3.4: Connecting with Employees Outside of Their Roles 

 Some participants expressed personal concern for how the changes would impact 

employees. In these instances, the participants followed up more than what would be 

expected for their roles. For example, Phillip referred to his employee as a friend. 

Although Phillip made the decision to lay off the employee, he was concerned about the 

employee’s personal well-being.  
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Similarly, Katherine expressed concerns about employees that went beyond her 

role as manager. She was the one participant who spoke openly about her concern for 

diverse employees. Katherine described being worried about the employees of color 

because she believed it would be harder for them to find jobs and they could face a high 

degree of rejection in finding new roles because they did not have a strong network or 

relationships with hiring managers. She described the sense of responsibility she felt in 

helping these employees not lose their confidence and recognize the power they have 

within themselves.  

Sometimes you have to try and help somebody believe in themselves so that they 

can get through. And not ... because just being depressed or angry or, “I can’t 

believe this craziness is happening to me, why is this happening to me?” Trying to 

keep people encouraged. And like I said, just to have that unshakable confidence 

in self. You need that because you don’t want to go to that next employer broken 

or that interview not confident where you’re like, “You said you’ve done this for 

5 years, you don’t seem very confident in it.” It shakes your confidence. And so 

that’s just who I am. I’m a teacher and a connector by heart, and that’s what I do. 

Summary 

At times participants’ significant early fairness experiences influenced their 

enactment behaviors. Some participants had career experiences where they were 

empowered to challenge unfair practices and policies so that employees had equal 

opportunities to be successful. These participants sought opportunities to speak up to 

senior leaders as a way to enact fairness. Other participants experienced how 

relationships with the “right” people could benefit employees, sometimes causing 

unfairness for others. These participants dedicated a significant amount of time to helping 

employees find networking opportunities and new roles.  
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In instances where directly speaking up was not warranted, the participants 

enacted fairness by supporting employees in their existing roles and by helping them with 

their job search when needed. Lastly, participants found smart and courageous ways to 

speak up to senior leaders when they perceived potential unfairness.  

Conclusion 

This chapter discussed the themes and subthemes of managers’ experiences 

enacting justice and the factors that influenced their experiences. The themes of 

managing justice conundrums, managers’ emotions, and supporting employees highlight 

their justice enactment experiences. Some participants spoke up about unfair situations. 

They intentionally spent time with employees, creating a safe space for them to talk about 

their concerns. Participants also proactively helped employees look for new career 

opportunities and showered them with positive thinking.  

Managers’ fairness definitions and their key personal workplace experiences 

influenced their enactment experiences. Some participants experienced how relationships 

with the “right” people could benefit employees, sometimes causing unfairness for 

others. These participants dedicated a significant amount of time to helping employees 

find networking opportunities and new roles. Other managers had early workplace 

experiences where they were empowered to challenge unfair practices and policies so that 

employees had equal opportunities to be successful. These participants spoke up directly 

to senior leaders about unfairness.  

The next chapter focuses on the findings, conclusions, and theoretical, research, 

and practical implications of this study, as well as recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER 6: 

FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS 

Several organizational justice (OJ) scholars have highlighted the need for 

researchers to better understand managers’ justice enactment behaviors (Brockner et al., 

2015; Graso et al., 2020). Ambrose and Schminke (2009) highlighted that justice may not 

be within some managers’ awareness and therefore they do not notice justice issues or 

pay attention to potential fairness concerns. Whiteside and Barclay (2016) suggested that 

managers with high empathetic concern are better at understanding employees’ justice 

concerns and are more likely to engage in interpersonal justice behaviors. Although these 

discoveries contribute to our understanding of managers’ experiences of enacting justice, 

very little is still known about managers’ experiences.  

It is ironic that society expects managers to enact justice, but little research has 

attempted to understand managers’ experiences more deeply. To create just work 

environments, we need to better understand managers’ experiences adhering to and 

violating justice rules, acknowledge their contributions as well as challenges, and 

discover systematic approaches that aim to heal injustice in the workplace (Bies & 

Barclay, 2024). This basic qualitative study was an attempt to support this work.  

Discussion of Findings 

 The study revealed four key findings: participants navigated justice conundrums 

and uncertainty to enact justice; participants’ emotions motivated them to create their 

own justice rules; diverse participants experienced more stress when enacting justice; and 

participants felt empowered to enact interactional justice. This chapter discusses each 
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finding and its relationship to relevant literature. That is followed by a presentation of the 

study’s conclusions. The chapter ends with implications for theory, research, and 

practice. 

Finding 1: Participants Navigated Justice Conundrums and Uncertainty to Enact 

Justice 

The benefit of enacting justice is undeniable. A plethora of research has 

demonstrated that justice is good for corporations and employees, because when 

employees believe they are being treated fairly, they will demonstrate strong 

organizational citizenship behaviors (Colquitt & Zipray, 2015; Colquitt et al., 2013; Rupp 

et al., 2014). These benefits can exist even when managers deliver bad news, especially if 

managers enact informational and interactional fairness (Bies, 2015; Bies & Moag, 

1986). Employees who perceive their managers as enacting informational and 

interpersonal fairness when delivering bad news are more accepting of the news (Bies, 

1987; Bies & Moag, 1986; Brockner, 2016; Holt et al., 2021).  

Although the benefits of justice enactment are clear, the process of achieving it is 

not easy. Managers may “grapple” with what Zwank et al. (2023) called justice 

conundrums, which are irreconcilable demands on how to enact justice. The researchers 

identified three types of justice conundrums: the justice intention-action gap, competing 

justice expectations, and the justice of care versus managerial-strategic justice. Similar to 

a justice enactment study conducted by Zwank et al. (2023), this study found that 

enacting justice was often challenging and at times complex for participants. Some 

participants “grappled” with leading a change process that did not align with their 

fairness beliefs. Other participants experienced the conundrum of having to manage 
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expectations from divergent stakeholders, including senior leaders and employees. Some 

participants also described behaving in ways to support the greater good of the company 

while also behaving in ways that were fair to employees.  

However, one key difference between this study and that of Zwank et al. (2023) is 

that several participants described focusing on multiple conundrums at the same time and 

engaged in multiple types of behaviors to resolve the conundrums. For example, 

participants experienced misalignment between what the company expected them to do 

and what they believed was the right thing. At times they questioned the fairness of the 

decisions that were made and the processes used. Participants experienced the conundrum 

of managing multiple stakeholders’ needs. This involved thinking about how to do the 

right thing for the company and the greater good of all employees, considering the needs 

of the negatively impacted employees, and managing their own fairness expectations.  

In managing justice conundrums, participants internally reflected on their 

previous work experiences and their personal fairness beliefs to identify the best possible 

solutions that could meet stakeholder needs. Participants were also aware of and thought 

about the emotions they were experiencing while managing the conundrums. Almost all 

of them described having discussions with peers, managers, or family members to discuss 

their emotions, receive comfort, and/or validate that they were not crazy and that they 

were in fact experiencing a conundrum. Some participants even sought advice about the 

best way to manage the conundrum.  

The conundrums were too delicate and complex to be completely resolved. For 

example, many of the participants lacked transparency because they were not involved in 

the decision-making. Lack of transparency is a violation of interactional justice and can 
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raise questions of truthfulness about situations (Bies & Moag, 1986). Participants had to 

find ways to manage these situations. They devised creative solutions that focused on 

enacting interpersonal justice, often defaulting to treating the employees kindly and going 

beyond what was expected to support them. For example, Turtle led organizational 

changes associated with a merger between two companies, where there were personnel 

changes to her team and most employees had to learn new processes. She had no control 

over the processes that were used to determine who would be placed into what positions. 

However, Turtle did have the ability to create a safe space for employees to ask questions 

and express concerns about the changes. She described being empathetic to employees’ 

pain and giving them hope for the future.  

Emotions of uncertainty were also part of the justice conundrums. The 

participants in this study were very clear about what fairness in the workplace looked like 

and how, ideally, they could enact justice norms. Although all but one participant had 20 

or more years of experience, many of them encountered situations that were new to them 

and were uncertain about how to enact fairness. Uncertainty is defined as a situation in 

which individuals experience doubt or confusion creating psychological discomfort that 

causes them to find ways to either eliminate uncertainty or make it more tolerable (van 

den Bos, 2001). For example, Indigo and Katherine’s positions were eliminated, but they 

had to communicate to their direct reports that they too would lose their jobs. Farm was 

leading a merger with senior leaders and suspected that some of the leaders were being 

dishonest, saying one thing in meetings and then doing something else outside the 

meetings.  



126 

Similar to recent research (Van den Bos, 2001; Zwank et al., 2023), participants 

actively sought ways to reduce uncertainty by either eliminating it or finding a way to 

make it more tolerable. Some participants reached out to trusted coworkers or managers 

for guidance on how to eliminate or reduce uncertainty. Others used specific tactics. For 

example, Farm suspected senior leaders were engaging in unfair practices but was not 

sure. She observed them and collected data points to confirm her suspicions. Then, Farm 

cleverly asked questions that made the unfair practices visible. Other participants had to 

find creative ways to make the uncertainty more tolerable, resulting in specific justice 

actions. For example, Bill held office hours to connect with employees who were recently 

laid off. The office hours not only enabled Bill to understand how employees were 

feeling and demonstrate his support, but also allowed him to identify additional ways to 

support them. One way Bill supported the employees was by advocating that their 

managers reduce impacted employees’ workloads so they could have more time to look 

for new roles while they continued to get paid.  

In summary, the road to justice enactment is not easy. Although justice enactment 

is beneficial to companies and employees, it can be burdensome to managers. For justice 

to prevail, managers needed to find ways to manage justice conundrums, as well as 

uncertainty.  

Finding 2: Participants’ Emotions Motivated Them to Create Their Own Justice 

Rules  

 As participants managed justice conundrums and navigated uncertainty, they 

experienced a variety of emotions. Some participants experienced hurt from not being 

included in the decision-making. They were also fearful of how employees would react to 
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the bad news, especially since participants were not able to provide a lot of information 

about how decisions were made. Other participants were worried about how the changes 

would impact employees, and some were anxious about how they could best perform 

their roles and still enact justice.  

Affective events theory (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996) explains how events 

generate emotional reactions and how emotions can influence behaviors. The process 

starts with employees initially evaluating an event to determine if it threatens or supports 

a personal goal or value. This evaluation causes an emotion. The intensity of the event 

produces stronger levels of emotions and leads employees to conduct a secondary 

evaluation where they assign blame or credit, assess their coping potential, and create 

expectations that the situation will get worse or better (Lazarus, 1991). Taken in context 

with this dissertation study, affective events theory offers a possible explanation for how 

participants’ experiences of managing justice conundrums resulted in their creation of 

new justice rules.  

Participants learned of the bad news and did their initial evaluation, which likely 

caused initial emotions like sadness and fear. Then, as they experienced more events like 

the justice conundrums and uncertainty, they experienced intense emotions like anxiety, 

stress, disappointment, and sympathy due to the threat, and they might need to engage in 

unjust behaviors. However, in alignment with affective events theory, the participants had 

strong awareness of their emotions and engaged in behaviors to deal with their feelings to 

enact justice (Frijda, 1993). They created new justice rules.  

Justice rules are behavioral norms that managers adhere to when enacting justice. 

Although there is no universal set of justice rules, OJ scholars have identified rules 
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associated with each of the justice dimensions. Distributive justice refers to equitable 

treatment of employees (Adams, 1963). Procedural justice involves using consistent 

procedures that lead to accurate and bias-free decision-making outcomes (Leventhal, 

1980). Interactional justice describes managers’ respectful interactions with employees. 

This includes providing employees with truthful information and giving them the 

opportunity to ask questions and receive candid answers (Bies, 2015; Bies & Moag, 

1986).  

Justice scholars have long questioned whether the commonly espoused justice 

rules are comprehensive. They have also criticized the commonly used rules as being 

focused on evaluating the fairness of situations, not considering the fairness of 

organizations and supervisors (Hollensbe et al., 2008). These questions are raised since 

the workplace has become more complex and riddled with uncertainty.  

Qualitative studies were conducted on employees’ evaluations of unjust situations 

at work to determine if justice exists in organizations and if their managers act fairly. It 

was discovered that employees evaluate fairness based on norms that have not been 

widely discussed. They value managers who recognize their contributions, consider their 

special needs and provide support, and keep their word and promises (Fortin et al., 2020; 

Hollensbe et al., 2008).  

Similarly, when interviewing managers about their experiences enacting justice, 

this study found that participants also identified similar justice norms they used to enact 

justice. The participants considered employees’ special needs when delivering bad news 

and found ways to support them. For example, Phillip had to lay off an employee and 

communicate the news to the broader department. When informing the broader 
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department, he did not share who was impacted but just that employees were informed 

their positions were eliminated. Phillip then asked that employees respect each other’s 

privacy and not try to figure out who lost their job. This was done to support the impacted 

employees, giving them the time and space to deal with the bad news before having to 

engage with others.  

Participants often described how they identified new ways of enacting justice. 

They reflected on their personal definitions of fairness as well as their significant 

workplace fairness experiences. They thought about employees’ needs and expectations 

and then considered what justice behaviors were and were not within their power to 

develop ideas. Some participants tested their ideas with trusted colleagues or family 

members before taking action. Finally, where possible, they sought feedback from 

employees through one-on-one discussions.  

In conclusion, this study challenges a common assumption that emotions in the 

workplace are bad and create dysfunction (Lazarus, 1991; Mandler, 1984; Weiss & 

Cropanzano, 1996). This study found that participants’ negative emotions were important 

influences in their justice enactment behaviors.  

Finding 3: Diverse Participants Experienced More Stress when Enacting Justice 

To ensure candor and reduce any fear of backlash for the participants from 

employers, no demographic or identifying information was reported. However, two 

participants referred to their age and race as factors that caused them additional stress 

when enacting justice. These same participants also emphasized that they had high levels 

of empathy for employees. This study found that justice enactment does come at a cost to 

managers, especially those with high levels of empathy or those who are minorities. 
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Some justice research has found that empathetic managers are more likely to focus on 

fairness (Blader & Tyler, 2002); Patient & Skarlicki, 2010). Holt, Bobocel, and Chen 

(2021) distinguished between two types of empathy: cognitive and affective. Cognitive 

empathy, also referred to as other-oriented perspective-taking, means adopting another 

person’s psychological perceptions to understand a situation from his or her viewpoint. 

Affective empathy is the tenderness, sympathy, and concern felt by managers for 

employees’ misfortunes. Too much affective empathy can lead to stress and burnout, 

which was described by two participants (Buffone et al., 2017; Davis, 1983; Holt et al., 

2021; Lamothe et al., 2014).  

The study’s two participants who referred to their age and race also emphasized 

how empathetic they were towards employees. Expressing empathy for employees is 

quite natural for some managers. They described feeling employees’ pain, and this 

became a burden for them to carry. Holt et al. (2021) conducted several research studies 

and found that managers who possessed cognitive empathy were able to consider 

employees’ perspectives about difficult situations. As a result, these managers were 

sensitive in how they communicated with employees and were more likely to provide 

explanations compared to managers with low cognitive empathy. Managers who 

expressed emotional empathy also considered employees’ perspectives, but these 

managers embodied employees’ emotions. The managers were less objective and 

experienced what the employees were feeling.  

Most of the participants described themselves as experiencing empathy for 

employees. For example, Phillip described laying off an employee who was a lower 

performer, and the performance was a significant factor in the decision to lay off this 
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employee. Yet, Phillip described feeling sorry for the employee, especially given some 

personal challenges the employee was experiencing at home. Phillip described calling to 

check on the employee as a friend. Carolyn and Katherine described more intense 

emotions of being very stressed and worried about employees. They described feeling 

burdened by these emotions and expressed needing emotional support from family 

members. Carolyn and Katherine were also the only participants who referenced their age 

and race, respectively, as being factors that influenced their justice enactment 

experiences. Carolyn talked about being a young senior leader and worried if her age 

could impact how others perceived her when she made the suggestion that a man should 

not lead a newly formed employee resource group for women. Katherine described the 

burden of being a person of color and feeling the need to make sure other people of color 

did not feel that because of their race they were not good enough, and this was why they 

were selected for layoffs.  

Their experiences warrant further research and study. However, research has 

shown that people’s fairness beliefs are not only influenced by managers’ adherence to 

justice norms but are also influenced by their subjective biases (Caleo, 2016; Zapata et 

al., 2016). This suggests that even when managers adhere to justice enactment norms, 

they may still be perceived as unfair. Fairness theory (Folger & Cropanzano, 2001) 

explains that unfair situations cause employees to feel threatened and experience harm. 

Employees will look for the source of the threat to protect themselves. Consequently, 

they will evaluate managers to determine if they are the source of the unfair treatment. 

Varty, Barclay, and Brady (2021) conducted a research study that found that female 

leaders were judged more harshly by employees. They proposed that this was likely 
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because there is an expectation that women are caretakers, and perceptions of causing 

harm go against this belief. This can result in female managers being judged more 

harshly by employees (Heilman & Chen, 2005; Okimoto & Brescoll, 2010). This is 

concerning because the Varty et al. (2021) study found that when employees experience 

female managers as causing harm, employees might do things to undermine managers’ 

effectiveness, such as withdrawing support or challenging the managers’ authority.  

Finding 4: Participants Felt Empowered to Enact Interactional Justice  

 Most of the participants in this study did not have the power to enact distributive 

or procedural justice. However, they did have the power to enact interactional justice. 

Bies’ (2013) multiphase framework for delivering bad news is useful for understanding 

participants’ experiences. The framework describes managers’ interactional justice 

behaviors when delivering bad news. There are three phases: preparing, delivering, and 

transitioning. 

The preparation phase includes activities that occur before the delivery of bad 

news. Managers will do things such as minimize the legal risk to the company by 

preparing a paper trail, rehearsing, calibrating expectations, and providing an opportunity 

for employees to voice concerns. The participants in this study engaged in each of these 

activities. For example, participants who had to lay off employees partnered with human 

resources to ensure that a legally approved and standard process was documented. They 

were also given guidance on how to communicate the bad news, with clear direction 

about what could be said and what information could be shared. The participants were 

then able to rehearse their mental scripts to prepare for the discussion with employees. 

Katherine proactively calibrated employees’ expectations by heavily focusing on their 
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career goals and then pressing them to actively work towards these goals so that they 

could start working on their job searches before receiving the bad news. Because of the 

sensitive nature of the communications, the participants did not provide opportunities for 

employees to voice prior to communicating the bad news. 

 The delivery phase of the framework includes activities such as telling employees 

the truth about the reason for the bad news and disclosing relevant information. It also 

includes a focus on the medium for communication, such as face-to-face or online. Since 

the bad news occurred during the COVID-19 crisis, all communication was done online. 

Bill and Katherine commented that this was not ideal. Bill expressed a preference for a 

face-to-face approach, because it was more personal and both he and the employees could 

pick up nonverbal cues. Another activity the participants described is what is called 

account giving. This means providing justification for the bad news. The participants 

were able to provide high-level business justification for the bad news, which in each 

instance was the company’s need to reduce costs. However, the participants experienced 

a dilemma between being honest and truthful and being able to fully disclose details. 

They could only provide honest disclosures about the business reasons for the bad news 

but could not disclose facts about why employees were selected for layoffs. This was 

because they had to be careful not to put the company at risk for legal actions; in 

addition, none of the participants except Phillip were involved in the decision-making 

process and thus had the information about why specific employees were chosen.  

Bies (2013) found that lack of full disclosure can create a sense of deception 

among employees. The current study’s findings support this view. Bill and Katherine had 

close and constant interactions with employees and described employees suspecting there 
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was a subjective reason why they were impacted. Bill and Katherine were not involved in 

the decision-making, but also believed this to be true. Bill commented on the lack of 

transparency in the culture, with some employees intentionally building strong 

relationships with key decision-makers, knowing it could help save their jobs. Katherine 

speculated that her team members were impacted because of their high salaries. 

The final phase of Bies’ (2013) bad news delivery framework is the transition 

phase. The activities in this phase take place after the delivery of bad news. Actions 

include “public relations” activities that make management look good, as well as 

caretaking and parting ceremonies. One of the dilemmas of delivering bad news is 

balancing the desire to avoid being blamed for the bad news with accepting 

responsibility. Most of the participants were not responsible for making the decisions. 

Yet, they did not blame others for the decisions. In fact, participants took responsibility 

where they could. For example, Indigo took responsibility for communicating bad news 

to all employees, even those who reported to a supervisor on her team and even when she 

was not involved in the decision-making. This study also found that participants engaged 

in numerous caretaking activities after communicating the bad news, such as personally 

checking in with employees on a regular basis to make sure they were okay and 

providing career development support. Participants saw this as justice enactment 

behavior that was within their power and could not cause harm to the company. Their 

caretaking behaviors also included creating safe spaces for employees to voice their 

concerns and express their emotions. Even though the participants could not act on the 

employees’ concerns, they felt it was important to demonstrate support, which was a way 

to enact justice. Turtle described creating safe spaces as the duty of good managers. 
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Conclusions 

This study led to three conclusions. Each conclusion is discussed below. 

Conclusion 1: In the Face of Injustice, Justice Emerges  

On the surface, enacting justice seems like the right thing to do. It seems simple: 

do what is right; treat people the way you want to be treated. In some ways, prior OJ 

research (Scott et al., 2014) has made it seem even easier by identifying justice rules for 

managers to follow. This suggests that if managers know the rules, they can enact justice. 

The reality is that enacting justice is often not simple. Managers must overcome hurdles 

to do the right thing. This study demonstrated that managers experience justice 

conundrums and uncertainty, which make it difficult to enact justice because doing so 

means navigating conflicting dilemmas riddled with injustice. Trying to figure out how to 

do the right thing can be mentally draining. Managers will “grapple” with determining 

their duty to the organization versus their duty to employees and to themselves (Zwank et 

al., 2023). This can cause stress and anxiety. Managers may find it less of a burden to 

avoid dealing with justice conundrums and just do what the organization expects of them; 

they might find work life more pleasurable if they ignore stakeholder needs and the desire 

for justice, including their own, and focus solely on what the company wants them to do.  

Some managers chose the path of morally disengaging (Zwank et al., 2023) to 

avoid the pain of communicating bad news. Moral disengagement is defined as a 

cognitive process that can prevent managers from noticing moral cues in specific 

situations or that constitutes rationalization for their immoral actions (Ashforth & Anand, 

2003; Zwank et al., 2023). For example, some managers will avoid accountability by 

being passive and using others (e.g., their managers, the company, their colleagues) as a 
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shield to avoid direct blame. They may also blame the employees experiencing the 

injustice, accusing them of having done something to warrant the unjust acts or outcomes 

(Zwank et al., 2023). 

However, this study demonstrated that some managers choose a different path. 

Most of the participants experienced multiple organizational and political dynamics that 

interfered with their ability to enact justice in the ways they would have preferred. They 

chose to withstand the pain to find ways to enact justice, such as creating new justice 

rules. They recognized that despite their best efforts, employees still might not experience 

the degree of justice that either party desired, but nevertheless they made an effort to 

provide interactional justice. For example, Amber enacted interactional justice because 

she saw injustice and created a confidential place to listen to employees about their 

concerns. Amber shared what she learned with senior management and made 

recommendations for how they could amend a process that would result in fair outcomes 

for all employees. The senior leaders decided to leave things as they were, thinking they 

could adjust later.  

Despite Amber’s best attempt, she was not able to make the situation more 

equitable. Employees still felt they were being treated unfairly. However, Amber did 

stand up for justice. It is interesting to note that Amber had experienced similar situations 

in her career because she had a mental strategy for coping with the potential 

disappointment of not being able to fully enact justice. She reminded herself that her job 

was to speak up and provide recommendations. It was senior leaders’ job to decide 

whether to implement those recommendations.  
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Like Amber, other participants were in situations where they could not enact 

distributive justice and procedural justice rules but found ways to enact interactional 

justice rules and support employees. Bill held office hours for employees to get feedback 

from them and identify ways to support them. Turtle created a safe space for employees 

to vent and discuss their frustrations. Katherine cleverly used the annual development 

planning process to assist employees with their job search by helping them strengthen 

their networks and work on special projects to make them more marketable. Participants 

found ways to enact justice as best they could in the situation. Therefore, in the face of 

injustice, managers found creative ways to enact some form of justice, usually 

interactional justice. 

Conclusion 2: Managers Are Also Employees Who May Experience Injustice While 

Performing Their Roles; This Hurts Them Too 

Managers are employees even when they are performing their managerial roles. 

At times they must consider how to do what is right for the company, and that might 

include doing things they perceive as unfair. Sometimes managers may morally 

disengage from performing unjust acts by disassociating themselves, saying it was not 

their decision. Managers might also morally disengage by blaming employees for the 

unjust acts (Zwank et al., 2023). The participants in this study did not morally disengage. 

They found creative ways to address the injustice and still perform their roles as expected 

by the organizations.  

Participants were good corporate citizens who did what was right for the greater 

good of the company and what was expected of them as managers. When the participants 

suspected unfairness, they acknowledged it to themselves and sometimes to a trusted 
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confidant. Participants mentally worked hard to identify how they could still enact justice 

someway, somehow. Many described the experience as exhausting and painful. One 

reason it was burdensome was that participants had to manage justice conundrums and 

uncertainty while figuring out how to implement changes that on some level were unfair. 

Participants had to communicate bad news where they questioned if there was equity in 

the changes that were being made and if the decisions were fair, and at times they had to 

do so without being able to provide adequate explanations for the changes. These are 

examples of violations of distributive, procedural, and interactional justice rules (Colquitt 

& Rodell, 2015; Fortin et al., 2020). Participants experienced firsthand how unfair the 

organization was in making decisions, how well or not the company supported 

employees.  

Because managers are employees too, they were also evaluating the organization 

to determine if it was a fair place to work, just like their employees were doing. Being in 

a position of leading changes viewed as unfair can “create psychological and/or social 

wounds” (Barclay & Skarlicki, 2009; Bies & Barclay, 2024; Bies & Tripp, 2002). This is 

not good for them or the organization. Most of the participants described suffering in 

silence, relying only on a single friend or family member to share their pain and 

frustration. This is likely because they were required to keep the changes confidential and 

once the changes were public there was an expectation that managers must demonstrate 

public loyalty and support of the company.  

Conclusion 3: Healing Organizational Injustice Requires a Systemic Approach 

 This study has demonstrated that injustice can be a painful experience for 

managers as well as employees. Managers are employees too. Previous research has 
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shown that injustice negatively influences employees’ engagement, intention to stay, and 

citizenship behaviors (Colquitt et al., 2013). This raises a question: What can an 

organization do to heal the pain? According to Bies and Barclay (2024), the answer 

requires a systematic approach based on three premises. First, organizations must be 

motivated and committed to justice. They must use justice as a motivator to change 

practices and make it a part of the culture. Second, organizations must acknowledge their 

past transgressions by admitting that previous practices may have caused others pain and 

can be improved for the future. It also means acknowledging the emotional and 

psychological pain employees have experienced (Bies & Barclay, 2024).  

For example, in this study, one participant referenced legal concerns about 

sharing too much information with employees. This resulted in her not being able to 

share information about the process that was used to determine which employees would 

lose their jobs. What if legal concerns were used positively and proactively to create 

informational messages that could be shared with employees? This could reduce the legal 

risks of lawsuits and support an environment of informational justice. Phillip described 

taking this path and found it helped an impacted employee better accept the changes.  

The third premise for creating a systematic approach toward justice is for 

organizations to be dedicated to change (Bies & Barclay, 2024). Change is hard because 

it requires organizations to unravel old systems and paradigms such as “we have always 

done it this way,” “we are no different than other companies,” and “everyone cannot be 

happy.” Change is also hard since the organization will experience resistance from 

employees who benefited from the “old” way of doing things. Organizations must be 

committed to the path of justice despite the pain (Bies & Barclay, 2024). To manage 
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conflicts, organizations can positively use a diverse team to help develop solutions, 

similar to what Bill did during his postmortem meeting. He invited stakeholders at 

various levels from different job functions who were all involved in the reduction in force 

experience. Bill facilitated a process improvement discussion where functional 

representation was able to present ideas for how the process could be improved in the 

future. 

This study has also demonstrated that managers cannot be the sole caretakers for 

justice. Injustice exists without a multilevel intervention that includes senior leaders, 

managers, employees, and even external groups (Bies & Barclay, 2024). Most of the 

participants in this study had 20 or more years of corporate experience and had other 

managers reporting to them. The breadth and depth of their experiences helped them 

navigate the conundrums and uncertainty. Yet for many participants, their experience and 

creativity were still not enough to enact justice that could be fully felt by employees.  

Conclusion 4: Enacting Justice Is an Act of Courage 

The managers in this study were courageous. They enacted justice when the path 

to justice was not always clear and even when it was personally risky to do so. Courage 

exists when managers face personal risks while pursuing goals and decide to do so 

anyway (Pury et al., 2021). Farm was courageous in challenging senior leaders on the 

executive leadership team. She did this intentionally, knowing her courageous actions 

would be a blueprint for others to be courageous in taking just actions in the future. Bill 

demonstrated courage by organizing, hosting, and facilitating postmortem meetings with 

other stakeholders to discuss how they could improve the layoff process. This was an act 

of courage because it suggested the process did not go as well as it could have. Such a 
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suggestion could have resulted in stakeholders being offended and resisting attempts to 

improve the process. Katherine was courageous in strategically using the company’s 

career development process to help employees start to look for new roles. Blue was 

courageous in communicating the bad news to employees directly rather than hiding 

behind the manager who reported to her to do the communications instead. Carolyn was 

courageous for vocalizing a D&I recommendation that was met with resistance. Philip 

was courageous for personally following up with a recently laid-off employee, even 

though he was afraid of how the employee might respond. Philip did not have to do this 

and could have hidden behind the fact that the job did not require him to reach out to the 

employee after communicating the bad news. However, Philip stood up to his fears about 

how the employee might respond to him and called to personally check on the employee 

because he believed it was the right thing to do. Turtle was courageous by acknowledging 

that the organizational change was difficult and creating a safe space for employees to 

share their frustrations rather than penalizing employees for voicing frustrations and not 

making time for them. 

The managers could have taken other actions, such as communicating the bad 

news and then limiting communications with employees or not saying anything to senior 

management about fairness concerns. This raises a question about why the managers in 

this study made a choice to be courageous and perhaps why other managers chose not to 

do so. According to Schilpzand, Hekman, and Mitchell (2015), individuals use a two-step 

process when deciding to take courageous actions during challenging situations. First, 

they determine their individual level of responsibility. Second, they consider the potential 

social costs. The managers frequently described feeling a personal sense of responsibility 
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for interactional justice. Most managers described their responsibility as being clear and 

transparent in communications to employees, as well as giving employees a chance to 

share their voices and identifying ways to support employees in coping with the bad 

news. Most managers also described being aware of the social risks involved in their 

courageous actions and proactively sought ways to minimize those risks. Amber spoke up 

to senior management but accepted that the final decision was not hers. Katherine used 

the company’s career development process and went above and beyond expectations to 

perform her role as a people manager to support impacted employees’ career 

development. Rather than giving feedback that the layoff process could have been better, 

Bill used a common process of exploring a “lessons learned for next time” approach to 

encourage fairness changes in the future. 

Implications for Theory 

The purpose of this basic qualitative study was to address a call to action to 

conduct more research that focuses on managers as justice actors instead of justice 

recipients (Brockner et al., 2015; Graso et al., 2020). The study sought to address two 

research questions: How do managers experience enacting organizational justice during 

planned organizational change? What are the factors that influence their enactment 

experiences? This study is important because it offers a better understanding of how to 

foster and support justice in organizations. The findings of this study can provide deeper 

understanding about why managers behave fairly, as well as what can impede managers’ 

enactment behaviors. The study has theoretical, research, and practical implications.  
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Justice Motives and Heuristics 

This study addresses what motivates managers to enact justice. Organizational 

justice scholars have long identified three primary motives for justice enactment: 

deontonic, instrumental, and relational (Adams, 1963; Blau, 1964; Folger & Skarlicki, 

1998; Lind & Tyler, 1988; Thibaut & Walker, 1975). This study found that managers 

were primarily driven by deontonic motives, having strong beliefs in justice for justice’s 

sake. Similar to prior studies, this study found instances where there was a co-occurrence 

of justice motives (Ganegoda et al., 2016; Graso et al., 2020; Scott et al., 2014). For 

example, Bill and Carolyn believed in justice for justice’s sake. Yet, at the same time 

they expressed concerns about others perceiving them as being unfair. Indigo and Turtle 

were also motivated by justice for justice’s sake, as well as relational justice. They 

described having strong relationships with their direct reports and valued these 

relationships. They felt an obligation to ensure their employees were treated fairly. For 

example, Indigo had communicated to her team that they were safe from layoffs. While 

she was on vacation, senior leaders decided to lay off a team member who reported to a 

supervisor on Indigo’s team. She wanted to be the one to inform the employee of the 

layoff because she valued the relationship with the employee.  

This study also provides deeper understanding of how managers use fairness 

heuristics as a guide for their enactment behaviors. According to fairness heuristic theory, 

managers cognitively evaluate organizations and develop subjective beliefs about their 

work environments. Their evaluations are used to create cognitive shortcuts, a heuristic 

that is used to guide their behaviors (Lind, 2001; Proudfoot & Lind, 2015). This study 

found that managers’ previous significant workplace experiences influenced their 
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enactment behaviors. Several participants described their organizations as lacking 

transparency and withholding information. When the participants experienced 

conundrums or uncertainty, they recalled their previous significant workplace fairness 

experiences and used them to help define ways to enact justice. For example, Katherine’s 

company did not provide sufficient information on how layoff decisions were made. She 

described reflecting on previous workplace experiences where employees who had the 

strongest relationships with senior leaders received favorable career outcomes. Even if 

the employees were not the most qualified candidates, they would receive career 

advancement opportunities.  

Katherine described carrying this experience throughout her career. When she 

encountered a situation where she knew 3 months in advance that some of her team 

members would lose their jobs, Katherine helped them start their search for new jobs 

without them knowing it. Katherine used the company’s annual career development 

planning process to help her direct reports get a jump start on looking for a new role. She 

encouraged the employees to take on short-term projects that would make them more 

marketable or reach out to people in their collective network.  

The Price of Justice and Sources of Pain 

This study supports the idea that enacting justice can cause managers pain. 

Previous justice research found that enacting justice is mentally and psychologically 

draining (Johnson et al., 2014; Margolis & Molinsky, 2008). The source of the pain is 

prevalent for those delivering bad news to employees. Other research has demonstrated 

that the pain can also come from demographic characteristics such as gender and race 

(Varty et al., 2021; Zapata et al., 2016). Varty et al. (2021) found that female managers 
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experience reduced legitimacy when employees face unfair situations. This occurs 

because employees have stereotypes of women being nurturing and supportive. Similarly, 

Zapata et al. (2016) found that Black and Latino managers were treated negatively by 

employees after they enacted fair interactional justice. This is because when managers 

enact justice, employees feel less threatened by their supervisors and are consequently 

less focused on them as individuals. In such situations, employees rely on stereotypes to 

make judgments about their managers. Carolyn and Katherine referred to their age and 

race, respectively, as being a source of pain when enacting justice. The pain stemmed 

from the fear of being judged negatively.  

Katherine had to lay off members of her team, including people of color. She was 

not involved in the decision-making and did not have specific insights about why each 

employee was chosen. Katherine was not able to provide informational justice and 

worried that the people of color might believe they were impacted because of their race. 

Because Katherine is also a person of color, she felt an added burden to ensure the 

employees did not internalize the belief that they were losing their jobs because of their 

race. She took extra steps to help them maintain their professional confidence.  

Carolyn referred to her age when expressing her worry about an employee who 

felt he had been treated unfairly. This created additional stress and worry for Carolyn. 

She disclosed the situation to her manager, seeking advice and wanting support to 

confirm that she had done the “right” thing. The employee who was offended withdrew 

from a voluntary project. Carolyn was surprised and wondered if her suggestion had been 

inappropriate, as she had never experienced a similar situation. She also wondered 



146 

whether she would be perceived negatively because she was a young senior leader who 

had made a mistake.  

Experiences and Emotions in Justice Enactment 

This study provides greater understanding of the contextual and situational 

experiences that influence managers’ justice enactment behaviors (Ambrose & Schminke, 

2009; Sherf et al., 2020; Whiteside & Barclay, 2016). Research has shown that despite 

managers’ good intentions, they face challenges, like justice conundrums, that interfere 

with their justice enactment behaviors. This study supports what has been found. 

Participants had to manage multiple priorities and ethical dilemmas, as well as consider 

the expectations of the company, the employee, and themselves (Burris et al., 2017; 

Porath et al., 2015; Sherf et al., 2020). The conundrums included being accused of 

making an unfair decision, having to withhold information, maintaining secrets for the 

greater good of the company, and implementing changes they believed were unfair. Some 

participants raised concerns to senior leaders. Two out of three times the senior leaders 

did not address the concerns, and the participants had to move forward. Moving forward 

for one participant meant detaching herself from the decision the senior leaders made and 

continuing to do what she was being paid to do. For another participant, it meant 

spending more time with employees, listening to their concerns and cheering them on to 

success.  

This study affirms that managers experienced a wide range of emotions while 

managing justice conundrums, such as feeling guilty, stressed, fearful of losing their jobs, 

drained, exhausted, and helpless (Zwank et al., 2023). For example, one participant was 

excluded from a last-minute decision that negatively impacted a member of her team. The 
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decision was unexpected and made while the participant was on vacation. Therefore, she 

could not share her perspective as she had done with similar decisions in the recent past. 

The participant was hurt twice: the first time by the bad news that would impact one of 

her team members and the second time by being excluded. 

Recommendations for Research 

A major contribution of this research is that it answers a call for more studies that 

connect scientific research to practice (Bies & Barclay, 2024; Brockner & Bobocel, 

2024). This basic qualitative study described managers’ firsthand experience enacting 

justice. It offered rich descriptions of experiences managers face when managing a justice 

conundrum. Managers described their emotions and how they found ways to enact 

interpersonal justice when there were no other options. Thus, the first recommendation is 

for more qualitative studies. The studies could explore in more depth some of the themes 

identified here or focus on new areas, such as the cognitive, social, and political 

processes managers use to manage justice conundrums or managers’ approaches to 

coping with the stress of leading unfair changes. 

Some of the justice enactment research has focused on managers’ personal traits 

and their impact on justice enactment behaviors (Graso et al., 2020). For example, Holt et 

al. (2021) looked at how managers’ ability to think about other people’s perspectives 

influences their interactional justice enactment behaviors. A second recommendation is to 

conduct a mixed-methods study that first measures managers’ personal characteristics 

such as cognitive and affective empathy, morality, and interpersonal justice and then 

interview managers or conduct focus groups to understand their perspectives on the 

potential relationship between their personal traits and their experiences enacting justice. 
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This will help provide deeper understanding of how personality traits can influence 

enactment behaviors, while also listening to the voices of those responsible for the 

behavior. Including the voice and perspectives of the people being studied can help 

promote justice and healing in the workplace (Bies & Barclay, 2024; Graso et al., 2020). 

Another recommendation is to conduct an action research project where 

researchers partner with various stakeholder groups within a company to create a fair 

process for implementing a common change like layoffs. The project could take place 

over a long period of time, from 6 months to 2 years. The company could use its normal 

process for leading the change and gather feedback about managers’ and employees’ 

experiences, justice perceptions, and recommendations. Researchers could use this 

feedback and enlist support from employees, managers, senior managers, and supporting 

functions like finance, legal, and facilities to improve the process. The new process could 

then be piloted during the next change, again assessing people’s experience, justice 

perceptions, and recommendations. This process could be repeated two to three times 

until a saturation point is reached. Such an approach could help bring about healing and 

serve as the springboard for creating an organization that prioritizes justice. 

A final research recommendation is to explore the upward bias managers may 

experience based on their demographic characteristics such as age, race, and gender. 

Zapata, Carton, and Liu (2016) conducted a study that surprisingly found that when 

Black and Latino managers in Caucasian-majority organizations enact interpersonal 

justice, they experience upward bias from their direct reports. This is because enacting 

interpersonal justice does not trigger employees to pay close attention to their managers 

to search for reasons why their managers caused them harm. Instead, employees rely on 
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heuristics that contain negative stereotypes and bias about their managers’ race. Two of 

the participants in this study described their age and race as factors in their experiences 

enacting justice. One participant worried that she would be judged negatively because of 

her age. Another participant experienced her race as a burden she had to carry because 

more was expected of her as a person of color. Zapata et al. (2016) recommended that 

Black and Latino managers spend time getting to know their employees and having the 

employees get to know them because this can help employees work through their biases. 

The problem with this suggestion is that it places an additional burden on these managers 

who may already be navigating justice conundrums and uncertainty in addition to 

delivering bad news. Future research should explore more deeply the interactions 

between diverse managers and their employees and identify additional recommendations 

for addressing upward bias.  

Participants described having trusting relationships with their employees and 

knowing what is going on in their personal lives. However, most participants did not 

describe close relationships with their managers, where they were able to fully discuss 

their experiences of stress and pain while managing justice conundrums and uncertainty, 

and did not seek comfort or guidance from their managers. It appeared that managers 

would be considered not strong enough to perform their job of delivering bad news if 

they needed emotional support from their managers. More research is needed to explore 

managers’ well-being needs and practices before, during, and after enacting justice, 

especially the delivery of bad news (Graso et al., 2020).  
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Implications for Practice 

Organizational justice scholars have long sought to address how we bring justice 

to the workplace. One way is to do it. Doing justice means understanding injustice and 

using it to generate insights and solutions for healing the pain it has caused (Bies & 

Barclay, 2024). Bies and Barclay (2024) offered suggestions for healing injustice. One is 

to engage in an action-oriented process of creating a safe space for employees, managers, 

and other stakeholders to acknowledge, discuss, and understand the pain injustice has 

caused. Then, all parties need to commit to taking actions that unravel and recreate 

systems, structures, and policies (Bies & Barclay, 2024). The framework feels large and 

heavy, especially for organizations that have generations of injustice. However, if not 

now, then when? Below are practical implications for how to address injustice in 

organizations based on the findings of this dissertation.  

Creating a Just Culture 

This study shows that several managers had to navigate justice conundrums to 

enact justice because they worked in environments where justice was not embedded in 

the culture. For example, Turtle described working in an environment that presented a 

change as two entities coming together as one, suggesting a sense of equity. However, 

employees experienced a different reality. One entity took over another, and there was 

little equity. Such observations inform employees’ justice perceptions about the 

organizations where they work. Negative justice perceptions can result in employees 

experiencing emotions such as sadness, anger, and resentment (Bies & Tripp, 2002; 

Folger & Cropanzano, 2001; Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996). These emotions have been 

associated with decreased organizational citizenship behaviors (Colquitt et al., 2023). 
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Thus, it is in the best interest of organizations to create cultures where justice 

prevails. Colquitt et al. (2023) offered relevant suggestions. First, organizations should 

make justice a part of the value system. This means more than simply saying the 

company believes in fairness. It means creating and socializing justice rules. This way, 

employees at all levels of the organization understand what is expected. It also means that 

when managers need to make decisions, they have a set of rules to guide them. Further, 

Colquitt et al. (2023) suggested that organizations should evaluate employees’ fairness 

perceptions by adding questions to employee engagement surveys. As with the other 

engagement dimensions, managers can use the survey results to improve justice actions. 

This leads to a second idea for creating a just culture: developing managers to become 

justice agents (Colquitt et al., 2023). This can involve training them on the organization’s 

justice rules, navigating conundrums, and best utilizing support mechanisms such as a 

trusted internal advisor. These recommendations align with research conducted by the 

NeuroLeadership Institute (2019). This organization highlights the importance of brain 

science and has established a priorities–habits–systems model that can support managers 

in enacting justice (NeuroLeadership Institute, 2019). First, organizations create clear 

justice priorities and socialize them throughout the organization. Next, organizations 

should have habits that support the priorities. Like NIL, I would recommend that these 

habits be encouraged and practiced within all functions and at all levels of the 

organization. Last, organizations should develop systems that serve as mental and 

physical cues for employees to engage in habits that focus on the priorities. For example, 

Johnson & Johnson is well known for its credo. As a former employee, I was given a 

copy of the credo on beautiful cardstock paper to carry in my notebook and use in 
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meetings. It served as a physical reminder of the priorities, and employees developed the 

habit of referring to it in meetings. 

Courageous action is important because it can help to create a just culture. As Farm 

noted, courage can be contagious and inspire others to also engage in courageous actions. 

This study provided examples of courageous managers taking actions to enact justice 

during a planned change. Yet, imagine if these actions were encouraged to build a just 

culture. There would be several benefits. Broken processes and policies could be explored 

and modified. Past mistakes and injustices could be acknowledged and used as learning 

tools for what to do in the future. Courageous actions might lead to ridicule and resistance. 

However, with courage, organizations could explore these areas of resistance and create 

new pathways where justice prevails, equity commitments are honored, employees’ voices 

are recognized, engagement increases, psychological safety is present, and organizations 

become better equipped to innovate and create.  

Support for Managers 

This study supports previous research showing that enacting justice can be painful 

for managers because they are delivering bad news while managing justice conundrums 

and uncertainty (Graso et al., 2020; Zwank et al., 2023). Additionally, this study found 

that managers sometimes experience injustice that they have to overlook for the greater 

good of the company. This can also create psychological and social wounds (Barclay & 

Skarlicki, 2009; Bies & Barclay, 2024; Bies & Tripp, 2002). For these reasons, it is 

imperative that organizations offer managers increased well-being support beyond the 

employee assistance program services that companies typically offer, such as mental 

health counseling. Managers need more customized support. One suggestion is for 
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companies to offer managers three to five confidential coaching sessions provided by a 

third-party vendor. The coaching sessions can be a safe place where managers can reflect 

on their experiences before, during, and after the change and develop action plans for 

managing justice conundrums and uncertainty. An executive coach can also help 

managers address how personal characteristics such as age and race impact them at work. 

There are now external firms like BetterUp that offer affordable coaching services that 

companies can purchase to scale.  

 Another way to support managers is to learn from what one participant did. He 

organized a “postmortem” discussion with stakeholders from various functions and levels 

who were involved in the change that resulted in bad news. The discussion was a 

platform for everyone to give feedback and share ideas for how the process and 

experience could be improved and embed justice in the future. This could give managers 

and employees comfort that better attempts at justice will be made in the future. It is also 

an opportunity to formalize a plan that includes justice guiding principles.  

Lastly, it is important not to forget that two managers in this study described how 

their age and race contributed to the stress they experienced while enacting justice. As 

previously stated, there has been some research that suggests this is not uncommon 

(Heilman & Chen, 2005; Okimoto & Brescoll, 2010). In support of diverse managers 

who are enacting justice, it is crucial for organizations to prevent a culture of silence. Do 

not let the managers suffer in silence. Create a safe space for them to share their 

experiences enacting justice, be empathetic, and do not judge their experiences. Lastly, 

connect the managers to a trusted mentor or professional colleague who is willing to 

share their own experiences in managing similar challenges. 
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Managers’ Preparation for Implementing Change 

This study supports early organizational justice research about the importance of 

managers being well prepared to have bad news discussions with employees (Bies, 2013). 

Organizations can support managers by developing a standard plan that has fairness 

guiding principles and expectations, along with a standard toolkit for bad news delivery. 

Managers should understand the business reasons for the bad news and have a script 

describing how decisions were made that includes not only the business reasons for 

changes, but the procedures used to make decisions. This will equip managers to enact 

informational justice, where they can provide adequate explanations about the reason for 

the change and address questions without posing a legal risk to the company. Such 

actions can help reduce uncertainty and help employees feel less threatened (Van den 

Bos, 2001; Zapata et al., 2016). 

Organizations could benefit from having a pool of coaches or strategic human 

resources business partners to provide managers with small group or one-on-one 

coaching on how to effectively lead change fairly. The internal coaches could support 

managers with aspects such as building a trusting relationship with employees before 

communicating change. Trusting relationships with employees have been found to help 

employees trust and accept the changes. However, the reality is that many managers have 

more transactional relationships with employees. The coaching could include practical 

suggestions such as how to structure individual meetings to get to know employees and 

have them get to know you (Zapata et al., 2016). This dissertation has shown that 

managers who build trusting relationships with employees can create an environment for 

open dialogue and identify ways to best support employees (Sherf et al., 2021). The 
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participants also highlighted that support is not a one-size-fits-all approach. Managers 

need to understand what fairness looks like for each employee. What is fair to one 

employee might not be considered fair to another employee. When managers understand 

what fairness looks like for each person, they will be able to identify effective ways to 

support employees through the changes.  

Services and Programs That Ease the Layoff Burden 

The participants in this study who had to lay off employees took comfort in 

knowing employees would be well supported by the company in terms of their career 

development within and outside the organization, as well as financially. Participants 

described advanced notice being given to employees about the layoff. This advanced 

notice provides employees with time to accept the bad news and start job searches. Some 

managers were able to assist employees using a few different strategies, like helping them 

find small projects to make them more marketable, helping them identify people in their 

respective networks who could help them find their next role, and giving them paid time 

off from work to do a job search. Many large companies offer outplacement services to 

impacted employees so they can learn how to conduct a job search, write a resume, and 

build effective LinkedIn profiles. Participants also described being grateful that 

employees would receive “good” severance packages. The severance benefits meant 

impacted employees would have time to decompress and look for a new job without 

having to worry about the lack of income. Participants indicated that benefits such as 

these gave them comfort in knowing the employees would be all right. Regardless of the 

type of change, if there are consequences to employees, organizations can offer and 

promote services to employees in ways that are attractive and accessible. For example, an 
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employee assistance program counselor could set up in-person and virtual office hours, or 

an outplacement company could offer on-site or virtual office hours to assist with resume 

writing. 

Concluding Remarks 

Scholars have repeatedly demonstrated that employees’ justice perceptions 

influence organizational outcomes (Graso et al., 2020). Justice scholars have found that 

during times of organizational change, employees form and reform their justice 

perceptions based on current experiences with their managers and the work environment 

(Proudfoot & Lind, 2015). This means that when leading planned organizational changes 

like a layoff, managers’ justice enactment behaviors will have a significant influence on 

employees’ justice perceptions. There is a positive relationship between managers’ 

adherence to justice rules and employees’ positive workplace behaviors such as 

engagement, idea sharing, and problem-solving (Lysova et al., 2015; Maheshwari & 

Vohra, 2015; van den Heuvel et al., 2016).  

Interestingly, what started off as a desire to understand managers’ experiences 

enacting justice led to a discovery of the often-silent suffering managers experience when 

trying to do the right thing. While doing what is right for the company, managers notice 

moments of injustice toward employees but are unable to speak up or do anything. Thus, 

a new question has emerged: How do we bring justice to organizations? Bies and Barclay 

(2024) suggested beginning by looking at injustice, because it acknowledges the missteps 

and pain. Then, we can develop a multilevel plan for addressing injustice and create 

healing in organizations.  
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APPENDIX A: 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

Corporate Managers’ Fairness Enactment Experiences 

 

 

Thank you for agreeing to take part in this study as a voluntary participant. The informed 

consent form you reviewed and acknowledged explains the intent and characteristics of 

this study. As the informed consent form indicated, this study has been designed to 

minimize risk to you as a participant. Your interview will be audio-recorded and 

transcribed by a transcription service company.  

 

Every effort will be made to maintain your confidentially. The files containing the 

recording will be de-identified as soon as possible. Your name and organization will not 

be associated with any specific comments or conclusions expressed in the study. You will 

choose a pseudonym to be referred to for this study. The original recording and the 

transcription will be kept in a safe to protect your confidentiality. You will have an 

opportunity to review the interview transcript and can provide input and feedback.  

 

If at any point during the interview you would like me to turn off the recorder, let me 

know and I will turn it off at any time. Otherwise, I would like you to feel comfortable 

enough to speak freely. If there is a question you do not feel comfortable answering, 

please let me know and we can move on to the next question. If you need me to repeat or 

explain a question, please let me know. You can stop the interview at any time. If at any 

point during this interview or after the interview has ended you decide you no longer 

want to participate in this study, please let me know. You can notify me directly via email 

or phone call directly to me.  

 

Do you have any questions about your consent and participation?  

 

The purpose of this study is to understand corporate managers’ experiences enacting 

fairness during times of planned organizational changes like a restructuring, 

organizational transformation, or an M&A deal within the past 2 years. I would like to 

get a sense of what your experience was like. What were you thinking? What were you 

feeling? There are no right or wrong answers.  

 

This interview will last approximately 60-75 minutes. Although you have received the 

interview questions ahead of time, I might ask questions that arise as I try to understand 

your experiences. Are you ready to begin?  
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Semi-Structured Interview Questions 

 

Education and Professional Background 

 

I would like to begin by asking you some general questions about your educational and 

professional background.  

1. Please describe your educational and professional background. 

• Where did you attend college? Degrees? Interests? 

• Organizations where you worked 

2. Please describe your early work experiences. 

• What organizations did you work for? What did you do? 

3. What organization are you currently employed at? 

• What is your current role?  

• What are your current responsibilities? 

 

Justice Workplace Experiences 

 

If it is okay with you, I will now ask you some more detailed questions about your 

professional experiences. As you know, a lot of what I am focusing on in this research. 

 

4. What is the first thing that comes to mind when you hear fairness in the 

workplace?  

5. Please describe what it is like to have experienced fairness in your workplace. 

• What did it feel like? 

6. Tell me a story about a meaningful or significant experience that describes or 

represents fairness in the workplace. 

• What happened? Who was involved? What was the intended outcome? From 

your standpoint, what made it fair? 

 

Experience of Workplace Justice During a Planned Change 

 

Think about a time within the past 2 years when you were leading a planned change at 

work.  

 

The Organization 

1. Please describe the organization in which you were working at the time. 

a. What is the mission? 

b. What is important to the people who worked in the organization? 

c. What does the organization pride itself in doing?  

 

Participant’s Position Within the Company 

2. What was your role in the organization? How long were you in the role? 

3. How long did you work there?  
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Enacting Organizational Justice (How, When, Where, Who) 

 
Preparing for Enacting Enactment of Fairness Learnings 

4. Please describe the 

planned change.  

• What was the 

purpose? 

• Who initiated it? 

• Who was going to be 

impacted by the 

changes? 

5. What was your role in 

the planned change?  

6. When did you first hear 

about the change? 

7. What were your first 

impressions about how 

fair the changes were 

when you learned about 

them?  

8. How did you prepare to 

create the change? 

9. Prior to the change, how 

would you describe 

your relationship with 

those employees who 

were going to be 

impacted? 

10. Describe your relationship 

with employees once the 

changes were announced. 

11. Can you describe what that 

was like for you? 

• What can you compare it 

to? 

12. Please describe what you 

consider to be one of the most 

significant actions that you 

took. 

13. What was that like for you? 

• What did you consider? 

• How did this feel? 

• What stories can you share 

about that experience? 

14. Please describe the most 

memorable story about how an 

employees reacted to the 

changes that impacted 

her/him. 

• What were you thinking?  

• What were your feelings? 

15. What was the 

OVERALL experience 

like for you?  

• What did you feel? 

Why? 

• What did you think? 

• What did you learn? 

16. What your relationship 

like with employees 

afterwards?  

17. If you were to give 

advice to a colleague 

having to implement a 

change like you did, 

what advice would you 

give him/her? 

18. Thank you for your 

responses. Is there 

anything else you would 

like to add? 

 

 

This concludes the questions I prepared for this interview. Thank you very much for your 

time and participation in responding to the questions. I appreciate your willingness to 

share your experiences with me.  

 

If you think of other information or if you have any questions or further comments, 

please contact me at clynn@gwu.edu or 908-334-8943. I will contact you via email 

within the next two weeks to share the transcripts from this interview to obtain your 

feedback. Thank you!  

 

  

mailto:clynn@gwu.edu
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APPENDIX B: 

SUBJECTIVITY STATEMENT 

As a human instrument for collecting data, the qualitative researcher has to 

monitor his or her biases that can influence the research process. The idea is that by 

monitoring the bias, the researcher can reduce the likelihood that his or her bias will 

interfere with the purity of the data collected. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) have suggested 

that one way to minimize researcher bias is for the researcher to write a subjectivity 

statement. A subjectivity statement requires researchers to identify their potential biases 

and use the statement as a guide for identifying potential bias throughout the research 

process. Therefore, the purpose of this section is for me to disclose and explore the 

experiences I have had that led me to conduct the desired research and reveal influences 

for potential bias that might need to be addressed.  

The idea for this study is a result of me as an emerging scholar-practitioner 

theorizing about a problem I experienced in the workplace during an M&A deal. Two 

years ago, my colleagues and I worked in a large corporation as managers with titles of 

director, executive director, and vice president. We were leaders of various functions and 

responsible for leading employees through changes associated with an unpleasant M&A 

deal. Unfortunately, our division had been sold to a smaller company that had a 

reputation of treating their employees unfairly, paying low wages, producing poor-quality 

products, and engaging in practices that created safety issues and harm to the 

environment. For almost 2 years, while both companies waited for government approvals 

that never came, employees were kept in the dark about things that were important to 

them like their future compensation, benefits, job roles, and work location. This created a 

lot of tension that we as managers of the planned change had to manage. We were in the 

double bind of also being in the dark and having the same questions and concerns as our 

employees, yet having to keep employees calm and hopeful about the future. It is this 

experience that inspired me to study organizational justice.  

My workplace experience led to many questions. Why were employees and middle 

managers angry? At first, I thought it was because they were being sold to an undesirable 

company. Then, I made several observations. The first was that some managers were 

directed by senior leaders to withhold important information from employees. This is a 

violation of interactional justice. Organizational justice scholars define interactional 

justice as a type of justice associated with open, authentic, and transparent 

communication with employees, as well as treating them with respect and dignity (Bies, 

2015).  

A second observation was that some middle managers would humiliate and 

disrespect employees for asking questions about their future compensation and benefits. 

Other employees received negative performance feedback for voicing their concerns 

about the injustice experienced throughout the transaction. Third, over time, there were 

inconsistencies in the information middle managers shared with employees. This resulted 

in employees developing perceptions of untruths and deception, all violations of 

interactional justice. In addition, there were employees who were not involved with the 

M&A deal who were also angry because they did not like the way their colleagues were 

being treated. This behavior is consistent with some organizational justice scholars’ work 
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about third party observations of managers’ justice enactment behaviors. Third parties are 

employees, customers, external partners, and community members. They serve as a 

collective unconsciousness for what managers justice morality (Colquitt & Zipray, 2015). 

Employees left the company because they were prevented from applying for jobs within 

the company and they were disappointed by the justice violations. 

I did observe positive behaviors from middle managers as well. Some middle 

managers made a commitment to meet with employees regularly to listen to their 

concerns. These managers were open and transparent about not having answers to 

questions but were interested in listening. The employees who had these experiences 

were frustrated about not having the information they needed to reduce their uncertainty, 

but they also expressed appreciation to their managers and remained engaged for two 

difficult years. As a result of the managers enacting justice, employees remained engaged 

and stayed with the company. This supports the organizational justice scholarship, which 

has demonstrated outcomes like engagement, intent to stay, and performance (Lysova et 

al., 2015; Maheshwari & Vohra, 2015; Oreg et al., 2011; van den Heuvel et al., 2016). 

My experience with the M&A deal inspired me to design a study that focuses on 

managers’ justice enactment behaviors during times of organizational change. During 

such periods, employees often experience moments of uncertainty, chaos, and turmoil. 

Organizational scientists have indicated the importance of managers’ leadership style and 

relationships in influencing employees’ commitment to the planned changes (Lysova et 

al., 2015; Maheshwari & Vohra, 2015; Oreg et al., 2011; van den Heuvel et al., 2016). 

Justice scholars have had similar findings, showing that employees’ justice perceptions 

influence their attitudes and behaviors at work. They have found that when employees 

experience justice, they respond more positively to change (Greenburg & Colquitt, 2005; 

Lind & Tyler, 1988; Thibaut & Walker, 1975).  
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