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Abstract
Intergroup conflicts can be triggered and perpetuated by collective perceptions of 
injustice. In two experiments, we applied the qualifying of subjective justice views, 
a justice-focused intervention initially introduced to resolve interpersonal con-
flicts, and evaluated whether it can mitigate intergroup conflicts. This intervention 
included explicating opposing justice perceptions, explaining the dilemma structure 
of justice conflicts, and emphasizing that each conflict party applies different jus-
tice standards in different situations. In a realistic conflict setting, among advantaged 
group members, the intervention enhanced the willingness to pay monetary conces-
sions to the out-group. This effect was mediated through an enhanced understand-
ing of the justice dilemma (Study 2) and legitimacy judgments of the out-group’s 
justice claim (Studies 1 and 2). Furthermore, effects of the justice-focused interven-
tion were compared to those of empathy induction as a benchmark to evaluate the 
effectiveness. The comparison provided additional evidence for the effectiveness of 
the justice-focused intervention to mitigate intergroup conflicts.
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Introduction

Social conflict is a ubiquitous phenomenon in human life. It can offer the poten-
tial for personal growth and social enhancement (Rubin et  al., 1994), but the 
escalation of conflict often has detrimental consequences for individuals and col-
lectives involved. Accordingly, devising measures to mitigate conflicts early on is 
a task of high importance.

While conflict contexts are diverse, most conflicts are characterized by asym-
metries with respect to power or resources as well as seemingly incompatible 
goals or values of the parties involved (Bar-Tal & Halperin, 2011). Such asym-
metries and incompatibilities may result in very different understanding of what is 
just or unjust (Kim & Smith, 1993; Mikula & Wenzel, 2000). As a consequence, 
(collective) decisions and actions are likely to be in line with the in-group’s jus-
tice standards but to simultaneously violate those of an out-group. Conversely, 
perceived violations of the in-group’s justice standards by an out-group trigger 
strong negative emotions (e.g., Barclay et  al., 2005) and intentions to retaliate 
(Gollwitzer & Denzler, 2009). As such, opposing perceptions of justice can be 
at the core of conflict emergence and escalation (see also Törnblom & Kazemi, 
2012). Dealing with these perceptions thus seems indispensable when aiming to 
prevent the escalation of conflicts (Müller et al., 2008). In the present paper, we 
evaluated an intervention strategy specifically directed at discrepant justice per-
ceptions in an intergroup conflict.

The Necessity of Reconciling Discrepant Justice Views

Discrepancies in justice perceptions may arise when parties apply different jus-
tice standards in the same situation. For example, regarding the allocation of 
resources, need and equity represent alternative justice standards that, applied in 
the same situation, lead to conflicting solutions as a matter of principle (Deutsch, 
1975). One conflict party may assert their own entitlement to a resource because 
of a special need for this resource, for instance to guarantee survival or to allow 
adequate performance (neediness claim), whereas for another conflict party, its 
own contributions or achievements may constitute a legitimate claim for the 
goods in question (equity claim). According to the conceptualization of justice 
conflicts by Törnblom and Kazemi (2012), these opposing principles constitute a 
conceptual distributive justice conflict that can manifest in social conflict between 
individuals or groups.

In the context of interpersonal conflicts, Montada (2003, 2007) introduced an 
intervention strategy specifically aimed at reconciling divergent justice percep-
tions. This strategy is called qualifying subjective justice views (Montada, 2007) 
and consists of three central steps. First, subjective justice standards of the con-
flict parties are identified and explicated. This allows for addressing the core 
conflict regarding fundamental values underlying claims for resources. Second, 
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the dilemma structure of justice conflicts is explained and discussed on a general 
level. The goal is to help conflict parties understand that alternative justice stand-
ards that are incommensurate as a matter of principle can be applied in one situ-
ation (i.e. a justice dilemma). Third, to facilitate this understanding, examples of 
situations are given in which a single person may apply different and principally 
conflicting justice standards. Through these steps, the intervention strategy pre-
sents diverging justice perceptions as equally legitimate, thereby qualifying sub-
jective justice views.

Since divergent justice views often constitute the core of intergroup conflicts, we 
argue that qualifying these views should also be effective in mitigating intergroup 
conflicts. Hence, the goal of the present research was to systematically implement 
the central steps of qualifying subjective justice views in a justice-focused inter-
vention program at the group level and to test its effectiveness in mitigating con-
flict. Concretely, we administered the justice-focused intervention to members of 
an advantaged group that put forward an equity claim and tested whether it would 
increase their willingness to pay concessions to members of a disadvantaged group 
that put forward a neediness claim.

Comparing Intervention Techniques

To gain a comprehensive understanding of the effectiveness of the justice-focused 
intervention, we considered it necessary to situate its effects within the realm of 
existing interventions. This would allow us to determine how the justice-focused 
intervention fares in comparison with other interventions, rather than merely testing 
whether it mitigates conflict in comparison to a situation in which no intervention 
is applied. To this end, we used a well-established intergroup conflict intervention 
as a benchmark, namely empathy induction (for an overview, see Batson & Ahmad, 
2009). Empathic responses to thoughts and feelings of out-group members have 
been shown, for example, to improve attitudes towards the out-group and increase 
the willingness to help the out-group (Batson & Ahmad, 2009; Čehajić-Clancy et al., 
2016). In our studies, we compared the justice-focused intervention with empathy 
induction through perspective-taking, considered to be the cognitive component of 
empathy (Batson et al., 1997). We argue that by addressing thoughts and feelings of 
out-group members, it seems plausible that out-group’s justice claims would appear 
more legitimate as a side effect. In other words, empathy induction might contribute 
to legitimizing the out-group’s claim, similar to the justice-focused intervention.

However, there are some critical differences between the two interventions: First, 
per definition, the two interventions should function partly through different mech-
anisms; while the justice-focused intervention requires the understanding of the 
dilemma structure on an abstract level, empathy induction should take an emotional 
route. Second, rather than acknowledging both claims simultaneously (a key com-
ponent of the justice-focused intervention), empathic responses guide thoughts and 
feelings towards the suffering and needs of the out-group (Batson et al., 1999). To 
the degree that the out-group’s claim is then seen as more justified, it becomes more 
difficult to see one’s own claim as legitimate. Consequently, empathy induction 
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might mitigate conflict through increased legitimacy perceptions of the out-group’s 
claim and decreased legitimacy perceptions of the in-group’s claim.

In summary, we expected that the justice-focused intervention and empathy 
induction would lead to the perception of an out-group’s claim as more legitimate, 
compared to a control condition without intervention (Hypotheses 1a and 1b). Con-
versely, with regard to the in-group’s claim, we expected that the justice-focused 
intervention should not affect as how legitimate it is perceived, compared to the 
control condition (Hypothesis 2a), while empathy induction should decrease its per-
ceived legitimacy (H2b).

For both interventions, we predicted that heightened legitimacy perceptions of 
the out-group’s claim should help to settle a conflict by increasing the willingness to 
make concessions to the out-group (Hypotheses 3a and 3b). Here, we also explored 
whether legitimacy perceptions of the in-group’s claim affect the willingness to 
make concessions as well.

The Present Research

To test our hypotheses, we conducted two experiments in the context of a realistic 
conflict concerning the allocation of tuition fees among two university departments. 
Between 2006 and 2013, some German federal states raised tuition fees for univer-
sity students. The decision to introduce tuition fees was controversial, and intense 
conflicts emerged over how this money should be spent (e.g., Friedmann, 2006; 
Mahner, 2008). We utilized this context to devise a conflict between two depart-
ments over the distribution of tuition fees. Specifically, we put students of the psy-
chology department in an advantaged position, with their department allegedly hav-
ing more money at its disposal due to a higher number of students, compared to the 
history department. The psychology department then put forward an equity claim 
which was in conflict with the history department’s neediness claim. We tested 
whether the justice-focused intervention would increase the willingness of psychol-
ogy students to make financial concessions to the history department.

Complete material, data, and scripts are available here https:// osf. io/ vw3fu/.

Study 1

Method

Sample and Design

Ninety-two students (24% male, Age M = 22.18, SD = 5.06), enrolled in the Depart-
ment of Psychology at a Bavarian university, participated in the study.

Five participants indicated that they did not pay tuition fees. Their data were 
omitted from analyses because it could be assumed that they were less personally 
concerned with a redistribution of tuition fees. The data of six further participants 

https://osf.io/vw3fu/
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were omitted from analyses because they were enrolled in both departments, and, 
thus, did not exclusively belong to one of the conflict parties.

Participants were randomly assigned to one of three experimental conditions [i.e., 
justice-focused intervention, n = 29 (17% men, age M = 22.71, SD = 8.37); empathy 
intervention, n = 24 (25% men, age M = 21.54, SD = 2.11); or control group, n = 28 
(25% men, age M = 22.25, SD = 2.88)].

The sample size was partly determined by the fact that German psychology tracks 
are traditionally small, resulting in a small population of psychology students. We 
computed sensitivity analyses for the central analyses with G*Power (Faul et  al., 
2007) which indicated that with N = 81 and a critical α of 0.05, we obtained test 
power of 1-β = 0.80 for main effects with effect sizes of f = 0.35 (between-subjects 
ANOVA with three groups), f = 0.18 (mixed ANOVA with three groups and two lev-
els on a repeated measure), and d = 0.70 (t-tests).

Procedure

The study was introduced as a survey on tuition fees conducted by psychology stu-
dents. Students from the psychology department were approached individually on 
campus. If they agreed to participate in the survey, they received a paper-based ques-
tionnaire, which took about 15 min to fill out. This questionnaire first introduced an 
allocation conflict between the psychology department and the history department. 
Depending on experimental conditions, this information was followed by a conflict 
intervention or no further information. Then, the dependent measures were assessed, 
followed by control and demographic variables. Finally, participants were probed 
for suspicion, thanked, and thoroughly debriefed verbally and via a written flyer 
describing the study’s main purpose. We complied strictly to ethical requirements 
of the APA.

Material

Introduction of the Allocation Conflict The questionnaire contained, first, informa-
tion about an alleged allocation conflict between the psychology department (i.e., 
participants’ own department) and the history department. It was outlined that the 
psychology department had more money available from tuition fees than the history 
department due to higher numbers in students. To be able to provide qualified aca-
demic education, the history department demanded a transfer of money from the psy-
chology department (neediness claim). The psychology department, however, argued 
that its own students deserved their tuition fees to be spent for the improvement of 
their own study conditions (equity claim).1

Interventions Next, the experimental groups read additional instructions while the 
control group received no further information (see supplementary material for origi-

1 In fact, a redistribution of tuition fees from one department to another was not possible. However, 
results indicated that almost all participants were not aware of this fact.
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nal wording of instructions). In the justice-focused intervention condition, partici-
pants received a short paragraph in which, first, each department’s justice standard 
was explicated; second, the general dilemma structure of justice issues was explained; 
and third, examples of situations were provided in which the same person could apply 
different justice standards.

The empathy induction was adopted from Batson and colleagues (2003). Partici-
pants were asked to take the perspective of a student from the history department 
(imagine-self; Stotland, 1969), to imagine how they would feel, think, and act if 
they were in the place of this student, and to take a few notes elaborating on their 
thoughts and feelings.

Dependent Variables Participants’ legitimacy judgments regarding the claims of the 
psychology department (in-group’s equity claim) and the history department (out-
group’s neediness claim) were assessed with three items each (“What do you gener-
ally think about the demand to use your tuition fees for the Faculty of History and 
the Arts/ solely for the Faculty of Psychology and Educational Sciences?”, 0 (very 
negative) to 5 (very positive); “How fair or unfair do you find the demand to use your 
tuition fees for the Faculty of History and the Arts/ solely for the Faculty of Psychol-
ogy and Educational Sciences?”, -3 (very unjust) to 3 (very just) – recoded to 0 to 5; 
“Are you angry about the demand to use your tuition fees for the Faculty of History 
and the Arts/ solely for the Faculty of Psychology and Educational Sciences?”, 0 
(not at all) to 5 (very much) – reverse coded). We averaged the responses to the three 
items for each claim to obtain legitimacy judgments for the in-group’s equity claim 
(Cronbach’s α = 0.82) and for the out-group’s neediness claim (α = 0.93).

As a measure of concessions to the out-group, participants were asked what per-
centage of their tuition fees they agreed to transfer to the history department (11-
point response scale ranging from 0 to 100% in steps of 10%).

Appropriateness Checks To ensure that we had selected an appropriate context, we 
applied four appropriateness checks (using a rating scale ranging from 0 (does not 
apply at all) to 5 (applies very much): We measured identification with the psychol-
ogy department, i.e., the in-group, with four items (e.g., “I identify with the psy-
chology department”, α = 0.80; adapted from Doosje et al., 1998). Relevance of the 
conflict (“How tuition fees are used is very important to me personally.”), familiarity 
with the history department (“I know the history department very well”), and cred-
ibility of our cover story (“It is possible to transfer tuition fees paid in one department 
to another department”) were assessed with one item each. Further, we asked whether 
participants paid tuition fees and whether they were (also) enrolled in the history 
department with dichotomous items. These two items served as exclusion criteria.2

2 We provide the results of the analyses with the full sample in the supplementary material.
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Results

Appropriateness Checks

We ensured that the chosen context was sufficiently relevant and credible to partici-
pants (see Table 1, left panel, for means, standard deviations, and comparisons to the 
theoretical scale midpoint). Participants identified with the psychology department 
(i.e., the in-group) and saw the conflict regarding the allocation of tuition fees as 
personally relevant. Overall, participants were not familiar with the history depart-
ment and believed the main aspect of the cover story, that is, that a redistribution of 
tuition fees was negotiable. Additional explorations of appropriateness checks can 
be found in the supplementary material.

Effectiveness of Interventions

To evaluate the effectiveness of the interventions, the two legitimacy judgments 
were submitted to a 3 (Experimental Condition: justice-focused intervention/ empa-
thy induction/ control condition) × 2 (Claim: equity claim/ neediness claim) ANOVA 
with repeated measures on the second factor. Furthermore, we employed an ANOVA 
to compare concessions to the out-group between the experimental conditions.

Legitimacy Judgments

We found a significant main effect of experimental condition on the evaluation of 
claim legitimacy, F(2,78) = 3.46, p = 0.04, ηp

2 = 0.08. In addition, there was a signifi-
cant interaction effect of Experimental Condition x Claim, F(2,78) = 7.07, p = 0.002, 
ηp

2 = 0.15 (see Fig.  1). Consistent with Hypotheses 1a and 1b, post-hoc t-tests 
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Fig. 1  Legitimacy Judgments of Out-Group’s and In-Group’s Claims Depending on Experimental Con-
dition in Study1. Note. Error bars represent 95% CI
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(Benjamini–Hochberg corrected; corrected p-values henceforth denoted with pbh)3 
showed that the out-group’s neediness claim was judged as significantly more legiti-
mate after the justice-focused intervention, t(50.55) = 3.87, pbh < 0.001, d = 1.02, 
and the empathy induction, t(50) = 4.44, pbh < 0.001, d = 1.23, compared to the con-
trol group. Consistent with Hypothesis 2a and 2b, the judgment of the in-group’s 
equity claim was significantly lower in the empathy induction group, t(50) = −2.46, 
pbh = 0.03, d =  −0.68, but not in the justice-focused intervention group, t(55) =  
− 1.53, pbh = 0.20, d = −0.40, compared to the control group. However, judgment of 
the in-group’s claim did not differ between the intervention groups, t(51) = −0.89, 
pbh = 0.45, d = − 0.25.

Concessions to the Out‑Group

The interventions had a significant effect on concessions to the history department, 
F(2,77) = 5.07, p = 0.01, ηp

2 = 0.12. Participants in the control condition were sub-
stantially less willing to transfer their tuition fees to another department (M = 17.14, 
SD = 16.52) compared to participants in the justice-focused intervention condition 
(M = 31.43, SD = 20.13), t(54) = 2.90, pbh = 0.02, d = 0.78, and the empathy condi-
tion (M = 31.67, SD = 21.20), t(50) = 2.78, pbh = 0.01, d = 0.77. Concessions in the 
two intervention groups did not differ significantly from each other, t(50) = − 0.04, 
pbh = 0.97, d = 0.01.

Fig. 2  Path Diagram (with Unstandardized Coefficients B) Displaying the Mediation of Interventions on 
Concessions to the Out-Group through Legitimacy Judgments of the Out-Group’s Claim in Study 1

3 The Benjamini–Hochberg procedure allows to control the false discovery rate (FDR). That is, it con-
trols the expected proportion of false positives among the rejected null hypotheses and thus provides 
more statistical power than more conservative procedures that control the probability of at least one false 
positive across tests (such as the Bonferroni procedure).



116 Social Justice Research (2022) 35:107–127

1 3

Mediation Analysis

Did legitimacy judgments mediate the effect of interventions on the willing-
ness to make concessions to the out-group? Using the R-package lavaan (Ros-
seel, 2012), we conducted a mediation analysis with legitimacy judgments of 
the in-group’s and out-group’s claims as parallel mediators and justice-focused 
intervention and empathy induction as predictors (dummy-coded, with control 
condition coded 0; see Fig. 2). Consistent with Hypothesis 2a, the indirect effect 
of justice-focused intervention through perceived legitimacy of the out-group’s 
claim on concessions was significant, B = 14.87, SE = 4.20, 95% CI [6.64, 23.11]. 
Similarly, in line with Hypothesis 2b, the indirect effect of empathy induction 
through perceived legitimacy of the out-group’s claim on concessions was sig-
nificant, B = 16.26, SE = 4.42, 95% CI [7.59, 24.92]. No other indirect effect was 
significant.

Discussion

Utilizing a realistic conflict setting, we tested the effectiveness of a justice-
focused intervention, the qualifying subjective justice views, among members of 
an advantaged group to mitigate conflict. In line with our hypotheses, both the 
justice-focused intervention and empathy induction led to higher concessions to 
the out-group, mediated by judgments of the out-group’s claim as legitimate. At 
the same time, only empathy induction affected the judgment of the in-group’s 
claim: Compared to the control group, empathy induction reduced the perception 
of the in-group’s claim as legitimate. However, this did not appear to negatively 
affect the willingness to make concessions.

While Study 1 provided initial support for the effectiveness of the justice-
focused intervention, we considered it necessary to replicate and extend these 
findings in a second study.

Study 2

We utilized the same conflict context but implemented three modifications. First, 
instead of comparing the justice-focused intervention with empathy induced through 
an imagine-self procedure, we used an imagine-other procedure. The latter has been 
shown to induce feelings of empathy while the former can induce empathy coupled 
with personal distress (Batson et al., 1997). Potentially, feeling distressed – rather 
than empathic – may have affected the judgment of the in-group’s claim  in Study 
1. Moreover, we added manipulation checks, measuring the understanding of the 
structure of justice dilemmas as  well as experienced empathy. We tested whether 
they distinctly mediated the effects of the justice-focused intervention and empa-
thy induction to shed light on the hypothesized partly distinct mechanisms underly-
ing both interventions. Lastly, we included a combination condition in which both 
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techniques were applied consecutively to explore potential additive effects. Possibly, 
experiencing empathy for the out-group could set the stage for, and thus increase the 
effectiveness of, the cognitively challenging qualifying of subjective justice views.

Method

Sample and Design

In total, 181 students (20% male; age M = 23.55, SD = 6.46), enrolled in the Depart-
ment of Psychology at a Bavarian university, participated in the study.

Data of 21 participants who did not indicate that they paid tuition fees were 
excluded from analyses. Furthermore, four participants in the empathy condition, 
three in the control condition, and two in the combination condition did not follow 
the instructions to take notes on thoughts and feelings (see below). Their data were 
excluded because interventions may have been less effective.4

Participants were randomly assigned to one of four experimental conditions [i.e., 
justice-focused intervention (n = 37, 24% men, age M = 22.03, SD = 6.85), empathy 
induction (n = 36, 19% men, age M = 24.28, SD = 6.55), combination group (n = 44, 
21%, age M = 23.39, SD = 5.60), or control group (n = 34, 27% men, age M = 22.88, 
SD = 5.29)].

With N = 151, a critical α of 0.05, and effect sizes as observed in Study 1 
(f ≥ 0.29; d ≥ 0.68) we obtained test power > 0.88 for interactions and main effects, 
respectively, in the focal analyses.

Procedure

Students were invited to participate in the study at the end of an introductory lecture. 
The same procedure was applied as in Study 1 with the following exceptions.

Material

Interventions In the empathy condition, the imagine-other instructions were adapted 
from Batson and colleagues (2003). Participants were instructed to imagine how stu-
dents of the history department feel in a situation in which their department is unable 
to improve teaching conditions due to a lack of tuition fees. Participants were then 
asked to take notes about the others’ thoughts and feelings.

To parallel these instructions, in the control condition, participants were asked to 
think and write about their own situation as a student of the psychology department 
and how they think and feel in a situation in which their own department is supposed 
to transfer tuition fees to the history department.

4 As for Study 1, results of the analyses with the full sample are provided in the supplementary material.
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Furthermore, a combination condition received first the empathy induction fol-
lowed by the justice-focused intervention.

Dependent Variables We used the same items as in Study 1 to assess participants’ 
legitimacy judgments regarding the in-group’s equity claim (α = 0.80) and the out-
group’s neediness claim (α = 0.83). To measure concessions to the out-group, we 
used two items (adding “What percent of tuition fees should the psychology depart-
ment transfer to the history department?”, 0% to 100% in steps of 10%; r = 0.71, 
p < 0.001).

Manipulation Checks To check whether participants had followed the instructions, 
we asked “To what extent did you focus on the feelings of students of the history 
department?” and “To what extent did you focus on your own feelings as a student of 
the psychology department?” (0 (not at all) to 5 (very much).

Two items assessed whether participants had understood the structure of justice 
dilemmas (e.g., “Both departments have valid justice views”, 0 (totally disagree) to 
5 (totally agree); r = 0.37, p < 0.001).

Experienced empathy and distress with regard to the transfer of tuition fees were 
assessed by means of 14 adjectives (Batson et  al., 1997). Six items served as an 
experienced empathy index (e.g., “sympathetic”;  0 (not at all) to 5 (very much), 
α = 0.81) and eight items as a distress index (“alarmed”; α = 0.91).

Results

Appropriateness Checks

As shown in Table  1 (right panel), identification with the in-group and personal 
involvement with the conflict was high. Also, participants were not highly familiar 
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Fig. 3  Legitimacy Judgments of Out-Group’s and In-Group’s Claims Depending on Condition in Study 
2. Note. Error bars represent 95% CI
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with the history department and believed the cover story that a redistribution of tui-
tion fees was negotiable. See supplementary material for further exploratory analy-
ses involving these checks.

Manipulation Checks

The four experimental groups did not differ significantly in how much they focused 
on their own feelings, F(3,147) = 0.64, p = 0.59, ηp

2 = 0.01, nor in their distress, 
F(3,147) = 0.53, p = 0.67, ηp

2 = 0.01. However, as intended, groups differed signifi-
cantly with regard to experienced empathy, F(3,147) = 3.997, p = 0.01, ηp

2 = 0.08, 
focusing on the feelings of others, F(3,147) = 14.36, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.23, and 
understanding of the justice dilemma, F(3,147) = 6.51, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.12. Table 2 
displays descriptive statistics for each group and post-hoc t-tests. With regard to 
understanding the justice dilemma, we found a heightened understanding after the 
justice-focused intervention and the combination of interventions, compared to the 
control condition and empathy induction. The understanding of the justice dilemma 
was, instead, comparable in the control condition and after empathy induction. With 
regard to empathy, results showed that experience increased after empathy induction 
and in the combination condition, compared to the control condition. Experienced 
empathy in the justice-focused condition, however, did not differ significantly from 
neither the empathy induction nor the control condition.

Understanding Justice
Dilemma

Experienced Empathy Legitimacy Judgement
In-group

Concessions

Legitimacy Judgement
Out-group

Empathy Induction
vs. Control

Combination
vs. Control

7.63* (15.26**)

1.77 (11.42*)

-0.51 (3.37)

0.87***

-0.40***

0.24**

0.68
**

0.62**

-0.03
0.
44
**
*

9.03***

-0
.6
0

0.32

0.3
1

0.
94
**
*

Justice-focused vs.
Control

Fig. 4  Path Diagram (Displaying Unstandardized Coefficients B) of Indirect Effects of Interventions 
on Concessions to the Out-Group Mediated by Experienced Empathy, Understanding of the Justice 
Dilemma, and Legitimacy Judgments of the Out-Group’s Claim
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Effectiveness of Interventions

Legitimacy Judgments

There was a significant interaction of Experimental Condition x Claim on the 
legitimacy judgments, F(3,147) = 5.16, p = 0.002, ηp

2 = 0.10 (Fig. 3). Subsequent 
t-tests for each claim showed that the out-group’s neediness claim was judged 
as significantly more legitimate after the justice-focused intervention compared 
to the control group, t(69) = 2.47, pbh = 0.048, d = 0.58. Other than expected, the 
out-group’s neediness claim was not judged as significantly more legitimate after 
empathy induction compared to the control group, t(62.08) = 1.38, pbh = 0.30, 
d = 0.33. In the combination group, the neediness claim was judged as signifi-
cantly more legitimate compared to the control group, t(56.03) = 3.59, pbh = 0.01, 
d = 0.86, and compared to the empathy group, t(78) = 2.59, pbh = 0.04, d = 0.59. 
The justice-focused group did not differ significantly from the other intervention 
groups, ps > 0.26.

Different from Study 1, the judgment of the in-group’s equity claim was not 
significantly lower in the empathy condition compared to the control group, 
t(68) = 0.78, pbh > 0.48, d = 0.17. However, in the combination group, the in-group’s 
equity claim was evaluated as less legitimate compared to the control group, 
t(76) = 2.82, pbh = 0.04, d = 0.59. The intervention groups did not differ significantly 
from each other, ps > 0.08.

Concessions to the Out‑Group

There was a significant main effect of experimental condition on concessions 
to the out-group, F(3,147) = 4.68, p = 0.004,  ηp

2 = 0.09. Participants in the con-
trol group (M = 21.77, SD = 18.95) were significantly less willing to transfer tui-
tion fees compared to justice-focused intervention group (M = 37.03, SD = 26.50), 
t(69) = −2.77, pbh = 0.04, d = −0.66, and combination group (M = 33.18, 
SD = 17.19), t(76) =  −2.78, pbh = 0.02, d = −0.64, but not compared to empathy con-
dition (M = 25.14, SD = 13.91), t(68) = −0.85, pbh = 0.48, d = − 0.85. The empathy 
condition also scored significantly lower than the justice-focused intervention group, 
t(54.77) = −2.41, pbh = 0.04, d = −0.56, and combination group, t(78) = −2.27, 
pbh = 0.04, d = −0.51.

Mediation Analysis

We extended the mediation analysis from Study 1 as we wanted to know whether 
effects of the interventions on the legitimacy judgments of the out-group’s claim 
and concessions were mediated by understanding of the justice dilemma and experi-
enced empathy, respectively. We thus conducted a serial parallel mediation analysis 
with understanding of the justice dilemma and experienced empathy as a first set of 
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parallel mediators and legitimacy judgments of the out-group’s and in-group’s claim 
as the second set of parallel mediators (see Fig. 4).

The effect of the justice-focused intervention was specifically and uniquely 
mediated by heightened understanding of the justice dilemma and perceived legiti-
macy of the out-group’s claim, B = 1.87, SE = 0.89, 95% CI [0.12, 3.61], and not by 
increased experienced empathy. Empathy induction had an indirect effect on con-
cessions through experienced empathy and perceived legitimacy of the out-group’s 
claim, B = 2.49, SE = 1.10, 95% CI [0.33, 4.65], but not via understanding of the jus-
tice dilemma. Finally, the combination condition exerted its effects on legitimacy of 
the others’ claim and consequently on concessions, via both experienced empathy, 
B = 2.70, SE = 1.11, 95% CI [0.53, 4.87], and understanding of the justice dilemma, 
B = 2.02, SE = 0.92, 95% CI [0.21, 3.83].

Discussion

Replicating and extending the central findings of Study 1, Study 2 showed that the 
justice-focused intervention increased the willingness to make concessions among 
members of the advantaged group, through a heightened understanding of the justice 
dilemma and legitimacy judgments of the out-group’s neediness claim. Surprisingly, 
empathy induction through the imagine-other technique did not have a total effect 
on concessions. Yet, we found evidence for an indirect effect via experienced empa-
thy and legitimacy judgments of the out-group’s claim. Hence, results indicated that 
indeed both interventions might exert effects through partly distinct psychological 
mechanisms. A combination of the qualifying of subjective justice views and empa-
thy induction was successful in increasing legitimacy judgments of the out-group’s 
claim and the willingness to make concessions through both mechanisms, the expe-
rience of empathy and understanding of the justice dilemma. However, noteworthily, 
this combination also reduced legitimacy judgments for the in-group’s claim.

General Discussion

The main goal of the present research was to test the effectiveness of an intervention 
technique aimed at qualifying subjective justice views (Montada, 2003, 2007) for 
mitigating intergroup conflicts, by facilitating concessions to the out-group among 
advantaged group-members. As discrepant justice perceptions can be at the core of 
escalating conflicts (Kim & Smith, 1993; Mikula & Wenzel, 2000), a justice-focused 
intervention was tailored to help conflict parties understand the dilemma structure of 
conflicting justice standards and to present diverging justice perceptions as equally 
legitimate (Montada, 2003, 2007). Results of two experiments indicated that the jus-
tice-focused intervention could be effectively adapted for an intergroup context and 
yielded insight into the psychological paths through which this intervention exerted 
its effects. Consistently, the justice-focused intervention increased as how legitimate 
advantaged group members judged the out-group’s neediness claim and, through 
this, how willing they were to pay concessions. Crucially, Study 2 suggested that 
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this was indeed driven by an understanding of the justice dilemma, but not expe-
rienced empathy. At the same time, the justice-focused intervention did not affect 
legitimacy judgments of the in-group’s claim. Thus, fostering the understanding of 
the justice dilemma at the core of an intergroup conflict helps mitigate it.

We further compared the effects of the justice-focused intervention with an estab-
lished intervention, namely empathy induction, that also addresses concerns of an 
out-group. Using an imagine-self technique to induce empathy, Study 1 showed that 
both the justice-focused intervention and empathy induction were similarly effec-
tive in increasing the legitimacy judgments of the out-group’s claim and the willing-
ness to pay concessions. However, the empathy induction also led to the devaluation 
of the in-group’s claim, compared to the control group. In Study 2, unexpectedly, 
empathy induction through an imagine-other technique did not affect legitimacy per-
ceptions and even led to fewer concessions, compared to the justice-focused inter-
vention. These inconsistencies across studies could be due to the different techniques 
(i.e., imagine-self in Study 1 and imagine-other in Study 2) but they may also point 
at potential downsides of empathy induction, in comparison to the justice-focused 
intervention, which need to be investigated further.

The comparison between intervention techniques further showed that the justice-
focused intervention and empathy induction function through partly different psy-
chological mechanisms, namely through a heightened understanding of the justice 
dilemma or experienced empathy. On a theoretical level, this suggests that the two 
interventions respectively work via the assumed rather cognitive or emotional routes. 
On a practical level, this means that the justice-focused intervention could constitute 
a viable alternative to empathy induction to mitigate conflicts, especially in conflicts 
in which parties struggle to feel empathy for the out-group (see Cikara et al., 2011). 
For instance, in highly emotional conflicts, in particular with deep-seated negative 
emotions, the involved parties may be reluctant to feeling empathy for the out-group. 
Conversely, in some conflicts, such as professional disputes, an emotional approach 
to resolution may be seen as inappropriate. Especially in such cases it could be 
promising to employ the justice-focused intervention to mitigate conflict through 
a rather cognitive route. Moreover, interestingly, the two individual pathways were 
both relevant when combining the interventions; hence, the two interventions appear 
not to be redundant. If suitable in a given conflict context, their respective mecha-
nisms can be combined sensibly for the mitigation of justice conflicts.

Originally developed for contexts of interpersonal conflict mediation (Montada, 
2003, 2007), we successfully adapted the qualifying of subjective justice views to 
mitigate conflict in an intergroup context. Importantly, with short written instruc-
tions, interventions were minimal. Thus, our studies suggest that such intervention, 
directly targeting discrepant justice perceptions at the core of an emerging inter-
group conflict, might be useful in various contexts, and are not limited to profes-
sional dispute resolution with the assistance of a third party (e.g., mediation).
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Limitations and Future Research

While our studies provided consistent evidence for the effectiveness of the justice-
focused intervention, some limitations need to be pointed out that may stimulate 
future research. First, the context we used to investigate our research questions 
allowed us to construe an emerging conflict between two actually existing groups. 
However, as mentioned earlier, psychology departments in German universities 
are traditionally small which restricted the population from which we could draw 
our samples. Consequently, the statistical power of our analyses was sufficient to 
detect medium to large effects and some of the effects we found to be significant 
fell below the effect sizes determined in the sensitivity analyses (Study 1) and used 
in the power analyses (Study 2). For example, that fact that we did not find differ-
ences between the justice-focused intervention and empathy induction in empathy 
experience may be an issue of power or suggest that the justice-focused intervention 
enlists some feelings of empathy as a byproduct. Hence, further research is needed 
to reliably determine potential differences and similarities in the specifics of the 
intervention techniques. Another methodological aspect that future research should 
investigate is whether the order of presentation matters when both interventions are 
applied in combination. While we used a fixed order in the combination condition in 
Study 2 (first anger induction, followed by the justice-focused intervention), future 
research could investigate whether the order of presentation affects the effectiveness 
of such a combined intervention.

Moreover, the specific conflict context in which we tested our hypotheses may 
have implications for the generalizability of our findings. First, as we used the con-
text of an emerging conflict, additional research is needed to test whether the jus-
tice-focused intervention can also be effective in reducing escalated or long-lasting, 
intractable conflicts. In such situations, often either side of the conflict has developed 
strong narratives about the conflict which may get in the way of listening to conflict-
ing justice views. Future research should thus explore under what conditions and 
additional efforts divergent justice views can be reconciled in long-lasting conflicts. 
Second, while our appropriateness checks ensured that participants identified with 
the in-group and did not have (close) ties with the out-group, both groups shared 
an overarching identity, namely, university students. Potentially, if this overarching 
identity was activated in our studies, it may have facilitated the effects of both inter-
ventions. Third, our investigation focused on monetary concessions made by mem-
bers of an advantaged group. This begs the question whether the justice-focused 
intervention would also be effective in qualifying justice views in members of dis-
advantaged groups. This is not only an empirical question but is of political rele-
vance: As perceptions of injustice have been identified as a main driver of collective 
action (Van Zomeren et al., 2008), qualifying opposing justice claims for members 
of disadvantaged groups could demobilize collective action. However, as our stud-
ies demonstrated that the legitimacy judgments of the in-group’s claim remained 
largely unchanged by the justice-focused intervention, it may also motivate concilia-
tory actions, such as dialog, without giving up collective action. Lastly,  related to 
the characteristics of the group under study, it could be tested whether other justice 



125

1 3

Social Justice Research (2022) 35:107–127 

standards (e.g., inborn status) can be qualified in a similar manner to equity vs. 
neediness claims.

Conclusion

Our research provides first evidence for effective mitigation of intergroup conflict 
through an intervention technique that directly addresses discrepant justice percep-
tions. The justice-focused intervention helped members of an advantaged group to 
acknowledge a dilemma structure inherent in justice conflicts, and consequently 
increased the perceived legitimacy of the out-group’s claim as a central process, 
leading to more willingness to make concessions. At the same time, it did not call 
into question the legitimacy of the in-group’s justice claim. As such, our findings 
advance the theoretical understanding of conflict mitigation and are of high practical 
relevance. At least at the emergence of conflicts, this may be an economic, minimal 
yet effective way of preventing the escalation of conflict.
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