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Abstract

Individuals differ systematically in how much they are concerned with matters of
justice or injustice. So far, in various domains of life, such as romantic relationships,
work, and school contexts, dispositional justice sensitivity has been found to be a
powerful predictor of individual-level processing and interpersonal behaviors. Yet,
matters of justice and injustice often materialize at the group level, especially when
conflicts about status, rights, and resources occur between groups. Here, we pro-
pose a theoretical framework to understand how different facets of justice sensitiv-
ity (i.e., victim, beneficiary/perpetrator, and observer sensitivities) are relevant for
group-level processes in intergroup contexts. Integrating research on justice sensi-
tivity and intergroup conflict, we develop several propositions regarding how and
under which conditions justice sensitivity influences intergroup experiences, atti-
tudes, and behaviors. We selectively review the existing empirical evidence that can
speak to the validity of these propositions, and outline future research that can test
our propositions.

Justice Sensitivity in Intergroup Contexts: A Theoretical Framework

Justice is a fundamental human value (Montada, 2007), concerning interpersonal
relationships as well as relations within and between social groups and societies.
Yet, individuals differ systematically in how sensitively they react toward poten-
tial injustice. While some readily perceive injustices surrounding them and react
strongly, with intense emotion, recurring thoughts, and motivation to restore justice,
others care less. These interindividual differences in justice sensitivity (JS) have
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been found to be relatively stable over time and consistent across types of injus-
tice—such as distributive, retributive, or procedural—but differentiated according to
the perspectives that one can adopt toward injustices (Baumert et al., 2014a; Schmitt
et al., 2005, 2010). Accordingly, four facets of JS have been established, capturing
responses when one experiences unjust disadvantage or treatment oneself (victim
sensitivity), when passively benefitting from (beneficiary sensitivity) or actively
committing an act of injustice (perpetrator sensitivity), or when witnessing injus-
tices between others (observer sensitivity). Since the concept was first introduced
by Schmitt (1996), it has attracted increasing interest by researchers from various
disciplines, including social, personality, clinical, and developmental psychology,
management, behavioral economics, sociology, and health and education sciences.

The JS perspectives have proven to be powerful predictors of justice-related
experience and behavior. In a broad range of contexts, they seem to have impor-
tant implications for how justice-related situations are processed and reacted to, but
also how social situations are shaped (see Baumert & Schmitt, 2016, for a review).
For example, being sensitive to becoming the victim of injustice (victim sensitivity)
has been found to be a unique predictor of anger, protest (Mohiyeddini & Schmitt,
1997; Schmitt & Mohiyeddini, 1996), and intentions to take revenge (Gollwitzer
et al., 2005), reduced relationship and job satisfaction (Baumert et al., 2014a), as
well as a reluctance to cooperate, paired with legitimizing thoughts of one’s own
norm transgressions (Gollwitzer et al., 2005). From a complementary perspective,
being sensitive to the possibility of perpetrating injustices oneself (perpetrator sen-
sitivity) involves anticipated feelings of guilt, prosocial behavioral tendencies, and
a reluctance to violate fairness principles, even when it is tempting to do so (e.g.,
Schmitt et al., 2010).

So far, most conceptual work and empirical research has addressed how individ-
ual differences in the JS perspectives affect interpersonal interactions and relation-
ships. Yet, matters of justice and injustice often materialize at the group level, espe-
cially when conflicts about status, rights, and resources occur between social groups.
In the present paper, we ask how individual differences in the JS perspectives con-
tribute to shaping group-level processes. We review those previous studies that have
addressed JS in intergroup contexts. Extending the existing literature, we propose a
theoretical framework to understand how and under which conditions individual dif-
ferences in JS should influence intergroup experiences, attitudes, and behaviors. In
our framework, we propose identification with a social group as a key determinant
of whether individual-level JS would become relevant for group-level processes. We
analyze how JS might invoke potential psychological conflicts between group-level
and personal concerns. And, we spell out how the JS perspectives might function
depending on the advantaged, disadvantaged, or bystander status of one’s in-group.
We discuss how our framework can direct future research toward a more complete
understanding of the JS perspectives in intergroup contexts.
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Justice Sensitivity-Lessons Learned

In 2016, Baumert and Schmitt published a handbook chapter providing a compre-
hensive review of the conceptual developments and empirical research on JS, up to
that date. Since then, a search on Google Scholar indicates that another 850 publica-
tions have appeared that mention JS as a concept, including 58 publications with the
exact term in the title (GoogleScholar, 2021). Here, we do not aim to provide yet
another comprehensive review. Instead, we want to summarize the understanding
reached regarding psychological individual-level processes involved in the different
JS perspectives. Moving beyond the individual level, since 2016, a small number of
publications have addressed JS from a political psychological lens, specifically in
intergroup contexts. We selectively review these studies. Together, these conceptual
and empirical insights will form the basis for the theoretical framework for group-
level implications of JS that we develop in the subsequent section.

Justice Sensitivity and Individual-Level Processes

Across the four facets of the JS perspectives, JS captures individual differences in
the readiness to perceive injustice, the intensity of cognitive and emotional reactions
to perceived injustice, and the resulting motivation to restore justice (Schmitt, 1996).
Depending on the perspective, these components of JS play out in qualitatively dif-
ferent ways.

Victim Sensitivity

Higher (compared to lower) victim sensitivity entails the ready perception of unjust
own victimization, repeated thoughts and intense anger when having experienced
victimization, and strong intentions to protest and redress the injustice (Mohiyeddini
& Schmitt, 1997; Schmitt & Mohiyeddini, 1996). In other words, victim-sensitive
persons should be predisposed to stand up against being victimized. Further pro-
cesses of victim sensitivity were spelled out in the Sensitivity to Mean Intentions
(SeMI) model (Gollwitzer & Rothmund, 2009; Gollwitzer et al., 2013). Accord-
ing to this model, victim sensitivity involves a hypersensitivity to cues indicating a
threat of being exploited. Particularly in situations that are characterized by interde-
pendence and social uncertainty (i.e., situations in which exploitation is possible),
persons with high victim sensitivity (compared to persons with lower victim sen-
sitivity) will react to slight signs of untrustworthiness with anticipation and fear of
exploitation and a reluctance to cooperate. Motivated to avoid being exploited, they
would rather commit norm violations themselves and readily legitimize such acts as
justified means to prevent or make up for their own disadvantages.

Evidence for relevant consequences of victim sensitivity has accumulated. In
anonymous interactions, studies employing so-called economic games have consist-
ently found victim sensitivity to be negatively correlated with cooperative behav-
ior. In a recent study with a Japanese sample, victim sensitivity was associated with
reluctance to volunteer for a common good, mediated by angry anticipation of being
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the only volunteer (Tham et al., 2019). In line with earlier findings from Western
samples (e.g., Gollwitzer & Rothmund, 2011; Maltese et al., 2016), Baumert et al.
(2020) also recently found that victim sensitivity predicted reduced cooperation
under threat of exploitation in samples from the Philippines. Moving beyond anon-
ymous interactions, in close interpersonal relationships, victim-sensitive persons
were found to tend toward mistrustful interpretations of their partners’ attempts at
reconciliation after conflict, and a reluctance to forgive, coupled with intentions of
revenge and legitimizing thoughts (Gerlach et al., 2012). In work contexts, highly
victim-sensitive persons reacted with loss in self-esteem and counterproductive
work behaviors when they perceived assigned tasks to be illegitimate (Schulte-
Braucks et al., 2019). In sum, victim sensitivity seems to entail self-oriented con-
cerns about injustice, and sometimes rather antisocial consequences of a motivation
to prevent or redress unjust victimization.

Beneficiary and Perpetrator Sensitivities

Complementary to the victim perspective, beneficiary and perpetrator sensitivity
capture individual differences in the readiness to perceive oneself as benefitting from
or actively committing injustices, respectively. From both perspectives, the typical
affective reaction to perceived injustices involves guilt (e.g., Weiss et al., 1999), and
persons with higher (compared to lower) beneficiary or perpetrator sensitivity tend
to react more intensively with these emotions (Gollwitzer et al., 2005; Schmitt et al.,
2010). Moreover, beneficiary and perpetrator sensitivity share a strong motivation
to restore justice and compensate victims of injustices from which one benefitted or
which one committed.

Empirical studies have highlighted the prosocial tendencies involved in benefi-
ciary and perpetrator sensitivities and their underlying cognitive, emotional, and
motivational processes. For instance, even under situational circumstances that
tempted participants to behave egoistically, high (vs. low) beneficiary or perpetra-
tor-sensitive individuals were more likely to share equally in dictator game settings
(Lotz et al., 2013*") and trust game settings (Baumert et al., 2020), and contributed
more to a public good (Schldsser et al., 2018a*). Moreover, the prospect of being
advantaged by fate compared to an anonymous interaction partner resulted in antici-
pated negative emotions for individuals high in beneficiary or perpetrator sensitiv-
ity and motivated solidarity with the disadvantaged partner (Stavrova & Schlosser,
2015%). In a longitudinal study with young adults, beneficiary and perpetrator sensi-
tivities were found to correlate negatively with tendencies of moral disengagement
(Maltese & Baumert, 2019). Among adolescents, perpetrator sensitivity was nega-
tively correlated with bullying behavior (Bondii et al., 2016).

! In some studies, authors chose to combine beneficiary, perpetrator and observer sensitivities into a
measure of other-regarding JS (JS-others). In the present review, we mark these studies with * to indicate
that in these cases it was not analyzed in detail which, if not all, of the other-regarding JS perspectives
were responsible for the reported associations.
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Given their conceptual overlap in the shared elements of emotional and motiva-
tional reactions, measures of beneficiary and perpetrator sensitivity have been found
to be positively correlated. Yet, confirmatory factor analyses also supported their
distinctness (Baumert et al., 2014a; Schmitt et al., 2010). While the empirical results
regarding prosocial inclinations largely align for beneficiary and perpetrator sensi-
tivities, it seems plausible that perpetrator sensitivity should specifically entail the
anticipation of guilt about and active avoidance of committing injustices (Baumert
et al., 2021).

Observer Sensitivity

Similar to beneficiary and perpetrator sensitivities, observer sensitivity is thought
to involve genuine other-regarding concerns for justice and prosocial inclinations. It
describes individual differences in the readiness to perceive injustice that affects oth-
ers, and the strength of cognitive, emotional, and motivational responses to observed
injustice. Different from beneficiary and perpetrator sensitivities, it involves indi-
vidual differences in intensity of anger and outrage experienced toward perpetra-
tors of injustice. For observer sensitivity, the inherent motivation to restore justice
manifests as punitive tendencies toward a perpetrator, as well as in solidarity toward
victims of injustice.

In anonymous interactions in economic games, high (in comparison with lower)
observer-sensitive persons have been found to intervene in situations of unfair allo-
cations among others, despite costs to themselves. Observer sensitivity predicted
higher third-party punishment of a perpetrator (Baumert et al., 2014b), mediated
by outrage (Lotz et al., 2011%), but also costly compensation of victims of unfair-
ness (Toribio-Florez et al., 2021). Similar results emerged in more complex real-life
situations. Observer sensitivity was found to predict anger experienced when con-
fronted with others’ norm violations, and indirectly facilitated taking action against
such norm violations, despite personal risk (Sasse et al., 2020; see also Niesta Kay-
ser et al., 2010). Rothschild and Keefer (2018) showed that the effects of observer
sensitivity on moral outrage over a company’s mistreatment of their employees and
calls for retribution persisted, independently of the level of guilt that participants
experienced, and were most pronounced after participants had affirmed their moral
identity. In addition to how observer sensitivity shapes reactions to injustices com-
mitted by others, it has been found to be also a predictor of own adherence to fair-
ness norms, including enhanced sharing (Baumert et al., 2014b, 2020), consistent
contribution to public goods (Schlosser et al., 2018a*), and preferences for equal
distributions over own advantages (Schlosser et al., 2018b*).

In sum, the JS perspectives involve distinct patterns of processing and reactions
to potential injustice. The JS perspectives share their focus on how readily situations
are perceived as unjust and how intensely people react emotionally and behaviorally
to perceived injustice. Broadly distinguishing between perspectives, victim sensi-
tivity appears to entail self-regarding concerns for justice and self-protection, and
under certain conditions rather antisocial tendencies. Beneficiary, perpetrator, and
observer sensitivities, by contrast, reflect other-regarding concerns for justice and
involve prosocial inclinations.
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Emerging Evidence for the Relevance of the JS Perspectives in Intergroup
Contexts

The bulk of the literature on JS has been focused on individual-level processes and
interpersonal contexts. Nevertheless, there are several papers in which authors have
addressed the relevance of the JS perspectives in political contexts and for group-
level processes (e.g., Gollwitzer et al., 2021). Here, we selectively review those
studies that shed light on the roles that the JS perspectives might play in intergroup
contexts.

Regarding group positionalities, past work addressing JS in intergroup contexts
has focused exclusively on advantaged groups. For example, Rothmund and col-
leagues (2020%*) investigated the correlations between the JS perspectives and pref-
erences for populist radical-right politicians or parties among White individuals in
the USA and Germany. They found that victim sensitivity consistently predicted
endorsement of right-wing populist agents, and that this relationship was mediated
by heightened anti-immigration attitudes. By contrast, the other-regarding JS per-
spectives were negatively related to anti-immigration attitudes.

In a longitudinal study in the context of the German reunification, beneficiary
sensitivity predicted continued willingness among West Germans to transfer tax
money to former East German parts of the country (Gollwitzer et al., 2005). Vic-
tim sensitivity, by contrast, was predictive of relative increases in group-based anger
among West Germans (experienced toward East Germans) and worry about the
future of their group (Siissenbach & Gollwitzer, 2015). In the context of the Euro
crisis that had unfolded starting in 2010, Rothmund et al. (2017) found that, among
Germans, observer sensitivity correlated with enhanced empathy toward, and sup-
port for solidarity with European countries in need of financial transfers. By con-
trast, victim sensitivity was associated with less support for solidarity, mediated by
heightened nationalistic concerns and resentment toward debtor countries, and lower
empathy toward them.

Complementing these correlational findings with experimental approaches, Siis-
senbach and Gollwitzer (2015) and Rothmund et al. (2017) found consistent evi-
dence that victim-sensitive individuals reacted particularly negatively to news
reports stressing potential exploitative intentions among groups seeking support
from the participants’ own group. Such news framing in the context of the Euro
crisis led to increased nationalistic concerns and reduced solidarity among victim-
sensitive (compared to less victim-sensitive) persons, but did not diminish the
positive association of observer sensitivity with solidarity. Similarly, news reports
claiming exploitative intentions among asylum seekers triggered strong anger reac-
tions among highly victim-sensitive (compared to less victim-sensitive) Germans.
Observer sensitivity, by contrast, retained a positive relation with compassion, inde-
pendent of the news report framing.

Taken together, these findings suggest that individual differences in the JS per-
spectives might be relevant for how individuals construe and react to relationships
between their group and other groups. Among arguably advantaged group members,
these studies revealed meaningful relations between the JS perspectives and inter-
group attitudes (e.g., anti-immigration attitudes), emotion (e.g., group-based anger
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and fear), and behavioral inclination (e.g., solidarity in terms of support for tax
transfers or financial credits).

In addition to the reviewed studies, there is emerging interest in how the JS per-
spectives relate to the endorsement of radical or violent means for political goals.
This line of research is relevant for intergroup contexts as well, as it touches on
conflict between opposing groups in society, and the ways in which group members
approach these conflicts. However, results are quite mixed. For instance, in a hetero-
geneous sample of the Dutch population, victim sensitivity was related to feelings
of personal and group-based relative deprivation (fraternal deprivation, Runciman
& Runciman, 1966, and other risk factors of radicalization), and these in turn were
associated with support for violent political organizations (Macdougall et al., 2018).
Among German adolescents (Jahnke et al., 2020), victim sensitivity was also related
to stronger endorsement of violence as a means to achieve political goals gener-
ally, and specifically as a means to achieve right-wing group goals. In this sample,
observer sensitivity was negatively related to such endorsements. In a further study
with young adult and mostly left-wing activists, participants were asked to indicate
a political group that they strongly identified with, and then to report their inten-
tions to engage in different kinds of activism on behalf of this group. Notably, in
this study, observer (and not victim) sensitivity was related to legal as well as radical
activism intentions. Taken together, these studies suggest that there exists a relation-
ship between the JS perspectives and group-based radicalization processes, albeit
the nature of this relationship is still far from conclusive.

Summary and Desiderata

As Rothmund et al. (2017) highlighted, those psychological processes shown to
shape the consequences of JS in interpersonal contexts “might also be at work on an
intergroup level” (p. 50). Dispositional differences in the JS perspectives potentially
shape how individuals construe relationships among groups, particularly concern-
ing those that they identify with as group members. As a consequence, the JS per-
spectives might be decisive for how individuals react to situational affordances and
demands that do not necessarily affect them directly as individuals, but have impli-
cations for their group.

So far, however, the empirical evidence is limited, and the conceptual analysis
has been incomplete, with regard to how and under what conditions JS might play
out in intergroup contexts. First of all, the few existing studies on JS in intergroup
contexts did not include any measures of the quality or degree of identification
with the relevant social group. As Siissenbach and Gollwitzer (2015) pointed out, it
remains unknown how much participants actually appraised the relevant situations
as identified members of the pertinent social group rather than as individuals. Sec-
ond, and relatedly, the reported study setups entail the possibility that individuals
construed themselves as personally affected (e.g., having to pay more taxes), rather
than focused on group-level consequences (e.g., West Germans transferring money
to East Germany). Rothmund et al. (2017) suggested that for future research, it could
be worthwhile to disentangle personal from group-level concerns. In the subsequent
section, we will analyze in more detail how these concerns can be aligned or in
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potential conflict, depending on contextual characteristics and individual differences
in JS perspectives. Third, the reported studies also share a sole focus on the roles of
the JS perspectives among members of an advantaged group in the respective inter-
group context. However, it is possible that the JS perspectives play out differently
for intergroup experiences, attitudes, and behaviors, depending on a social group’s
positionality as being advantaged, disadvantaged, or a bystander to intergroup ine-
quality or conflict.

A Theoretical Framework for JS and Intergroup Processes

We start our theoretical outline from the basic proposition that personality dynamics
can become relevant for group-level processes, specifically in intergroup contexts,
when individuals identify as members of a social group. Personality dynamics cap-
ture the characteristic ways in which individuals process information and relate and
react to the world (Funder, 2004). In that sense, personality traits describe relatively
stable interindividual differences in patterns of processing and reactions to (mostly
social) information (Baumert et al., 2017). As highlighted in social identity theory
(Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel et al., 1979; Turner et al., 1987), individuals can construe them-
selves and their relations to the world as a unique individual, or as a member of a
social group (besides further levels of construal). To the extent that a person identi-
fies with a social group in a particular moment, they will process and react to infor-
mation as a group member. We propose that personality does not become irrelevant
in such moments, but can shape the ways in which a person construes the relation-
ship between their group and other groups, and how they react to this construal.
Since perceptions of and reactions to injustices are psychological phenomena that
occur at the group level as much as at the interpersonal level, we argue that the JS
perspectives should be relevant at both.

In the following, we present our theoretical framework (see Fig. 1) that details
how and under which conditions the JS perspectives could shape group-level per-
ceptions of injustice, and consequent intergroup emotion and behavior. For our
framework, we draw heavily on social identity theory (Tajfel et al., 1979), inter-
group-emotions theory (Smith, 1993), and the dynamic dual-pathway model of
approach coping with collective disadvantage (van Zomeren et al., 2012). We inte-
grate insights from these theories with the conceptual and empirical understanding
of the JS perspectives, as reviewed above. We will highlight the ways in which inter-
group processes involved in the JS perspectives should play out in parallel or differ-
ently from those processes at the individual level.

Group Positionalities as Contextual Demands
In our framework, we assume that group positionalities, including the relative stand-

ing of social groups with regard to status, power, and other resources, can pro-
vide relevant situational affordances and demands for group-level experiences and
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Group contextual

P X Group Identification
Appraisal of Intergroup
1S Perspectives Relations, Group-Level Emotional Group-Level
IS Group-Level Perception Reaction Motivation/Behavior
of Injustice

Fig. 1 Path Model Depicting the Theoretical Framework for Justice Sensitivity in Intergroup Contexts

behavior (e.g., Crosby, 1976; Merton & Kitt, 1950; Walker & Smith, 2002). Further-
more, we take a social identity perspective and assume that, when a person identifies
strongly as a group member, their group’s circumstances are self-relevant, independ-
ent of any individual concerns that might be affected or not. As such, their group’s
circumstances pose relevant contextual demands that the person has to cope with.
This notion is fully in line with the reasoning underlying the dynamic dual-pathway
model of approach coping with collective disadvantage (von Zomeren et al., 2012).
Indeed, the authors state: ... structural discrimination (e.g., based on gender, race,
or ethnicity) and other collective disadvantages (e.g., higher taxes, environmental
issues) are important contextual demands with which people cope” (p. 184). How-
ever, while the dynamic dual-pathway model is specifically concerned with coping
with collective disadvantage, we extend this notion to encompass relative advantage
of an in-group (Leach et al., 2002) as well as a group’s bystander status relative
to other groups’ disadvantages or conflicts (e.g., Saab et al., 2015) as contextual
demands.?

Group Identification as a Moderator

As stated above, we consider identification with a social group to be a key boundary
condition that determines whether and to which extent group circumstances are psy-
chologically relevant for an individual. For people who identify strongly as members
of a group, their group’s positionalities are self-relevant as contextual demands. For
individuals who do not identify or only weakly identify with a group, their apprais-
als and reactions will depend on how their individual interests or personal concerns
are affected in a particular situation, rather than on their group’s circumstances per

2 Note, that group positionalities are relative to specific group constellations, and not absolute character-
istics of groups. Furthermore, distinctions between group positionalities can be much more fine-grained,
beyond advantaged, disadvantaged, and bystander groups. For simplicity, we use this distinction in the
present framework. We note, however, that more detailed differentiations could be relevant when spell-
ing out certain interactions between group positionalities and the JS perspectives. For example, advan-
taged group members can arguably be further divided into (direct, or current) perpetrators and (indirect,
or historical) beneficiaries, and this division could inform diverging hypotheses on how the contextual
demands associated with advantaged group membership interact with perpetrator and beneficiary JS
respectively.
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se (von Zomeren et al., 2012). In that sense, we posit that identification with a group
“shifts” psychological processes from the individual level to the group level.

Since the relevance of the JS perspectives for individual-level processes is rela-
tively well researched (see our review above), we propose a framework that helps
understand the various ways in which the JS perspectives might become relevant
at the group level. Based on the social identity perspective, we focus on how the JS
perspectives might shape processes among people who are strongly identified with
their group. This is not to say that the JS perspectives should be irrelevant among
persons who only weakly identify with their group, but for such people, the decisive
factor is likely to be the way that they perceive a potential injustice to affect or relate
to them as individuals (rather than as group members).

Group-level Appraisals and Resulting Intergroup Emotions and Behavior
Group-level Perceptions of Injustice

To the extent that a person identifies as a member of a social group, they will engage
in group-level social comparison and appraise their group’s standing relative to other
groups as self-relevant (Runciman & Runciman, 1966). Drawing on appraisal theo-
ries (e.g., Mikula, 2003; see Scherer et al., 2001), we know that perceptions of injus-
tices result when situations are perceived as illegitimate (i.e., entitlements or rights
are seen to be violated) and when blame is attributed (i.e., an intentional agent, self
or other, is seen as responsible for and under control of the circumstances, or no
justifications are accepted; Alicke, 2000; Shaver, 1985). While appraisal theories
often focus on individual-level processes in interpersonal contexts, they can inform
our thinking about group-level appraisals (for a similar argument, see van Zomeren
et al., 2012). Independent of how they are affected as individuals, people can per-
ceive intergroup relations as illegitimate and attribute blame to certain groups or
group representatives (including their own).

Intergroup Emotion and Behavior Resulting from Perceived Group-level Injustice

As spelled out in intergroup-emotion theory (e.g., Mackie et al., 2008; Smith &
Mackie, 2015), group-level appraisals can trigger group-based emotions, mean-
ing emotions experienced by group members on behalf of their group, independent
of any personal concerns (Iyer & Leach, 2008). While the subjective experiences
and psychological consequences regarding arousal and information processing are
thought to be similar between such group-based emotions and individual-level emo-
tions, group-based emotions are specific due to their group-level appraisal patterns,
as well as to their group-relevant behavioral consequences. Indeed, an important
function of group-based emotions is the regulation of intergroup behaviors, such as
intergroup discrimination, solidarity, or protest.

Qualitatively different group-based emotions with their specific inherent behav-
ioral tendencies have been investigated among disadvantaged, advantaged, and
(albeit less so) bystander groups (e.g., Li & Leidner, 2019). For instance, among
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disadvantaged groups, anger has been identified as a critical emotion that fuels col-
lective action against disadvantage (e.g., Smith et al., 2008; van Zomeren et al.,
2004; Walker & Smith, 2002). Among advantaged groups, collective guilt (i.e., guilt
experienced on behalf of one’s group’s wrongdoings or complicities) has attracted
scientific attention (e.g., Leach et al., 2006), together with processes of cognitive
disengagement that work against experiences of collective guilt (Leach et al., 2002).
Bystander groups have received less attention, but some studies point to moral out-
rage and sympathy as emotional responses among bystander group members, that
are predictive of intergroup solidarity (Saab et al., 2015).

Individual Differences in Group-level Appraisals and Resulting Intergroup
Emotions

In our framework, we emphasize that the emotional experiences resulting from per-
ceived injustices at the group level should critically depend on how the individual
group member construes the relation of their group to other groups. Clearly, the con-
textual demands of disadvantaged, advantaged, and bystander groups diverge sub-
stantially (Turner et al., 1987). Moreover, as proposed by intergroup-emotion theory,
certain group-level emotional experiences can become part of the group identity,
so that rather stereotypical emotions might be expressed by identified members of
one group (“emotional self-stereotyping,” Mackie et al., 2008, p. 1871). Despite
these potential restrictions on individual differences, individual members who iden-
tify with the same social group could still largely differ in their group-level social
comparisons, and the subsequent appraisals that they engage in. For example, some
members of disadvantaged groups have been found to engage in downward social
comparisons, when they care about groups that might be worse off or equally dis-
advantaged as their group, when they worry about losing privileges that their group
holds as opposed to other groups (e.g., Ball & Branscombe, 2019), or when they
downplay their group’s disadvantage (e.g., Jost et al., 2002). Among advantaged
group members, Leach et al., (2002) have spelled out the various patterns of group-
level appraisals that could give rise to qualitatively very different emotional experi-
ences. For example, advantaged group members could feel anxious and worry about
the possibility of losing their group’s privilege, or they could feel guilty, depending
on whether they perceive their group as being in control of the circumstances or not.

How the JS Perspectives Shape Perceptions of and Reactions to Injustices
in Intergroup Contexts

We propose that when individuals identify strongly with a social group, individual
differences in JS come to play a role in how their group’s circumstances relative
to other groups are appraised. Generally speaking, higher (compared to lower)
scores on any of the JS perspectives should result in a greater readiness to perceive
group constellations as unjust. According to our framework, group-level appraisals
should be jointly shaped by contextual demands and the JS perspectives. Beyond
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the individual readiness to perceive injustice, further core components of JS are
the intensities of emotional, cognitive, and behavioral responses to perceived injus-
tices (Schmitt, 1996). Therefore, in intergroup contexts, when individuals identify
strongly with their group, the JS perspectives should also modulate how strongly
these group members react to perceived group-level injustice.

More specifically, each JS perspective should entail a characteristic pattern of
group-level social comparisons and appraisals, and shape specific emotional and
behavioral responses, depending on the contextual demands posed by disadvan-
taged, advantaged, or bystander group positionalities. Next, we will spell out how
these group-level processes might be shaped by the JS perspectives. For each JS
perspective, we start with the group positionality that most directly matches it (see
Table 1 for an overview).

Victim Sensitivity at the Group Level

Parallel to individual-level processes, victim sensitivity should involve heightened
concerns for justice for the in-group. Thus, among persons who identify strongly
with a social group, persons with high (compared to lower) victim sensitivity should
readily perceive or anticipate illegitimate disadvantages for their in-group, attribute
blame to out-groups, reject justification of their perceived disadvantages, and resist
conciliatory efforts from the adversarial group.

Since the contextual demands of disadvantaged groups afford perceptions of
past and/or ongoing unjust victimization, we propose that victim sensitivity should
be predictive of such perceptions (i.e., experience of fraternal deprivation) among
highly identified members of disadvantaged groups. Furthermore, among disadvan-
taged groups, highly identified members with high (compared to lower) victim sen-
sitivity should react with more intense anger to perceiving their in-group as unjustly
victimized, and they should be inclined to engage in protest and aim to redress
the injustice. In other words, victim sensitivity might be a personality predictor
of engagement in collective action among the disadvantaged. However, it seems
plausible that victim-sensitive group members will engage in action on behalf of
their group, and be reluctant to fight in solidarity on behalf of other disadvantaged
groups (Noor et al., 2017), in line with notions of exclusive or competitive victim
beliefs. Since victim sensitivity is associated with legitimizing cognitions regarding
own norm violations at the individual level (Gollwitzer et al., 2005), it could foster
endorsement of non-normative means (e.g., use of violence) to achieve group goals
among highly identified disadvantaged group members.

For advantaged group members, in contrast, contextual demands may afford the
anticipation of future unjust disadvantage or loss of subjectively legitimate privilege
(e.g., Nelson et al., 2018), and accordingly, we hypothesize that victim sensitivity
should be predictive of anticipation of injustices toward the advantaged in-group,
among highly identified members. For example, when advantaged groups are con-
fronted with calls for reparation or punishment, victim-sensitive (as opposed to less
victim-sensitive) individuals who identify with their group should readily perceive
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these calls as illegitimate and anticipate unjust victimization of their group. In addi-
tion to angry reactions toward out-groups’ claims for reparation or punishment,
victim sensitivity should also predict more intense fear of exploitation, refusal of
solidarity, and rejection of any other steps that could threaten one’s group’s stand-
ing. The results reported by Siissenbach and Gollwitzer (2015) and Rothmund and
colleagues (2017, 2020) provide the first evidence in this direction. Furthermore,
among advantaged group members, victim sensitivity could involve an inclination to
legitimize their own group’s advantages as legitimate, through the use of exonerat-
ing cognitions (e.g., Roccas et al., 2006) and the rejection of any responsibility for
disadvantaged groups’ circumstances.

Bystander groups are not directly involved in a conflict (or, more generally speak-
ing, relationships) between other groups. Nevertheless, bystander groups can be
implicitly or explicitly relevant to inequalities or conflicts between other parties.
Accordingly, contextual demands on bystander group members might be shaped
by other groups calling on their group to stand witness, take on responsibility, get
involved as an ally, or refrain from illegitimate intervention. For people who strongly
identify with a bystander group, such contextual cues, we argue, will become self-
relevant “through the lens” of the JS perspectives’ characteristic appraisal patterns.
Among people who identify highly with their bystander group, more (compared to
less) victim-sensitive individuals should worry that the in-group could face disad-
vantages or lose privileges when intervening in other groups’ conflicts. Accordingly,
they should tend to deny responsibility of the in-group in other groups’ fate, and
resist any steps that could jeopardize their in-group’s standing.

Potential Specificities of Victim Sensitivity at the Group Level

So far, our theorizing has been guided by the general assumption that the psycholog-
ical processes that are involved in how victim sensitivity plays out in interpersonal
contexts, become relevant in parallel ways in intergroup contexts, when persons
construe themselves as members of a social group and appraise the relationships
of their group with other groups. Now, we want to address the possibility that, spe-
cifically for victim sensitivity, processes at group and individual levels might be in
conflict. In other words, victim sensitivity could entail a conflict between personal
and group-based concerns. We know that at the individual level, persons with higher
(compared to lower) victim sensitivity tend to fear being exploited and therefore
avoid making themselves dependent on the decisions of others (such as in coopera-
tive settings, e.g., Maltese et al., 2016). In group contexts, victim sensitivity could
similarly heighten such a personal concern about the possibility that fellow in-group
members might exploit one’s engagement on behalf of the group, through free-rid-
ing (e.g., Stroebe & Frey, 1982). This personal concern and resulting emotions, such
as fear, could counteract the group-based perception of injustices, such that victim-
sensitive persons could be torn between wanting to act against injustices inflicted
on their group, and wanting to avoid their personal engagement being exploited by
others.
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These considerations can be debated, since personal concerns might be out-
weighed by concerns about the in-group when individuals strongly identify as group
members. Indeed, in-group mistrust has been found to play less of a role among
highly identified (compared to less identified) group members (Gollwitzer et al.,
2021). Future research can fruitfully address this stimulating question. For example,
a psychological conflict between personal and group-level concerns among victim-
sensitive group members could manifest such that victim sensitivity correlates with
group-based anger and endorsement of collective action, but also with reluctance
to become active oneself, especially if taking action would mean bearing personal
costs or risks.

Beneficiary and Perpetrator Sensitivities at the Group Level

In contrast to victim sensitivity, heightened beneficiary and perpetrator sensitivities
should imply a readiness to engage in downward group-level comparisons (Mal-
tese, 2015), coupled with a tendency to attribute blame to the in-group. Specifically,
among those identified with their group, persons with higher beneficiary or perpe-
trator sensitivity should readily perceive in-group advantages as illegitimate, see
their group as passively or actively involved in causing or perpetuating other groups’
disadvantages, and reject attempts at justifying their relative advantages or denying
their group’s responsibility.

Clearly, such appraisals are afforded by the contextual demands faced by advan-
taged group members. Under these conditions, beneficiary and perpetrator sensitivi-
ties should be predictive of collective guilt among highly identified group members,
as well as support for reparation or in-group punishment, and engagement in solidar-
ity or allyship with disadvantaged groups. Results by Gollwitzer et al., (2005, Study
2), in the context of the German reunification regarding solidarity of West Germans
with East Germans, provide some support for the plausibility of our proposition,
albeit the levels of identification were not accounted for in their study. Further sup-
port could be drawn from the studies by Rothmund et al., (2017%*) on solidarity in
the context of the Euro crisis.

With regard to other group positionalities, we argue that beneficiary and perpetra-
tor sensitivities could be relevant also among members of disadvantaged groups.
For disadvantaged group members who identify strongly with their group, ben-
eficiary and perpetrator sensitivities might imply concerns for other, possibly even
more disadvantaged groups, and a tendency to empathize with those worse off and
a motivation to engage against injustices also on their behalf. This notion resonates
with the concept of “inclusive victim consciousness” (Vollhardt et al., 2012a, b,
2015) that has been discussed as critical for solidarity and alliance building between
victim groups. Furthermore, among highly identified disadvantaged group mem-
bers, perpetrator sensitivity could specifically involve a concern over perpetration
of injustices by their own group. Accordingly, among those strongly identified dis-
advantaged group members, perpetrator-sensitive people should be predisposed to
critically scrutinize their group’s actions, with an eye to any unjust consequences for
other groups. Moreover, it seems plausible that highly perpetrator-sensitive group
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members would tend to reject violent actions as illegitimate means for their group’s
goals.

Beneficiary and perpetrator sensitivities could also be relevant among bystander
groups to other groups’ inequalities or conflicts. Under these contextual demands,
identified group members with high (compared to lower) beneficiary or perpetrator
sensitivities should be inclined to perceive their own group as indirectly involved,
potentially complicit, and as such responsible for the continuation of disparities or
the outcomes of conflict between other groups. For example, in some cases, his-
torical relationships could provide a lens through which members of a bystander
group perceive their group as responsible for or benefitting from other groups’ con-
flicts. Accordingly, we hypothesize that among bystander groups, highly (compared
to more lowly) beneficiary- or perpetrator sensitive individuals who identify with
their group will anticipate feelings of collective guilt in the face of inequality or
potential atrocities between other groups, and be ready to show solidarity with the
disadvantaged.

Potential Specificities of Beneficiary and Perpetrator Sensitivities at the Group Level

Just as victim sensitivity might trigger tensions between personal and group-level
concerns among strongly identified group members, beneficiary and perpetrator
sensitivities might also give rise to psychological conflicts among highly identified
group members. For advantaged groups, for example, high levels of group identifica-
tion are typically associated with in-group-defensive tendencies, such as less accept-
ance of the negative portrayal of the in-group (Branscombe et al., 1999), less collec-
tive guilt and more disengagement from in-group-committed harm (Doosje et al.,
1998; Li et al., 2020), and less willingness to repair the harm (Doosje et al., 2006).
Such in-group-defensive tendencies are therefore at odds with the predisposition to
experiencing guilt and assuming responsibility implied by high levels of perpetrator
or beneficiary sensitivity. While our propositions rest on the notion that certain level
of group identification is needed for individuals to experience collective guilt, strong
identification and other-focused JS might result in conflicting cognitions and emo-
tions among advantaged group members.

Furthermore, our propositions treat group identification as a moderator, inter-
acting with the JS perspectives. Additionally, beneficiary and perpetrator sensitivi-
ties might themselves have downstream implications for identification. Particularly
among advantaged group members, high beneficiary and perpetrator sensitivities
could engender in-group-critical appraisals. Similar to individual-level processes
(Maltese & Baumert, 2019), at the group level, beneficiary and perpetrator sensi-
tivities can be expected to correlate negatively with exonerating cognitions and
moral disengagement. Consequently, highly beneficiary- or perpetrator-sensitive
members of advantaged groups should be predisposed to endure negative in-group-
related feelings, such as collective guilt. Per implication, this could mean that more
(compared to less) beneficiary or perpetrator-sensitive advantaged group members
identify with their groups in ways that allow for such critical appraisals, rather than
uncritically deferring to in-group norms and stereotypes (Roccas et al., 2006). It will
be interesting for future studies to explore the relations between the JS perspectives
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and in-group identification, both in terms of strength and quality, and depending on
group positionalities. Note that in our framework, as depicted in Fig. 1, we currently
do not account for any links between the JS perspectives and identification. Poten-
tially, the framework needs to be extended based on future empirical findings.

Observer Sensitivity at the Group Level

Observer sensitivity functions distinctly from the other JS perspectives in that
it entails the ready perception of and intense reactions to injustices from an unin-
volved and unaffected point of view. At the interpersonal level, observer sensitivity
has been found to shape the reactions of third parties toward injustices that occur
between other people (e.g., Lotz et al., 2011). At the group level, this could mean
that more (compared to less) observer-sensitive persons would be inclined to per-
ceive and react to injustices between groups to which they do not belong. Accord-
ingly, observer sensitivity should be relevant for reactions of bystander group mem-
bers. From this group positionality, observer sensitivity should foster moral outrage
and punitive inclinations toward those seen as responsible (e.g., advantaged groups),
and sympathy toward and solidarity with the disadvantaged. Specifically, for highly
identified members of bystander groups, observer sensitivity might entail a strong
sense of moral obligation of the in-group to help other groups and consequently a
readiness to call upon the in-group to take steps against perceived injustice.

What about the contextual demands posed by other group positionalities? It is
conceivable that observer sensitivity might be relevant among disadvantaged group
members, by shaping the extent to which they are concerned about the injustices
inflicted on other groups. As such, for highly identified members of disadvantaged
groups, observer sensitivity might foster a sense of inclusive victimhood (Vollhardt,
2015) and moral obligation (Vollhardt & Staub, 2011; Warner et al., 2014), and
motivate solidarity, similar to the consequences that we discussed for beneficiary
and perpetrator sensitivities.

For advantaged group members, by contrast, it seems that, among those highly
identified, observer sensitivity might be less relevant than the other JS perspectives.
The contextual demands of advantaged groups should make the group’s involve-
ment and responsibility salient, so that identified group members would not tend to
adopt an uninvolved observer perspective with regard to the respective group con-
stellation. Under these group circumstances, beneficiary and perpetrator sensitivities
seem much more likely to be predictive of emotional and behavioral reactions than
observer sensitivity.

Potential Specificities of Observer Sensitivity at the Group Level

Since observer sensitivity should shape how individuals perceive and are concerned
about injustices between groups which they do not belong to themselves, it also
seems possible that identification with one’s own group might be irrelevant for how
observer sensitivity plays out. In other words, observer sensitivity might shape indi-
vidual-level rather than group-level reactions to other groups’ inequality or conflicts.
As we have argued above, however, group identification might influence how much
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observer sensitivity predicts individuals’ perception of their own group as respon-
sible, and call on their group to intervene in other groups’ conflicts, instead of or
in addition to taking individual action. Future research could therefore shed light
on the importance of group identification for group-level consequences of observer
sensitivity. Furthermore, it is also worthwhile exploring whether observer sensitivity
might be linked to a broader scope of justice (Opotow, 1995) or more inclusive iden-
tification (e.g., identification with humanity, McFarland et al., 2012).

Conclusions and Directions for Further Refinements-Research
Needed

Since the inception of JS as a personality construct, extensive research has shed light
on the individual-level processes involved in how JS from the different perspectives
of victim, beneficiary, perpetrator, or observer, shapes perceptions of and reactions
to injustices (e.g., Baumert & Schmitt, 2016). Given that (in)justice is an important
social phenomenon in interpersonal as much as in intergroup relations, researchers
have started to address the relevance of the JS perspectives in intergroup contexts.
Here, we have proposed a theoretical framework that can guide future research to
understand when and how the JS perspectives should become relevant for shaping
group-level appraisals, emotion, and behavior, in intergroup contexts. We argue that,
when individuals identify strongly with a social group, justice-related personality
dynamics get “lifted” to the group level. This means that individual differences in
the JS perspectives shape how individuals construe and react to how their group
relates to other groups, independent of how they are affected as individuals. Moreo-
ver, we emphasize that the effects of the JS perspectives at the group level should
depend on the contextual demands posed by different group positionalities of disad-
vantaged, advantaged, or bystander groups.

Clearly, empirical research is needed to comprehensively test the propositions
that we have derived within our framework (Table 1). We would advocate for a
multi-methodological approach combining field studies on individual differences
in actual experience and behavior among existing groups, with laboratory-based
studies that would allow experimental manipulation of group positionalities. Based
on our framework, such a research program promises a well-rounded understand-
ing of the JS perspectives. Beyond testing how individual-level processes of JS
would “translate” to the group level, future research can provide novel insights, for
instance, regarding potential psychological conflicts between group-level and per-
sonal concerns. Furthermore, research guided by our framework can shed light on
how and under which circumstances the JS perspectives predict the legitimization of
violence as a means to achieve group goals. By pointing to the potential relevance of
group positionalities and degrees of group identification, our framework could help
clarify the mixed pattern of results obtained so far, with regard to the JS perspectives
and radicalization (Jahnke et al., 2020; Macdougall et al., 2018).

Another interesting observation that results from our framework relates to the
normative implications of the JS perspectives, and particularly victim sensitivity.
While we attempted to remain descriptive in our account of the previously shown
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correlates of victim sensitivity at the individual level, it is quite clear that these
downstream consequences are considered to be antisocial. Indeed, they include the
reluctance to cooperate with others or forgive them, and the tendency to legitimize
one’s own wrongdoings (e.g., Gollwitzer et al., 2005, 2013). Interestingly, however,
the group-level processes that we expect will result from victim sensitivity among
disadvantaged group members, including group-based anger and willingness to
engage in protest on behalf of one’s group, represent important facilitators of indi-
viduals’ engagement in fighting against injustices. If subsequent empirical findings
do indeed support these propositions, they could also have a bearing on the current
normative conceptualization of victim sensitivity.

A research program testing the propositions derived from our framework could
also provide important insights beyond the understanding of the JS perspectives.
For instance, research on the roles of group identification in intergroup contexts
has yielded complex patterns of results. On the one hand, strong group identifica-
tion can have conflict-enhancing effects (Li et al., 2020; Roccas & Elster, 2012);
on the other hand, it can also foster group-based emotions, such as collective guilt
or group-based sympathy, that are conducive of intergroup reconciliation (e.g.,
Branscombe & Miron, 2004; Doosje et al., 1998; Shuman et al., 2018). Taking into
account interindividual differences in how intergroup relations are appraised might
be one promising approach to understanding these diverging results. More broadly
speaking, our framework for the JS perspectives in intergroup contexts might pro-
vide an example of how to conceptualize the relevance of personality dynamics in
intergroup relations.

Potential for Further Refinement of our Framework

Despite the apparent usefulness of our framework to inform a comprehensive set
of hypotheses regarding the JS perspectives in intergroup contexts, the framework
represents an (over-)simplification in various regards. We would like to mention
some ways in which we anticipate that future research findings might inform exten-
sions or modifications of our framework. For instance, in our framework, we take
into account three group positionalities—disadvantaged, advantaged, and bystander
groups—that arguably involve distinct contextual demands and affordances for
group members. Clearly, more fine-grained distinctions are possible. Notably, differ-
entiating between more direct and indirect roles of advantaged groups could allow
us to spell apart consequences of perpetrator and beneficiary sensitivities, the two JS
perspectives that we treated in common subchapters.

As another limitation of the presented framework, we have worked out pre-
dictions exclusively for individuals who are strongly identified with their group
(Table 1). Because of our focus on the relevance of the JS perspectives for group-
level processes, we did not spell out predictions for those weakly identified with
their group. As a consequence, the role of identification as a moderator remains
underspecified. This role is most likely a complex one, because, for those weakly
identified, the consequences of the JS perspectives should depend on the ways
in which individual concerns are affected by the potential injustices, whereas for
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those strongly identified, group positionalities should be (more) relevant. Accord-
ingly, one important avenue for future research will be to explore the extent to
which identification is a crucial moderator of the differently hypothesized links
between the JS perspectives and their downstream correlates.

Relatedly, as it currently stands, our framework is explicitly symmetrical, in
that it assumes that high identification with the relevant group is equally important
across the different group positionalities (i.e., disadvantaged, advantaged, bystander)
that we discuss. It is, however, conceivable that identification is a less crucial factor
among members of disadvantaged groups. Drawing on Self-Categorization Theory
(Turner et al., 1987), we believe it is plausible that for members of disadvantaged
groups, the relationships between the JS perspectives and the different resulting
appraisals, emotions, and behaviors exist for both high and low identifiers. This is
because the disadvantage or victimization of the in-group potentially poses such
strong contextual demands that psychological identification with the group is not
necessary for individuals to respond to them at the group level (see Schmitt et al.,
2013). Indeed, in line with van Zomeren et al.’s (2004) observation, while the social
identity approach posits identification as a precursor for perceptions of collective
disadvantage, severe disadvantage itself may draw attention to group-level outcomes
and generate group-level appraisals and behaviors (Tajfel et al., 1979).

In a similar vein, future research should scrutinize another proposed symmetry
of our model; namely the assumption that the JS perspectives play equally impor-
tant roles across the different group positionalities. In parallel to the previous note
on identification among disadvantaged groups, and as Siissenbach and Gollwitzer
(2015) have speculated, it is possible that victim sensitivity, specifically, will be less
determining of group-level appraisals among members of victimized groups. The
logic remains the same; severe disadvantage potentially neutralizes the effects of
this interindividual difference variable, and cedes way for more uniform appraisals
among group members, who might react homogeneously as if they were all high on
victim sensitivity. In other words, severe group-based disadvantage might provide
contextual demands that can be characterized as strong situations, as conceptualized
by Mischel (1973) and Schmitt et al. (2013). This question can of course further be
extended beyond the particular victim JS perspective and the disadvantaged posi-
tionality, to a broader pondering in line with person-in-context approaches to per-
sonality and social psychology. Specifically, we can ask under what circumstances
group influences are strong enough to homogenize individual differences in sensitiv-
ity to injustice, through material and/or normative mechanisms which flatten the role
of personality. These are empirical questions that we argue should be explored.

Lastly, with our framework, we have started to spell out how and under which
conditions the JS perspectives should shape group-level experience and behavior.
Conversely, group-level experiences might also impact individual dispositions in
ways that are retained over time and generalized across situations (e.g., Mendoza-
Denton et al., 2002). Research on personality development has clarified that life
experiences can impact personality in enduring ways. Similarly, significant events
at the group level that are experienced as self-relevant by strongly identified group
members could have such impact as well (Li et al., 2021). We therefore believe that
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integrating intergroup research with research on personality development promises
exciting avenues.

To conclude, JS as a personality construct has stimulated fruitful theorizing and
research on individual differences in the processing of and reactions to injustices at
the interpersonal level. With our framework, we hope to provide the basis for a com-
prehensive understanding of the JS perspectives in intergroup contexts. As such, our
framework can help clarify the mixed findings in the literature, and provide promis-
ing directions for future research on the experiences of and reactions to injustices at
the group level.
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