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Abstract. We integrate recent findings from the linguistics literature with the organizational justice literature to examine
how the language used to encode justice violations influences fairness perceptions. The study focused on the use of non-
agentive syntax to encode mistakes in Spanish (“The vase was broken”) versus using agentive syntax in English (“She broke
the vase”) influences event fairness perceptions. We hypothesized that when justice violations are encoded using Spanish,
because the non-agentive syntax makes the responsible party less salient, the event would be perceived as less unfair.
In Study 1 (n = 111), English-speaking participants rated the fairness of an event in which a mistake was made and an
employee received a negative outcome. They rated it as more unfair (p < .01, n? = .06) when the scenario was presented
in agentive syntax. Experiment 2 (n = 70) used native English- and Spanish-speakers who watched a video of manager
making a mistake. We found that Spanish-speakers used less agentive syntax (p < .01, n? = .21), perceived the event as
less unfair (p <.001, n? = .23), and were more willing to help the manager who made the mistake. In Experiment 3 (n = 101)
we replicated this effect controlling for cross-cultural differences and native language; further, we found an interaction
between entity fairness (event vs. entity) and native language (Spanish vs. English) on citizenship intentions (p < .01, n? = .08).

These results extend our understanding of how language may influence relevant workplace attitudes.
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Fairness is widely recognized by organizational scholars
as an important antecedent of workplace attitudes and
behaviors including job satisfaction, organizational com-
mitment, trust, organizational citizenship behaviors,
counterproductive work behaviors, absenteeism, theft,
and job performance (Cohen-Charash & Spector, 2001).
For this reason, identifying the social and cognitive mech-
anisms that underlie fairness perceptions represents an
important area of organizational research. Organizational
justice researchers have generally assumed that fairness
is assessed by examining the extent to which treatment is
consistent with societal norms and values (e.g., Colquitt &
Greenberg, 2003). Therefore, it is not surprising that a
large literature has emerged demonstrating that internal-
ized cultural norms and values influence people’s defini-
tions of what types of events represent justice violations.
For example, cross-cultural differences in uncertainty
avoidance (Otto, Baumert, & Bobocel, 2011) have been
implicated as important determinants of what people
view as unfair.

Despite the importance attributed to differences
in cross-cultural values, the extant literature has not
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considered how related cross-linguistic norms might
influence fairness judgments. Cross-linguistic differ-
ences have only recently emerged in the social sciences
as a viable mechanism for understanding how people
perceive and interact with the world. According to
Evans and Levison (2009), this research was largely
stinted by a bias among social scientists that the more
than 5000 languages in the world are English-like with
different verbs and nouns. This bias appears to stem
from the almost ubiquitous ability to directly translate
between languages. However, languages, like cultural
values, are learned through repeated exposure to norms.
As a result, the linguistic syntax used to encode events
in one language often differs from how the same event
would be described in a second language. These cross-
linguistic norms, rather than the language per se, have
been the subject of recent research examining how
language affects cognition. For example, in the Australian
aboriginal language Guungu Yimithirr, object posi-
tions are always described using an absolute, or cardi-
nal, frame of reference (e.g., “The tree is north of the
house”), rather than the relative frame of reference
(e.g., “The tree is in front of the house”) common in
most languages (Levinson, 2003). Although this might
seem like a minor difference in how people describe
object positions, this research has found that the ubiq-
uitous use of cardinal directions endows native Guungu
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Yimithirr speakers with an uncanny sense of direction,
even in unfamiliar locations. Similar effects of cross-
linguistic norms on cognitions have been implicated in
a variety of contexts including how people perceive
shapes, colors, and time (e.g., Imai & Gentner, 1997).
Of particular interest to the current article is research
examining cross-linguistic differences in the use of
agentive (e.g., “she broke the vase”) versus non-agentive
syntax (e.g., “the vase broke”). In contrast to English,
Spanish linguistic norms dictate that non-agentive syn-
tax be used to distinguish accidental from intentional
events (Choi, 2009). Building on prior research, Fausey
and Boroditsky (2010; 2011) proposed and empirically
demonstrated that the use of non-agentive syntax (1)
makes it more difficult for Spanish speakers to identify
the parties responsible for mistakes, and (2) attenuates
accountability judgments. Fausey and Boroditsky argued
that these effects occur because the responsible party is
not explicitly referenced in the non-agentive syntax used
by Spanish speakers, which makes the responsible party
less salient when encoding and recalling the mistake.
In this article, we suggest that these findings have
three potential implications for understanding how
language affects cognitions and behavioral intentions
in reaction to justice violations. First, several theories
of organizational justice propose that fairness is an
inherently social construct that requires the identifica-
tion of a responsible party (e.g., Folger & Cropanzano,
2001). Folger and Cropanzano go so far as to state that,
“If no one is to blame, there is no social injustice” (p. 1).
In turn, non-agentive syntax might represent a rhetoric
device for attenuating perceptions that an event is
unfair and subsequent intentions to hold the responsi-
ble party accountable. 'Second, cross-linguistic norms
dictate that Spanish speakers encode accidents using
non-agentive syntax, whereas English speakers encode

An interesting point suggested by a reviewer is the parallel one can
make distinguishing between unfairness (or inequity) and inequality.
For example, the World Health Organization (WHO) distinguishes
between health inequity and health inequality: It is important to dis-
tinguish between inequality in health and inequity. Some health inequal-
ities are attributable to biological variations or free choice and others
are attributable to the external environment and conditions mainly
outside the control of the individuals concerned. In the first case it may
be impossible or ethically or ideologically unacceptable to change the
health determinants and so the health inequalities are unavoidable.
In the second, the uneven distribution may be unnecessary and avoid-
able as well as unjust and unfair, so that the resulting health inequal-
ities also lead to inequity in health. (WHO, 2016 retrieved from http://
www.who.int/hia/about/glos/en/index1.html). Thus, while inequality
may arise from different factors, inequity emerges as the result of fac-
tors outside the control of those concerned. We should note, however,
that our studies address another layer of the discussion. This is when
inequalities are the result of an accident vs. when inequalities are the
result of an intentional action by an external party. Both are made by
human action, and are outside the control of the individuals concerned,
but what differs is the intentionality of that action.
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accidents using agentive syntax. Thus, when justice
violations are perceived to occur accidentally, Spanish
speakers might be less likely to perceive the event as
unfair and also they might be less likely to hold the
responsible party accountable.

Third, in addition to the effects of language on event
fairness perceptions, it is possible that language also
influences how entity fairness information is used in
reaction to accidental justice violations. Choi (2008) pro-
posed and showed that when the entity responsible for a
discrete violation of justice is considered to be generally
fair, people give the entity the benefit of the doubt and
are less likely to hold the responsible party accountable
than when the entity is considered to be generally unfair.
However, if non-agentive syntax makes the responsible
party less salient, it might also make characteristics
about the entity, including entity fairness information,
less salient. In turn, qualifying Choi’s findings, when
accidental justice violations are encoded using Spanish,
entity fairness information might not affect behavioral
intentions to hold the responsible party accountable.

Therefore, we extend the organizational justice liter-
ature by examining how cross-linguistic norms (i.e., the
use of agentive versus non-agentive syntax) influence
cognitions and behavioral intentions in reaction to acci-
dental justice violations. Specifically, we examine (1)
how non-agentive versus agentive syntax influences
event fairness perceptions and behavioral reactions to
justice violations (Experiment 1), (2) how the language
(i.e., English versus Spanish) used to encode accidental
justice violations influences fairness perceptions and
behavioral intentions (Experiment 2), and (3) how the
language used to encode the event moderates the influ-
ence of entity fairness perceptions on behavioral inten-
tions (Experiment 3). Experiment 3 also investigates
our claim that these effects result from differences in
cross-linguistic norms beyond other factors. We do this
by randomly assigning bilingual participants to a
Spanish or English condition and controlling for native
language and cross-cultural norms investigated in
previous research. As far as we know, this is the first
research to examine how language influences work-
place relevant criteria.

Agentive syntax and fairness

In addition to suggesting that fairness perceptions are
formed by assessing how consistent treatment is with
cultural norms, several organizational justice scholars
have suggested that fairness is an inherently social
construct (e.g., Lind & Tyler, 1988). For example, van
Prooijen, van den Bos, and Wilke (2005) stated, “justice
is a social phenomenon, because experiences of (in)
justice are products of people’s interactions with others
in social settings” (p. 664). Building on the inherently
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social nature of fairness perceptions, several dominant
theories of organizational justice have proposed that
identifying a responsible social entity is fundamental
to fairness evaluations (e.g., Folger & Cropanzano, 2001;
Mikula, 2003). These theories posit that fairness assess-
ments are primarily used to determine whether a social
entity should be held accountable for experienced treat-
ment, and empirical research has generally supported
these predictions. For example, Nicklin, Greenbaum,
McNall, Folger, and Williams (2011) found that fair-
ness judgments are related to perceptions that a viable
social entity was responsible for the event. Similarly,
Naquin and Kurtzberg (2004) demonstrated that when
a non-social entity (i.e., the technology itself) was por-
trayed as responsible for a technological failure, per-
ceptions that the treatment was unfair were reduced
relative to descriptions that emphasized the responsi-
bility of a social entity (i.e., members of the IT depart-
ment). In addition, related research has suggested that
explanations can disperse the blame attributed to viable
social entities, thereby attenuating perceptions that the
experienced treatment was unfair (Colquitt & Chertkoff,
2002).

Despite the importance placed on the identification
of a responsible party and the influence of explanations
on fairness perceptions and subsequent accountability
behaviors, the extant organizational justice literature
has not explored how the language used to describe
and encode events influences reactions to justice viola-
tions. Therefore, we begin by examining the potential
influence of descriptions that use agentive versus non-
agentive syntax on fairness perceptions and subsequent
behavioral intentions.

We should note that politicians seem to be well
aware that certain syntactic devices can be used to
displace blame. For example, after the BP oil spill,
President Obama used an unusually large number of
passive sentences when speaking about himself or
his Administration, whereas references to BP were pri-
marily agentive (Parker, 2010). Ronald Reagan went one
step further removing the agent entirely in his famous
quotation about the Iran-Contra scandal, “Mistakes
were made.” In addition, empirical research has dem-
onstrated that syntactic variations in descriptions of
events can reduce the blame attributed to the responsi-
ble party by making the responsible party less salient
when encoding and recalling events. For example, Kasof
and Lee (1993) asked participants to read one of two sen-
tences: (1) Ted hit Bob; (2) Bob was hit by Ted. These
authors found that moving the responsible agent to the
end of a sentence (i.e., changing the sentence from active
to passive) decreased the salience of Ted and reduced
perceptions that Ted was responsible for the event.

Fausey and Boroditsky (2010; 2011) extended this
research by investigating whether similar effects occur
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when the agent is removed entirely from the event
descriptions (i.e., non-agentive syntax). Fausey and
Boroditsky (2010) asked participants to read a descrip-
tion of the Justin Timberlake/Janet Jackson “wardrobe
malfunction” that occurred during the Super Bowl
XXXVIII halftime show. The results of this experiment
revealed that participants who read agentive descrip-
tions of event (e.g., Justin tore the bodice) viewed Justin
as more responsible and indicated that Justin should
be fined 53% more than participants who read non-
agentive descriptions of the same event (e.g., the bodice
tore). Consistent with Kasof and Lee (1993), these authors
suggested that the language used to encode the event
influenced the salience of the responsible party. If fair-
ness perceptions require the identification of a respon-
sible social entity, then explanations of justice violations
that use non-agentive syntax should be perceived to
be less unfair than the same violation described using
agentive syntax. Moreover, if fairness assessments are
primarily used to determine whether the responsible
party should be held accountable, fairness perceptions
will mediate the relationship between agentive versus
non-agentive syntax and intentions to hold the respon-
sible party accountable for justice violations.

Hypothesis 1: Non-agentive descriptions of jus-
tice violations will reduce intentions to hold the
responsible party accountable relative to agen-
tive descriptions of the same violation.

Hypothesis 2: Fairness perceptions will mediate
the influence of non-agentive versus agentive
descriptions of justice violations on intentions
to hold the responsible party accountable.

Cross-linguistic differences in reactions to unfair treatment

In addition to the potential influence of non-agentive
syntax as a rhetoric device that can attenuate negative
reactions to justice violations, variation in cross-linguistic
norms that dictate the use of agentive versus non-
agentive syntax when encoding mistakes might also
influence fairness perceptions and subsequent behav-
ioral intentions. Although not all incidents of unfair
treatment are accidental, unfair treatment frequently
results from accidental rather than intentional motives.
For example, strategic mistakes can lead to layoffs,
mistakes in scheduling can lead to unfair distributions
of tasks, and mistakes concerning who is responsible
for a product’s performance can lead to an unfair
distribution of bonuses. In addition, researchers have
suggested that the fairness of an event is often ambig-
uous (e.g., Folger & Cropanzano, 2001). Therefore, it is
possible that even intentional incidents of unfairness
are often perceived to be accidental. Thus, identifying
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how language influences reactions to accidental justice
violations seems to represent an important extension
of the organizational justice literature.

Linguistic analyses have demonstrated that certain
languages such as Spanish and Japanese utilize non-
agentive language to distinguish accidental from inten-
tional actions (Choi, 2009). For example, in a series of
studies, Fausey and Boroditsky (2010; 2011) found that
native English speakers who viewed videos of people
making mistakes (e.g., accidently breaking a glass) were
more likely to describe the event using agentive language
(e.g., she broke the glass); whereas native Spanish and
Japanese speakers were more likely to use non-agentive
descriptions (e.g., el vaso se rompicd). Further, Fausey and
Boroditsky (2011) found that English speakers were
more likely to hold the responsible party accountable
in a subsequent task. In addition, Fausey and Boroditsky
provided evidence that these effects resulted from the
relative salience of the responsible party. Specifically,
compared to English speakers, Spanish speakers had
difficulty identifying the party responsible for a mis-
take even a few minutes after witnessing the mishap.
Consistent with Fausey and Boroditsky’s findings,
we predict that when native English speakers witness
accidental justice violations they will be more likely to
encode the violation using agentive syntax compared
to native Spanish speakers who will be more likely to
encode the same violation using non-agentive syntax.
In turn, the responsible party should be less salient to
Spanish speakers causing the event to seem less unfair
compared to native English speakers. In turn, English
speakers should express greater intentions to hold the
responsible party accountable, relative to native Spanish
speakers. Specifically, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 3: Compared to English speakers,
Spanish speakers will be more likely to encode
accidental justice violations using non-agentive
language, which will attenuate perceptions that
the event was unfair and also decrease behav-
ioral intentions to hold the responsible party
accountable.

Language and entity fairness

In addition to the direct effects language (i.e., Spanish
versus English) might have on event fairness percep-
tions, we suggest that the use of non-agentive syntax
when accidental justice violations are encoded in Spanish
also moderates the effect of entity fairness information
on behavioral intentions to hold the responsible party
accountable. Cropanzano, Byrne, Bobocel, and Rupp
(2001) were the first to suggest that there are two dis-
tinct paradigms in the organizational justice literature.
The most frequently employed paradigm assesses
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fairness in reaction to a particular justice violation
(Bies & Shapiro, 1987). Cropanzano et al. (2001) referred
to this paradigm as event fairness.

On the other hand, the social entity paradigm asks
participants to respond to the general fairness of entities
such as an organization, a supervisor, or a coworker.
In contrast to the event-based perceptions assessed using
scales, such as Colquitt’s (2001) measures of organiza-
tional justice (e.g., “Does your [outcome] reflect the
effort you have put into your work?”), the social entity
paradigm asks participants to respond more generally
and to rely on characteristics of a social entity rather
than a specific event. For example, Niehoff and Moorman
(1993, p. 541) asked participants to indicate the extent
to which “All job decisions are applied consistently
across all affected employees.” Although these two par-
adigms have historically been investigated indepen-
dently, Choi (2008) provided the first empirical research
integrating the two paradigms.

Specifically, Choi (2008) argued that the influence of
unfair events (i.e., justice violations) on subsequent per-
ceptions of trust and intentions to engage in organiza-
tional citizenship behaviors (OCBs) are influenced by
entity fairness perceptions. Choi suggested that when
an entity is generally considered to be fair, people give
the social entity the benefit of the doubt when they vio-
late justice norms. On the other hand, if the social entity
is generally considered to be unfair, negative reactions
to justice violations are amplified. In order to assess the
developed model, Choi (2008) surveyed supervisor-
employee pairs. Consistent with Choi’s model, the results
of the survey revealed that entity fairness perceptions
moderated the influence of event fairness on subse-
quent trust and OCBs directed toward the entity.

Although Choi (2008) provided valuable insights
into the relationship between event and entity fairness,
we argue that the cross-linguistic differences in the use
of agentive versus non-agentive syntax influences the
use of entity fairness information when reacting to
accidental justice violations. As mentioned earlier, the
salience of the responsible party when encoding and
recalling mishaps is presumed to be responsible for
cross-linguistic differences in recall and accountability
judgments (Fausey & Boroditsky, 2010; 2011). Therefore,
we predict that when accidental justice violations are
encoded using Spanish, the relatively low salience of
the responsible party created by encoding the event
with non-agentive syntax will also make characteris-
tics about the party, including entity fairness infor-
mation, less salient. Thus, qualifying Choi’s (2008)
findings, we suggest that when Spanish speakers expe-
rience an accidental justice violation they will be less
influenced by entity fairness when judging trust in the
entity and intentions to engage in OCBs that will help
the responsible party.
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Hypothesis 4: The relationship between entity
fairness and behaviors that hold the responsible
party accountable for accidental justice violations
(i.e., OCBs) will be moderated by the language
used to encode the event.

Owerview of the studies

We conducted three experiments to test each of our
hypotheses. (See Figure 1 for a visual description of the
hypothesized models and the associated experiments.)
In the first experiment, English-speaking participants
were asked to read a scenario in which agentive and
non-agentive syntax was used. In the scenario, a mistake
was made and an employee received a negative out-
come; participants were then asked to report their fair-
ness perceptions. The rationale of this first experiment
is to show that the differences in blame and fairness are
explained by how participants encode what they read
or see. People who encode the actions agentively are
more likely to ascribe intentions to these actions (and are
more likely to perceive events as less unfair).

Our second experiment used a sample of native
English- and Spanish-speakers. Participants were asked
to watch a video involving a scenario with similar
characteristics to the scenario used in Experiment 1.
Our rationale was that because English-speaking indi-
viduals are more likely to speak, write and encode
events agentively, they are more likely to blame others,
and perceive events as unfair, than Spanish-speakers.
We tested here Hypothesis 3, which posits that Spanish-
speakers would use non-agentive language to encode
the accidental justice violation, and that this encoding
would mitigate perceptions of unfairness and subse-
quent behavioral intentions to hold the responsible
party accountable (i.e., OCB intentions). The third and
final experiment involves a similar video, but we used
bilingual participants randomly assigned to interact

othesis 4
Experiment 3

Language: Syntax:
English Agentive
Vs. vs.
Spanish Non-Agentive

Figure 1. Hypotheses and Studies.
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Hypothesis 1 & 2 Experiment 1 ¢
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with the experiment in Spanish or English. In this exper-
iment we tested Hypothesis 4, which predicts that
language moderates the relationship between entity
fairness and the degree to which the entity is perceived
to be blameworthy. In Experiment 3 we also sought to
disentangle the effects of language from potential effects
of cultural norms and native language.

EXPERIMENT 1
Method
Participants

A sample of 118 students from a large university in the
Southwest participated in this experiment (average
age = 21.6, percentage of males = 47%). Participants
were monolingual English speaking U.S. citizens
recruited from a large university in the Southwest.
All participants indicated that over 80% of their cur-
rent daily language use is English.

Design and procedures

Participants were randomly assigned to either the
Agentive or Non-Agentive condition. Specifically, par-
ticipants were asked to read a scenario describing the
same accidental justice violation using either agentive
or non-agentive syntax. After reading the scenario,
participants were asked to complete measures of fair-
ness perceptions, and behavioral intentions to hold the
responsible party accountable.

Scenarios

The following scenarios were used to communicate an
accidental justice violation. These scenarios were adapted
from prior research by Nicklin and Williams (2009).
Participants were asked to place themselves in the shoes
of the student when reading the scenario. Underlining

Entity Fairness:
Fair

vs.
Unfair

Intentions to
i Hold the
Fairness €
Perceptions | Resg:ptsmle
Accountable
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and italics are used to highlight differences in the sce-
narios for the reader of this article, but were not included
in the versions read by participants.

Participants in the Agentive condition read: “At
the beginning of the semester you received academic
advising and later found out that the advisor did not
provide you with the correct information. The advisor
made a mistake and registered you for the wrong
course. You are a senior and will have to stay an
extra semester to complete the correct course in the
Fall.”

Participants in the Non-Agentive condition read: “At
the beginning of the semester you received academic
advising and later found out that you were not provided
with the correct information. A mistake was made and
you were registered for the wrong course. You are a
senior and will have to stay an extra semester to com-
plete the correct course in the Fall.”

Measures
Fairness perceptions

Fairness perceptions were measured using a three-
item scale taken directly from Nicklin and Williams
(2009; a = .83), which was adapted from Ambrose and
Schminke’s (2009) measure of overall justice. An exam-
ple item was “Overall, the treatment I received was fair.”
(1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree).

Behavioral intentions

The one-item measure of behavioral intentions was
also taken directly from Nicklin and Williams (2009).
Specifically, participants were asked to indicate, “How
likely is it that you would write a formal complaint
letter to be put in the advisor’s permanent personnel
file?” (1 = very unlikely; 7 = very likely).

Results and Discussion

In order to investigate the effects of agentive descrip-
tions on fairness perceptions and behavioral intentions
to hold the responsible party accountable, we first per-
formed a MANOVA. Fairness perceptions and behav-
ioral intentions were entered as the dependent variables
and agentive versus non-agentive language was entered
as the independent variable. The results revealed that
compared to participants who read the non-agentive
scenario, participants who read the agentive scenario
were significantly more likely to view the mistake as
unfair F(1, 116) = 7.42, p < .01, n? = .06, and to suggest
that they would send a letter reprimanding the aca-
demic advisor F(1, 116) = 8.05, p < .07, n? = .07. Table 1
presents the independent t-tests and means across con-
dition for each of the dependent variables. These results
support Hypothesis 1, which predicted that the use of
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Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, and t-tests for Experiment 1

Fairness File Complaint
Syntax Manipulation Mean (SD) Mean (SD)
Agentive Syntax 1.74 5.35
(.88) (1.73)
Non-Agentive Syntax 2.22 441
(1.03) (1.89)

Independent Sample t-test  #(116) =-2.72**  #(116) = 2.84**

Note: **represents significance at p < .01.

non-agentive syntax when describing justice violations
would decrease intentions to hold the responsible party
accountable when compared to agentive descriptions
of the same violation.

Next, we directly tested Hypothesis 2, which predicted
that the use of agentive versus non-agentive syntax
would influence intentions to hold the responsible party
accountable via fairness perceptions. We used bootstrap-
ping procedures described by Preacher and Hayes
(2007). The bootstrapping method has been considered
as one of the best (most powerful) tests of mediation
(Kenny, 2016). In support of Hypothesis 2, the results
revealed that the 95% confidence interval surrounding
the indirect effect did not include zero (b =-.06; S.E. = .04;
95% CI: .18, -.01). The results of this experiment sug-
gest that agentive language can influence reactions to
unfair mistakes even when the participants are native
English speakers, and suggest that non-agentive syntax
is a powerful rhetoric device for attenuating negative
reactions to justice violations. However, a limitation of
this experiment is that in the non-agentive condition
the subject of the action was not mentioned. Thus, it is
somewhat expected that blame and fairness perceptions
were so different across conditions. In Experiment 2,
we address this issue by using a scenario in which
we used a video; therefore, the encoding was made by
participants, not suggested by researchers.

EXPERIMENT 2

In this experiment we sought to examine the idea that
even if people are presented with virtually the same
information, those who speak and think in Spanish
(as opposed to English) encode the information dif-
ferently; thus, they perceive the situation differently
in terms of fairness.

Method
Participants

Experiment 2 investigated Hypothesis 3. Thirty-six
native English speakers (average age = 29.6 years;
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53% males) and thirty-four native Spanish speakers
(average age = 28.1; 79% males) participated in the
experiment. Consistent with prior linguistics research
(Fausey & Boroditsky, 2011) participants were mono-
linguals recruited via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk service
(https:/ /www.mturk.com)?. A mechanical turk adver-
tisement was set up to solicit native English and Spanish
speakers separately using the appropriate language in
each advertisement. The scope of the advertisement was
limited to individuals whose IP addresses indicated
that they were currently within in the United States.
The limitation to participants currently in the U.S. was
intended to provide a stronger test of the assertion that
language rather than cross-cultural values are respon-
sible for the hypothesized effects compared to using
Spanish and English speakers living in different nations
(Experiment 3 provides a more explicit test of this
assertion). All participants indicated that they were
native English or Spanish speakers consistent with the
targeted demographic and all participants indicated
that they used their native language over 80% of the
time on a daily basis. Participants read and listened to
instructions in either English or Spanish consistent
with their native language. Instructions were devel-
oped by the first author, translated into Spanish by
the second author - who is a native Spanish speaker but
is bilingual - and verified by an independent bilingual
(i.e., a native English speaker).

Procedure

All participants were instructed that they would watch
a video about a hypothetical company. Participants
viewed a manager writing out bonus checks on the basis
of employee performance reports. The manager places
the wrong check on top of the wrong performance
report resulting in an objectively unfair distribution

2Several papers have demonstrated that research using MTurk par-
ticipants generates reliable data (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011;
Mason & Suri, 2012). For example, Paolacci, Chandler, and Ipeirotis
(2010) replicated a number of classic studies on judgment and choice,
such as the Linda problem and the physician problem. Rand (2012), using
participants of two studies conducted some time apart, found that 98%
of subjects reported the same country of origin. In addition, he found
that participants’ demographics were more diverse than student sam-
ples (also see Paolacci et al., 2010). Indeed, after reviewing a set of
studies, Buhrmester et al. (2011) concluded that “the quality of data
provided by MTurk met or exceeded the psychometric standards asso-
ciated with published research” (p. 5). Moreover, previous research
on cross-linguistic differences has also used MTurk (e.g., Fausey &
Boroditsky, 2011). Finally, we followed suggestions by Mason and Suri
(2012) on how to improve MTurk’s quality of data. Because all partici-
pants responded to open ended questions about what happened,
we could identify those who were paying attention and those who
were not. In all, 10 participants were excluded from the analyses
because their responses to this question were insufficient (e.g., “yes”;
“nice survey”, “sadasd”).
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of bonuses. Specifically, the manager places a check
with the name I. Jones on top of Julia Jones” performance
report and a check with the name J. Jones on top of Iris
Jones’ performance report. Although Iris Jones received
a2.5/5 on her performance report, Iris Jones receives
the larger of the two bonuses ($2000 rather than $200)
because the manager accidently places her check on
top of Julia Jones’ performance report, who received a
4.5/5. Conversely, although Julia Jones received a 4.5/5
on her performance report the manager accidently
pays Julia Jones the smaller of the two bonuses ($200
rather than $2000) because he accidently places her
check on top of Iris Jones’ performance report, who
had received a 2.5/5. The English version of the video
can be viewed at (http://lofvideos.participantpool.
com/?ver=Study1English and the Spanish version can
be viewed at http:/ /lofvideos.participantpool.com/
?ver=Study1Spanish).

We should note that there are no differences in the
description of the video: both the English version and
the Spanish version used the same script and syntax.
In fact, at no point in the videos (Spanish and English)
it is explicitly mentioned that there is mistake; or if
there is anyone to blame. The narrator reads: “Please
notice that the bonus check for Iris Jones was placed on
top of Julia Jones” performance report and vice versa”
(Spanish: “Favor notar que el cheque para Iris Jones
fue puesto sobre el reporte de desempefio de Julia Jones
y vice-versa”). Thus, the script for the video is descrip-
tive, and was translated word by word. We should also
note that the manipulation was merely the language,
not the syntax.

In order to ensure that the event was seen as unfair,
participants were instructed that once the checks were
filled out there was no way to change the amounts paid
to the employees. Because the mistake is meant to be
an accident, many of the participants might have missed
the mistake if they were not looking for it closely. Thus,
participants were also instructed to pay particular atten-
tion to information that represents our manipulation of
an unfair mistake and were asked to watch the video
twice. Participants were also asked to indicate the per-
formance rating and the amount paid to Julia and Iris
immediately after viewing the video the second time
to ensure that they were able to identify the payment
discrepancy. Participants were then asked to briefly
describe, “what happened”/ * ;qué pasé?” in the video.
Participants were then asked to respond to a brief
questionnaire.

Measures

Participants were asked to imagine that they worked
for the manager in the video when responding to all
questions.
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Agentive language

The first and second author coded all responses to the
“what happened” question for the use of agentive ver-
sus non-agentive language. This construct was coded
as 1 if the participant suggested that the manager was
in some way responsible for the mistake (e.g., “The
manager made a mistake”, “The manager switched the
checks”) and as 0 if the participant used non-agentive
language (e.g., “The checks were switched”, “a mistake
was made”). Both coders reached adequate levels of
agreement, ICC = .86; Krippendorff’s alpha = .86, and
all discrepancies were discussed until agreement was
reached.?

Fairness perceptions

Fairness perceptions were measured using a three-item
scale adapted from Ambrose and Schminke’s (2009)
overall justice scale (o = .93). An example item was
“Overall, Iris Jones and Julia Jones were treated fairly in
this situation” (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree).

Behavioral intentions

Behavioral intentions to hold the responsible party
accountable were measured using Williams and Anderson
(1991) OCBI scale to assess the intentions to engage in
OCBs directed at the manager (a = .89). A sample item is
“Iwould help the manager in the video if he had a heavy
workload” (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree). Lower
intentions to engage in OCBs directed toward the man-
ager was operationalized as indicating higher intentions
to hold the responsible party accountable.

Results and Discussion

We first performed a MANOVA with agentive syntax,
fairness perceptions, and behavioral intentions as the
dependent variables and native language as the indepen-
dent variable. The results revealed a significant main
effect of language on agentive syntax F(1, 68) = 18.17,
p < .01, W% =21, fairness F(1, 68) = 20.72, p < .001, n? = .23,
and behavioral intentions F(1, 68) = 4.26, p < .05, 12 = .06.
Table 2 presents the means and correlations for each
of the three dependent variables. Next, we directly
tested the relationships hypothesized by Hypothesis 3.
Specifically, we tested whether Language (i.e., Spanish
versus English) led to the use of agentive versus non-
agentive syntax, which was related to fairness per-
ceptions and OCBI intentions. We used bootstrapping
procedures, consistent with Preacher and Hayes (2008),
to analyze the mediation hypotheses. The results

3We also conducted the analyses reported in the Results section using
the coding from the first and the second author (independently). There
were no differences, in terms of the statistical significance, in the results
using either coding, compared to those reported in the paper.
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Table 2. Means and Correlations for Experiment 2

M SD 1 2 3
1. Language .51 .50
2. Agentive Syntax .59 .50 46**
3. Fairness 244 185  -48% 51

4. OCB Intentions 397 122 -24% =37%  54%*

Note: *represents significance at p < .05; **represents
significance at p < .01. For Language, 0 = Spanish; 1 = English.
For Agentive Syntax, 0 = Non-Agentive; 1 = Agentive.

revealed that the 95% confidence interval for the indi-
rect effects of native language (Spanish versus English)
on fairness perceptions via agentive versus non-agentive
syntax, and subsequent behavioral intentions to hold
the responsible party accountable by performing fewer
OCBs did not include zero (Unstandardized Beta = —.26;
S.E. = .18; p < .05 95% CI: —.55; —.12). Thus, Hypotheses 2
was supported*.

EXPERIMENT 3
Method

Participants

Experiment 3 tests Hypotheses 3, while controlling for
cross-cultural values and native language. Specifically,
we predicted that due to the non-agentive language used
to encode unfair mistakes, Spanish speakers would be
less likely to use entity fairness when reacting to an unfair
mistake. A sample of 101 bilingual English-Spanish
speakers (age = 29.55; % male = 66) participated in the
experiment. Participants were bilinguals recruited via
Amazon’s Mechanical Turk service (https://www.
mturk.com). English and Spanish advertisements were
set up to solicit bilingual speakers and the scope of
the advertisement was limited to individuals whose
IP addresses indicated that they were currently within
in the United States.

Design and procedures

The experiment employed a 2 (Language: Spanish vs.
English) x 2 (Entity Fairness: Fair vs. Unfair manager)
between subjects design. Were randomly assigned to
one of the four conditions. See Table 3 for descriptive
for each condition. Participants All participants were
instructed that they would watch a video about a
hypothetical company. Participants read and listened to

4Because there was a difference in males and females across the
Spanish-speaking and the English-speaking individuals, we also con-
ducted the same analyses using gender as controls. Again, there were no
differences in terms of statistical significance. These results are available
from the first author upon request.
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Table 3. Means for Demographic variables in Experiment 3

English Spanish

Fair Unfair Fair Unfair
Gender 0.62 0.69 0.71 0.61
Age 31.01 26.18 29.04 31.98
Native Language 0.55 0.57 0.59 0.56
Language Fluency 4.70 4.60 4.38 4.61
n 24 26 24 27

instructions in either English or Spanish. Consistent
with the methods used in Experiment 2, instructions
were developed by the first author, translated into
Spanish by the second author who is a native Spanish
speaker but is bilingual, and verified by an independent
bilingual, native English speaker. The manipulation
of the unfair mistake was identical to the manipulation
used in Experiment 2. Specifically, participants were
shown a scene in which a manager accidentally places
the wrong check on each performance report resulting
in an unfair distribution of bonuses.

Prior to viewing this event fairness scene, participants
watched a short clip that included two scenes that
manipulated entity fairness (see manipulations below).
Participants were asked to pay close attention to the
video and were instructed to watch the video twice
before proceeding. After watching the video, partic-
ipants were asked to briefly describe what happened in
the video. Responses were content coded for the use of
agentive vs. non-agentive language. Participants were
then led to a brief questionnaire that asked participants
“what happened, assessed fairness perceptions, inten-
tions to engage in OCBs that would benefit the manager.
Participants were also asked to complete measures of
the cross-cultural values commonly studied.

Manipulation

Entity Fairness was manipulated in a manner consis-
tent with the findings of Hollensbe, Khazanchi, and
Masterson (2008). These authors asked new entrants
to describe how they assess the fairness of their super-
visor. The content analysis revealed several supervi-
sory characteristics that influence perceptions that a
supervisor is fair (e.g., developmental behaviors. free-
dom in scheduling work, general positive and nega-
tive perceptions about the supervisor, etc.). Using these
descriptions, we created two video scenarios sug-
gesting the manager was generally fair or unfair.
The actions in the video were silent, but a voice over
accompanied the video to provide more contexts as well
as to emphasize entity fairness. The same actors were
used as the manager and employees in both scenarios.
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In order to ensure that participants only thought the
entity was generally unfair and not biased toward one
employee or the other, we instructed participants sev-
eral times that the employees in the video were not the
same employees receiving bonuses.

In order to further ensure that the manipulation of
Entity Fairness was appropriate and that language (i.e.,
Spanish versus English) did not influence how fair the
manager was perceived in each scenario, we conducted
a pretest with 49 English and 37 Spanish speakers. All
participants were solicited via mTurk. The only differ-
ence between the pretest and Experiment 3 is that the
participants did not see the second half of the video in
which the unfair mistake occurs, and participants only
responded to a measure of entity fairness developed
by Byrne and Miller (2009; a. = .99). The results of a one
way ANOVA entering the measure of entity fairness
perceptions as the dependent variable and the manip-
ulation of entity fairness, native language, and the inter-
action term as the independent variables revealed a
significant main effect of entity fairness F(1, 82) = 289.61,
p < .01, no main effect of language F(1, 82) = .54, p = 47,
and no interaction effect F(1, 82) = .63, p = .43. Thus, we
were fairly confident that the entity fairness manipula-
tion was appropriate and that language did not influ-
ence perceptions of entity fairness across conditions.

We should note that this manipulation of entity fair-
ness is consistent with the organizational justice litera-
ture. In this literature, it is well-established that “fairness
treatment” is part of the fairness construct. For exam-
ple, in Colquitt (2001) it was conducted confirmatory
factor analyses on organizational justice and found that
4 factors represented the best solution to fit their data.
This implied distributive, procedural informational,
and interpersonal justice dimensions. This last dimen-
sion is the degree to which managers are respectful
and polite. For example, Skarlicki and Folger (1997)
used the term “interpersonally fair” to managers who
are respectful and polite in their treatment to subordi-
nates. As such, we do believe that our manipulation,
using a manager that seems more or less polite, is
affecting “entity fairness.”

Recall that we expected that the use of non-agentive
language when encoding the fairness event would atten-
uate the use of entity fairness information. We did not
expect that participants would differ in their perceptions
of entity fairness, but instead that they would not use this
information when the justice violation is encoded using
non-agentive language because the responsible party
is presumed to be less salient in this case.

Fair manager scenario

In scene 1 the fair manager crosses paths with an
employee smiles, shakes her hand and has a brief
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conversation demonstrating that the manager is gener-
ally kind. In scene 2 the fair manager receives an award
for his mentoring work, demonstrating that he is a
supportive manager. The voiceover for this section was
as follows: “Steve, a manager at Bramber, is described as
accommodating and developmental towards employees.
He allows his employees freedom in scheduling work
arrangements and doing the job, and he has many pos-
itive characteristics. In fact, most employees describe
Steve as a kind and fair manager. Steve was even rec-
ognized with an award for the mentoring work he has
done with his employees over the years.” The English
version of this video can be viewed at (http://
lofvideos.participantpool.com/?ver=Study3EntityFair
English and the Spanish version can be viewed at
http:/ /lofvideos.participantpool.com/?ver=Study3E
ntityFairSpanish).

Unfair manager scenario

In scene 1, the unfair manager crosses paths with an
employee and pushes past her despite the fact that
she tentatively puts her hand out to shake his hand.
In scene 2, the unfair manager shows favoritism
toward one employee over the other. The voiceover
for this section was as follows: “Steve, a manager at
Bramber, is described as unwilling to accommodate
or develop employees. He never allows his employees
freedom in scheduling work arrangements or doing
their job, and he has many negative characteristics.
In fact, most employees describe Steve as a rude and
unfair manager. Steve also frequently shows favoritism
towards certain employees, while ignoring others.”
The English version of this video can be viewed at
(http:/ /lofvideos.participantpool.com/?ver=Study3
EntityUnfairEnglish and the Spanish version can be
viewed at http:/ /lofvideos.participantpool.com/?ver
=Study3EntityUnfairSpanish).

Measures

Participants were asked to imagine that they worked
for the manager in the video when responding to all
questions. The measures of agentive language (ICC = .87;
Krippendorff’s a =.77), and OCB intentions (a = .93)
were identical to those used in Experiment 2.

Native language and language fluency

Native language was operationalized as a single item
measures that asked participants to indicate whether
English or Spanish was their primary language.
Language fluency was measured using a single item
measure of language fluency on the following scale,
1 = “I am really only fluent in Spanish”; 2 = “I am
more fluent in Spanish, but I understand some English”;
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3 = “I am more fluent in Spanish, but I understand
most English”; 4 = “I am equally fluent in Spanish
and English”; 5 = “I am more fluent in English, but I
understand most Spanish”; 6 =“I am more fluent in
English, but I understand some Spanish”; 7 =“I am
really only fluent in English”. Native language and
language fluency were used as controls in all analyses
to ensure that the predicted effects were the result of
the language used to encode the justice violation rather
than the participant’s native tongue.

Trust

In order to be consistent with Choi (2008), we used
the same trust measure derived from Roberts and
O’Reilly (1974) trust in manager scale (a0 = .87).
Asample item is, “If you were an employee at Bramber,
how free would you feel to discuss the problems and
difficulties in your job with the manager in the video
without jeopardizing your position or having it held
against you later?” The respondents assessed each
item on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to
7 (very much).

Cross cultural values

Power distance, individualism, masculinity, uncer-
tainty avoidance, and long-term orientation were
measured using the procedures outlined by Hofstede,
Hofstede, and Minkov (2010). The measures of cul-
tural values were used as a control in all analyses to
ensure that cross-linguistic differences in the language
used to encode the justice violation rather than other
cultural norms were responsible for the hypothesized
effects.

Results and Discussion

All analyses controlled for native language, and
cross-cultural values. We first analyzed an omnibus
test of our predictions using a two-way MANOVA in
which OCB and agentive language were entered as the
dependent variables and the manipulations of Entity
Fairness, Language, and the interaction term were
entered as the independent variables. Consistent with
our predictions, the results revealed a significant main
effect of native languages on the use of agentive
language F(1, 90) = 10.44, p < .01, n? = .10, and a sig-
nificant interaction effect of entity fairness and native
language on OCB Intentions F(1, 90) = 8.14, p < .01,
1? = .08. Participants in the Spanish condition used non-
agentive language 49% of the time, whereas partici-
pants in the English condition only used non-agentive
language 13% of the time when encoding the unfair
event. Moreover, as shown in Figures 2 and 3, the
results of the MANOVA support the predictions of
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Figure 2. Language by entity fairness on OCB intentions. Note. Error bars represent standard errors.
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Figure 3. Agentive syntax by entity fairness on OCB Intentions. Note. Error bars represent standard errors.

Hypothesis 4, which suggested that the relationship speakers than Spanish speakers (See Table 4 and
between entity fairness and trust in the manager and Figure 2). Furthermore, the form of the interaction is
OCB would be moderated by one’s native language. interesting. In Experiment 1, we found that Spanish
Specifically, the relationships were stronger for English speakers demonstrate less severe negative reactions to

Table 4. MANOVA Results for Experiment 3

Agentive Syntax OCB Intentions

daf F (p values) F (p values)
Language 1 10.44 (.00) 49 (.49)
Entity Fairness 1 .01 (.91) 17.10 (.00)
Language X Entity Fairness 1 .01 (.94) 8.14 (.01)

Control Variables

Power Distance 1 .26 (.61) 3.77 (.06)
Individualism 1 .00 (.99) .03 (.87)
Masculinity 1 .02 (.90) A7 (49)
Uncertainty Avoidance 1 2.32(.13) .81 (.37)
Long Term Orientation 1 4.07 (.05) .08 (.78)
Native Language 1 .15 (.70) .51 (.48)
Language Fluency 1 .16 (.70) .54 (.46)
MS Error 90 19 1.77

Note: OCBI R? = .21; Agentive Syntax R? = .10.
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accidental justice violations. However, although not
significant, compared to Spanish speakers, English
speakers were more likely to indicate intentions to
help the responsible social entity when the entity was
presented as a fair manager. This pattern was reversed
in the unfair entity condition. These results suggest
that identifying the responsible party can have posi-
tive effects on reactions to justice violations encoded
in English compared to Spanish, if the responsible
party is generally fair. Although not explicitly hypoth-
esized, we suggest that these effects occurred because
encoding the accidental justice violations in Spanish
attenuates the positive as well as the negative effects
of entity fairness information.

Supplementary analysis

Although no specific predictions were made about
the direct influence of agentive versus non-agentive
syntax as a moderator of the relationship between
entity fairness and OCB intentions, it was implied
that the use of non-agentive language, rather than
native language, is the proximal moderator of this
relationship. If this perspective is correct, then the
interaction effect of entity fairness and agentive versus
non-agentive language on OCB intentions should be
stronger than the interaction effect of entity fairness and
native language. Unfortunately, no analytic methods
have been developed to directly test the full model.
Nonetheless, we preformed a supplemental analysis to
test whether the full model is plausible. Specifically,
we ran an additional MANOVA in which agentive
versus non-agentive language and entity fairness
were entered as the independent variables and OCB
intentions were entered as the dependent variables.
Consistent with our predictions, the results revealed
a significant interaction effect of entity fairness and
use of agentive versus non-agentive language on
OCB intentions F(1, 90) = 3.91, p < .05, n? = .04. (See
Table 5 and Figure 3).

General Discussion

To our knowledge, this article represents the first
research to explicitly address the influence of cross-
linguistic differences on workplace criteria. Although
we focus on how Spanish versus English linguistic
norms influence reactions to unfair treatment, Evans
and Levinson (2009) suggest that there is a plethora
of “phonetic, phonological, morphological, syntactic,
and semantic” (p. 430) cross-linguistic differences that
have been under-investigated by behavioral scientists.
Thus, the research conducted herein not only adds to
the literature on organizational justice, but also sug-
gest that future research on how cross-linguistic dif-
ferences influence perceptions and behaviors in the
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Table 5. ANOVA Results for Experiment 3 Supplementary Analysis

OCB Intentions

df F (p value)

Agentive Syntax 1 .01 (.94)
Entity Fairness 1 9.32 (.00)
Agentive Syntax X Entity Fairness 1 3.91 (.05)
Control Variables
Power Distance 1 2.28 (.14)
Individualism 1 .01 (.94)
Masculinity 1 45 (.50)
Uncertainty Avoidance 1 .76 (.39)
Long Term Orientation 1 .18 (.68)
Native Language 1 1.48 (.23)
Language Fluency 1 .72 (.40)

MS Error 90

Note: OCBI R2 = .25.

workplace might have important practical and theo-
retical implications for other areas of organizational
behavior.

Beyond this general contribution, the results of each
experiment extend the extant organizational justice
research in several ways. First, the results of Experiment
1 extend research examining the positive effects of
explanations on reactions to justice violations by intro-
ducing non-agentive syntax as a powerful rhetoric
device for attenuating perceptions that the violation
was unfair and subsequent behavioral intentions to
hold the responsible party accountable. These results
suggest that practitioners should consider their words
carefully when describing justice violations. In addi-
tion, Experiment 1 provides preliminary evidence that
cross-linguistic variation in the use of agentive versus
non-agentive syntax when accidental justice viola-
tions are encoded using English versus Spanish rep-
resents the cognitive mechanism underlying the results
of Experiments 2 and 3. Specifically, the use of non-
agentive language when communicating incidents
of unfairness assuaged negative reactions to justice
violations even when the observer read the descrip-
tion in English — a language that typically encodes
accidents using agentive syntax.

Second, the results of Experiment 2 extend cross-
cultural organizational justice research by highlighting
the influence of cross-linguistic differences in the use
of agentive versus non-agentive syntax on fairness
perceptions and subsequent intentions to hold the
responsible party accountable for accidental justice
violations. Specifically, cross-linguistic variation in
the use of agentive versus non-agentive syntax when
encoding the violation caused native Spanish speakers
to perceive accidental justice violations as less unfair
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compared to English speakers. In turn, Spanish speakers
were less likely to indicate that they would hold the
responsible party accountable for the justice violations.
These results suggest that practitioners should be cog-
nizant that Spanish and English speakers who witness
an accidental justice violations might react differently
due to differences in cross-linguistic norms.

Third, the results of Experiment 3 extend research
investigating the relationship between event and entity
fairness perceptions on reactions to justice violations.
Specifically, Experiment 3 found that when the justice
violation was encoded using Spanish the influence of
entity fairness information on OCB intentions was
assuaged relative to when the violation was encoded in
English. These results qualify previous findings by Choi
(2008) by demonstrating that linguistic norms repre-
sent a boundary condition for the influence of entity
fairness on reactions to accidental justice violations.
In addition, the results of Experiment 3 were significant
even when controlling for native language, language flu-
ency, and cultural values. Therefore, these results pro-
vide further evidence that cross-linguistic differences in
the norms used to encode accidental justice violations
rather than native language or cross-cultural values
are responsible for the findings in Experiment 3.

Fourth, the form of the interaction between entity
fairness and language on subsequent reactions provide
additional insights into the relationships between
identifying a responsible party and reactions to justice
violations. As shown in Figure 2, entity fairness infor-
mation not only had a stronger influence on OCB
intentions for bilingual participants who encoded the
justice violation in English, but also caused these
participants respond more negatively to an unfair
manager and more positively to a fair manager than
Spanish speakers. These results echo Choi’s (2008)
suggestion that identification of a social entity can
have a positive influence on reactions to unfair events,
so long as the entity has a reputation as a generally fair
manager. Interestingly, these findings contradict the
general assertion by organizational justice theories
that identifying the party responsible for justice viola-
tions exacerbate negative reactions (e.g., Folger &
Cropanzano, 2001). In addition, these results suggest
that the use of non-agentive syntax as a rhetorical
device should be considered with care. In particular,
when the entity is generally fair agentive syntax might
have a better chance of attenuating negative reactions to
justice violations. However, these predictions require
future research and scrutiny. Finally, the results of
Experiment 3 suggest that managers would be wise to
develop fair reputations, but they should not to rely on
previously established reputations when mistakes
lead to justice violations observed by Spanish speaking
employees. Unlike English speaking employees that
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might give the fair, but bumbling manager the benefit
of the doubt, Spanish-speaking employees might be
less likely to let these justice violations slide.

Although this research provides several contribu-
tions, it is not without limitations. First, the general-
izability of this research is somewhat limited. For one,
the current article employed vignettes and asked par-
ticipants to indicate behavioral intentions rather than
examining actual behaviors. Although these methods
seem appropriate for an initial investigation of the
proposed phenomenon, future research should inves-
tigate these effects in field settings using actual behav-
iors. In addition, the participants in all studies were
native English and/or Spanish speakers currently
residing in the United States. However, similar effects
should be demonstrated in any population whose
language demonstrates similar linguistic norms when
encoding accidental justice violations (i.e., the use of
non-agentive syntax). The fact that (1) the results of
Experiment 3 occurred even after controlling for
cross-cultural values; (2) the results of Experiment 2
were mediated by the use of agentive vs. non-agentive
language; and (3) English speakers were affected by the
use of agentive vs. non-agentive syntax in Experiment 1
seems to lend some support to the potential generaliz-
ability of these effects to other languages and cultures.

Second, as a reviewer noted, our model is some-
what ambitious. It is difficult to establish the causality
of fairness perceptions and OCBI intentions (reverse
causality). However, we do believe that we have evi-
dence for making a good claim on the causal of effects
of language on fairness; and this is something we try
to demonstrate in the paper. First, it is unlikely or
impossible that fairness affects language in our studies,
so we discard reverse causality. Second, we tried to
discard another explanation, which would be the
influence of a third variable. This is what we attempted
to demonstrate in Experiment 3. In this experiment,
we randomly assign participants to the language con-
dition. Experiments and random assignment are the
ideal method to assess causality (Angrist & Pischke,
2008; Antonakis, Bendahan, Jacquart, & Lalive, 2010;
Kausel, 2015; Shadish, Cook, & Campbell, 2002). In
addition, we control for the other explanation (the
third variable) that could explain the effect s on fair-
ness and OCBL

Third, the research is limited to investigations of
reactions to accidental justice violations. Nonetheless,
several researchers have suggested that fairness is
often ambiguous (e.g., Folger & Cropanzano, 2001;
Li et al., 2011) and therefore justice violations might
often seem accidental even when they occur through
purposeful action. In addition, it is unlikely that man-
agers are trying to act unjustly to their employees, thus
fairness violations might frequently occur accidently.
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Thus, although the research is limited to accidental jus-
tice violations, we would expect that these situations
are relatively common making the results applicable
to a large portion of organizational justice events.
However, more research in this area is necessary for
further conclusions.

Fourth, Experiment 2 only used native Spanish
and English speakers who interacted with the exper-
iment in their native tongue. Thus, the effects of native
language on fairness perceptions might have resulted
from cross-cultural differences rather than cross-
linguistic differences. However, Experiment 3 shows
that even after controlling for cross-cultural values and
native language, the language manipulation had an
effect on fairness. Thus, it provides support to the
idea that the results of Experiment 2 were caused by
cross-linguistic, rather than cross-cultural differences.
Moreover, the fact that agentive versus non-agentive
syntax mediated the effects in Experiment 2 and were
contingent on the language used to encode the jus-
tice violation rather than one’s native language in
Experiment 3 provides more evidence in favor of the
hypothesized model. Thus, the variation in agentive
versus non-agentive syntax rather than cross-cultural
differences seem to be responsible for the effects of
Experiment 2.

This article explores the influence of language on
reactions to unfair treatment. We find that non-agentive
syntax represents a rhetoric device that can attenuate
perceptions that a justice violation was unfair and
subsequent intentions to hold the responsible party
accountable. In addition, cross-linguistic differences
between norms in Spanish and English that dictate
the use of non-agentive versus agentive syntax when
describing mistakes influences subsequent fairness
perceptions, intentions to hold a responsible party
accountable, and the use of entity fairness information
in reactions to accidental justice violations. The studies
reported herein suggest that the language used to
encode unfair treatment can have a substantial influ-
ence on reactions to justice violations, and open up a
number of promising directions for future research.
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