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Figure 7.1b  A 33-person network exhibiting small world properties (Forman, 
Clemons, Schreiber, & Hagarty, 2005).

Figure 7.1c  A 33-person network exhibiting high clustering, but lacking short 
path lengths, as compared with Figure 7.1b.
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perceptions will become generalized if they are consistent with perceptions 
of previous injustices. 

Consider also the reaction to the manager, Paul, who did the “victim-
izing” in this case. Paul did not intend for the procedural or interpersonal 
injustice to occur, and he was trying to work behind-the-scenes to eliminate 
the distributive injustice as well. But the initial discussion of this event will 
likely be negative. The manager certainly wouldn’t argue that an injustice 
was done, even if accidentally, and he is likely to try to minimize the impact 
of the injustice on Nancy. The bigger issue for the manager is whether the 
injustice is attributed to him as a particular individual, or whether there is 
a more diffuse, generalized sense that the organization is unjust. As in the 
above example, we would want to understand what leads to a particular at-
tribution sticking to the person (Paul) as opposed to the organization, or to 
neither (it was just a random piece of bad luck). Attribution theory (Kelley, 
1971) provides some insights. The injustice will stick with Paul when his 
behavior is consistent with his previous behavior and when his behavior is 
distinctive from others in the organization and others in similar situations. 
When Paul’s action is similar to others in the organization, the injustice will 
likely become generalized.

Proposition 9: Perceptions of particular injustices will become perceptions of 
generalized injustice as social distance from the particular victim and perpetra-
tor increases and when the particular injustice perceptions are consistent with 
perceptions of previous injustices by others in the organization.

Investigating this proposition would perhaps involve the use of a com-
bination of approaches, such as a social network approach that maps the 
friendships that are the potential conduits of the injustice perceptions and 
then use of journal logs for employees to keep track of justice events and 
their diffusion through the network. Understanding this process might lead 
to a better understanding of why certain acts, and not others, become part 
of an organization’s lore as symbols of organizational injustice. 

The Injustice-Interrupting Effect of Negative Ties 

The fourth mechanism that can slow or stop the spread of an injustice 
perception is the presence of negative ties (Labianca & Brass, 2006). If 
Nancy or Nancy’s friends have negative affective relationships with others 
(people who dislike them or who they dislike), it will dampen the diffusion 
(and amplification) of the perceived injustice. A person who dislikes the 
employee (or the friends of the employee) may view the event as just. Such 
a view would maintain balance in the dislike relationship: Person B dislikes 
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Nancy and Nancy has a negative perception of the event; therefore, B has 
a positive perception of the event in order to maintain balance. Nancy or 
Nancy’s friends might not even attempt to spread the injustice perception 
toward those they dislike, anticipating that the disliked persons are unlikely 
to sympathize with Nancy’s plight. In such cases, the diffusion stops, or is 
dampened, and the result is an isolated group of dissatisfied employees. 

Proposition 10: Negative ties will dampen the diffusion and amplification of 
the perceived injustice.

The Injustice-Interrupting Effect of Corrective Action

 As Paul’s initial attempts to correct the mistake imply, taking corrective 
action to remedy the injustice may be the easiest way to interrupt the spread 
of perceptions of injustice. Consistent with Proposition 1, it cannot be as-
sumed that perceptions of justice following the corrective action will diffuse 
through the network as rapidly and completely as perceptions of injustice. 
And corrective action confirms that an injustice has occurred and may vali-
date the initial perceptions of injustice that have already spread via the net-
work. However, immediate, visible corrective action will likely interrupt the 
spread of perceptions of injustice by allowing third parties to counter initial 
perceptions. Timing is particularly important because the farther the initial 
perception of injustice travels in the network, the more likely it will become 
generalized to the organization (Proposition 9). Managers who wish to fur-
ther signal an intolerance for injustice (promote a climate for justice) may 
also provide some form of additional compensation to the victim. 

Proposition 11: Corrective action will dampen the diffusion and amplifica-
tion of the perceived injustice.

USING A NETWORK-BASED VIEW TO PREDICT AND 
MANAGE ORGANIZATIONAL JUSTICE

In summary, we see several implications from a network-based view of injus-
tice that promise to help managers as well as management scholars rethink 
how complete our current list of possible interventions are for predicting 
as well as managing employees’ perceptions of injustice. Our focus on injus-
tice rather than justice is due to the tendency for the former (not the latter) 
to be associated with unwanted work attitudes and behaviors such as re-
vengeful desires and/or counterproductive behaviors (cf. Skarlicki, Folger, 
& Tesluk, 1999). More specifically, network implications include (1) “who” 
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constitutes the subject of the study of injustice, (2) what constitutes the 
injustice “event,” and (3) what constitutes the “timeframe” for studying an 
injustice episode. 

Implication #1: The “Who” Changes. A network approach raises the possibil-
ity that the attention we pay to the event, our initial impression of the event, 
our willingness to discuss the event, and the attributions we’ll make after 
the fact are all driven by our direct and indirect connections to others in 
the organizational network. As a result, a network approach requires man-
agement scholars to rethink whom or who the “injustice perceiver” is. Past 
studies have generally focused only on the original victim of the injustice. 
Our analyses suggest that many others may be affected, including the man-
ager as perceived perpetrator of the injustice. Recent theorizing suggests 
that the injustice perceivers are employees in teams; as such, they limit their 
scrutiny to nonmanagers and to only one area within an organization’s 
network. One practical implication of using, instead, a full network-based 
analysis may be that a manager, indeed an employee at any level, could be 
affected. Alternatively, a manager might conduct a network analysis to find 
those isolated portions of organizational network (dense clusters with few 
connections to the broader organization) where there is a likelihood of in-
justice perceptions “piling up,” and then intentionally attempt to integrate 
those portions in order to mitigate future “outbreaks” of injustice percep-
tions. This is a proactive move that can be done well in advance of any in-
justice event occurring, and can be done without having a priori knowledge 
of the potentially infinite combination of characteristics on which those 
portions of the network will isolate themselves (e.g., functional expertise, 
race, single motherhood, sexual orientation). However, integration may fa-
cilitate the spread of injustice perceptions as well as inhibit them. 

Implication #2: The “Event” Changes. A second implication of a network-
based view of injustice is that the notion of “injustice event” is no longer 
singular since it consists of the initiating event as well as the retelling of it, 
possibly in various ways, by recipients of the “news.” A number of things can 
occur, with the initial event staying the same, decaying in terms of affect or 
accuracy, becoming more polarized affectively, and/or morphing from a 
specific instance into a generalized occurrence. This implication supports 
those who have begun arguing for the need to study justice from an “entity” 
rather than “episodic” perspective (Cropanzano, Byrne, Bobocel, & Rupp, 
2001). We argue for the entity-based approach to rely on justice percep-
tions that are network-guided rather than solely from the perspective of any 
random set of study-participating employees. The network approach argues 
strongly for understanding peoples’ attitudes, cognitions, and affect as they 
are actually embedded in an ongoing, recurring, long-term social context. 

Implication #3: The “Timeframe” Changes. A third implication of a network-
based view of injustice is that the timeframe associated with an “unjust act” 
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has an unclear end. The timeframe of an injustice extends to each moment 
the initial unjust event is retold, hence reexperienced. Networks evolve 
over time and that, in and of itself, changes the timeframe. This network 
reality helps to explain why past acts of injustice can “live on” for a long 
time to come and echo back over time as institutionalized stories. When 
such stories are consistently repeated more by some more than others in 
the network—as is likely to occur on the part of those whose organization-
related views are more negative versus positive, respectively—then the lack 
of shared interest in injustice stories may ultimately create negative ties be-
tween those who do versus those who don’t wish to hear about the “skel-
etons” in their organization’s closet. As a result, the timeframe for examin-
ing injustice may be found only by studying when a shared injustice story 
slows or stops spreading.

DOES A NETWORK-BASED VIEW OF INJUSTICE HELP  
TO EXPLAIN CORPORATIONS’ FAILURE TO HEED 

EMPLOYEES’ CALLS TO ACT JUSTLY?

Cumulatively, our chapter’s substance suggests that “managing injustice” 
requires managing networks. The spread of perceptions of injustice, as out-
lined above, should provide any organization with an incentive to under-
stand the network not only to prevent injustices from happening, but take 
actions to correct them when they do occur. It is little wonder, then, that it 
is difficult to get unjust actors to cease—at least quickly—what they are do-
ing. Indeed, it has been argued that cheaters feel pressed to cheat, even if 
they wish to stop; this pressure is a result of a “cheating culture”—that is, a 
network (see Shapiro, 2004, for an elaboration). In the same way that an or-
ganization can use a network analysis to suggest where organizational injus-
tice perceptions are likely to “pile up” (dense clusters with few connections 
to the broader organization), we can use network analysis to predict where 
unethical behavior is likely to occur in an organization. Brass, Butterfield, 
and Skaggs (1998) provided an extensive set of network factors that might 
lead to unethical behavior. For example, densely connected networks are 
more likely to provide monitoring and sanctioning of unjust or unethical 
behavior. Conversely, those who span disconnected clusters (“bridgers”) 
are more likely to engage in unjust or unethical behavior because they can 
effectively control the flow of information and avoid monitoring and sanc-
tions. In addition, if we substitute the “whistleblower” for the victim of the 
perceived injustice, the same mechanisms that spread or inhibit the percep-
tions of injustice also spread or inhibit the flow of information concerning 
an observed unethical act. Thus, unethical acts are more likely to come to 
the attention of others when whistleblowers are central to organizational 
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networks, have supportive, reinforcing friends and groups of friends, have 
few enemies, and when the information is consistent with previous informa-
tion. When the network is densely connected or exhibits small-world prop-
erties, the information about unethical practices will likely come to light. 
Hopefully, a network-based view of injustice can help managers find new 
ways to investigate areas within their organization where “trouble” exists—
be this in the form of perceived injustice or in the form of unjust behav-
iors. These two forms may or may not be correlated, although often each 
can help identify the possible existence of the other. Lest readers think 
that network analyses allow managers or management scholars to behave 
in only reactive ways (after trouble has already occurred), the network and 
the justice perceptions in the network are a nexus of personal relationships 
and justice perceptions that have occurred from the beginning of the or-
ganization up until the moment that the event occurs. As a result, network-
based analyses promise to also enable managers and management scholars 
to predict reactions to future events, as well as attempt to intelligently steer 
those reactions by affecting both the events (easier) but also the personal 
relationships (harder). A network approach to organizational justice prom-
ises many practical as well as theoretical benefits. Hopefully, our chapter 
will encourage scholars of organizational justice to form closer ties with 
scholars of organizational networks. 

REFERENCES

Adams, J. S. (1965). Inequity in social exchange. In L. Berkowitz (Ed.), Advances in 
experimental social psychology (Vol. 2, pp. 267–299). New York: Academic Press.

Asch, S. E. (1951). Effects of group pressure upon the modification and distortion of 
judgments. In H. Guetzkow (Ed.), Groups, leadership, and men (pp. 177–190). 
Pittsburgh, PA: Carnegie Press.

Barry, B., & Shapiro, D. L. (1992). Influence tactics in combination: An examina-
tion of the interactive effects of ingratiation and exchange. Journal of Applied 
Social Psychology, 22, 1429–1441.

Bies, R. J. (1987). The predicament of injustice: The management of moral outrage. 
In L. L. Cummings & B. M. Staw (Eds.), Research in organizational behavior (Vol. 
9, 289–319). Greenwich, CT: JAI Press.

Bies, R. J. (2005). Are procedural justice and interpersonal justice conceptually dis-
tinct? In J. Greenberg & J. A. Colquitt (Eds.), Handbook of organizational justice 
(pp. 85–112). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Bies, R. J., & Moag, J. S. (1986). Interactional justice: Communications criteria of 
fairness. In R. J. Lewicki, B. H. Sheppard, & M. H. Bazerman (Eds.), Research 
in negotiation in organizations (Vol. 1, pp. 43–55). Greenwich, CT: JAI Press.

Bies, R. J., & Shapiro, D. L. (1987). Interactional justice: The influence of causal 
accounts. Social Justice Research, 1, 199–218.



©
20

0
8

In
fo

rm
a
ti

o
n
 A

g
e
 P

u
b
li
sh

in
g

A
ll
 r

ig
h
ts

 r
e
se

rv
e
d

Examining Justice from a Social Network Perspective    223

Bies, R. J., & Shapiro, D. L. (1988). Voice and justification: Their influence on pro-
cedural fairness judgments. Academy of Management Journal, 31(3), 676–685.

Bies, R. J., Shapiro, D. L., & Cummings, L. L. (1988). Causal accounts and manag-
ing organizational conflict: Is it enough to say it’s not my fault? Communication 
Research, 15(4), 381–399.

Brass, D. J. (1984). Being in the right place: A structural analysis of individual influ-
ence in an organization. Administrative Science Quarterly, 29, 518–539.

Brass, D. J. (1995). A social network perspective on human resources management. 
In G. Ferris (Ed.), Research in personnel and human resources management (Vol. 
13, pp. 39–79). Greenwich, CT: JAI Press.

Brass, D. J., Butterfield, K., & Skaggs, B. (1998). Relationships and unethical behav-
ior: A social network perspective. Academy of Management Review, 23, 14–31.

Brass, D. J., Galaskiewicz, J., Greve, H. R., & Tsai, W. (2004). Taking stock of net-
works and organizations: A multilevel perspective. Academy of Management 
Journal, 47, 795–819.

Brockner, J., DeWitt, R. L., Grover, S., & Reed, T. (1990). When it is especially im-
portant to explain why: Factors affecting the relationship between managers’ 
explanations of a layoff and survivors’ reactions to the layoff. Journal of Experi-
mental Social Psychology, 26, 389–407.

Burt, R. S. (1992). Structural holes: The social structure of competition. Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press.

Coleman, J. S. (1988). Social capital in the creation of human capital. American Journal 
of Sociology, 94, S95–S120.

Colquitt, J. A. (2004). Does the justice of the one interact with the justice of the 
many?: Reactions to procedural justice in teams. Journal of Applied Psychology, 
89, 633–646.

Conlon, D. E., & Shapiro, D. L. (2002). Employee postings and company responses 
to downsizing inquiries: Implications for managing, and reacting to, organiza-
tional change. In J. Wagner III, J. Bartunek, & K. Elsbach (Eds.), Advances in 
qualitative research (Vol. 4, pp. 39–67). Greenwich, CT: JAI Press.

Cropanzano, R., Byrne, Z. S., Bobocel, D. R., & Rupp, D. E. (2001). Moral virtues, 
fairness heuristics, social entities, and other denizens of organizational jus-
tice. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 58, 164–209.

Degoey, P. (2000). Contagious justice: Exploring the social construction of justice in 
organizations. In B. Staw & R. Kramer (Eds.), Research in organizational behavior 
(Vol. 22, pp. 51–102). Greenwich, CT: JAI Press. 

Deutch, M. (1975). Equity, equality, and need: What determines which values will be 
used as the basis for distributive justice? Journal of Social Issues, 31, 137–149.

Erickson, B. H. (1988). The relational basis of attitudes. In B. Wellman & S. D. 
Berkowitz (Eds.), Social structures: A network approach (pp. 99–121). Cambridge, 
UK: Cambridge University Press.

Gibbons, D. E. (2004). Friendship and advice networks in the context of changing 
professional values. Administrative Science Quarterly, 49, 238–262.

Goldman, B., & Thatcher, S. (2002). A social information processing view of orga-
nizational justice. In D. Steiner, D. Skarlicki, & S. Gilliland (Eds.), Research in 
social issues in management (pp. 103–130). Greenwich, CT: Information Age. 



©
20

0
8

In
fo

rm
a
ti

o
n
 A

g
e
 P

u
b
li
sh

in
g

A
ll
 r

ig
h
ts

 r
e
se

rv
e
d

224    D. L. Shapiro, D. Brass, and J. Labianca

Greenberg, J. (1979). Group vs. individual equity judgments: Is there a polarization 
effect? Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 15, 504–512.

Greenberg, J. (1990a). Employee theft as a reaction to underpayment inequity: The 
hidden cost of paycuts. Journal of Applied Psychology, 75, 561–568.

Greenberg, J. (1990b). Looking fair vs. being fair: Managing impressions of organi-
zational justice. In B. M. Staw & L. L. Cummings (Eds.), Research in organiza-
tional behavior (Vol. 12, pp. 111–157). Greenwich, CT: JAI Press.

Jones, D., & Skarlicki, D. P. (2005). The social construction of justice: The effects 
of overhearing peers discuss an authority’s fairness reputation on reactions to 
subsequent treatment. Journal of Applied Psychology, 90, 363–372.

Kelley, H. H. (1971). Attribution in social interaction. New York: General Learning 
Press. 

Kogut, B., & Walker, G. (2001). The small world of Germany and the durability of 
national networks. American Sociological Review, 66(3), 317–335.

Labianca, G., & Brass, D. J. (2006). Exploring the social ledger: Negative relation-
ships and negative asymmetry in social networks in organizations. Academy of 
Management Review, 31, 596–614.

Lamertz, K. (2002). The social construction of fairness: social influence and sense 
making in organizations. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 23, 19–37.

Lind, E. A., Kray, L., & Thompson, L. (1988). The social construction of injustice: Fair-
ness judgments in response to own and others’ unfair treatment by authorities.  
Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 75, 1–22.

Lind, E. A., & Tyler, T. R. (1988). The social psychology of procedural justice. New York: 
Plenum Press.

Mehra, A., Kilduff, M., & Brass, D. J. (2001). The social networks of high and low 
self- monitors: Implications for workplace performance. Administrative Science 
Quarterly, 46, 121–146.

Montoya, J. M., & Sole, R. V. (2002). Small world patterns in food webs. Journal of 
Theoretical Biology, 214, 405–412.

Nahapiet, J., & Ghoshal, S. (1998). Social capital, intellectual capital, and the orga-
nizational advantage. Academy of Management Review, 22(2), 242–266. 

Naumann, S. E., & Bennett, N. (2002). The effects of procedural justice climate on 
work group performance. Small Group Research, 33, 361–377. 

Roberson, Q. M., & Colquitt, J. A. (2005). Shared and configural justice: A social net-
work model of justice in teams. Academy of Management Review, 30, 595–607.

Salancik, G. R., & Pfeffer, J. (1978). A social information processing approach to job 
attitudes and task design. Administrative Science Quarterly, 23, 224–253.

Sasovova, S. (2006). Liking and disliking: the dynamic effects of social networks during a 
large-scale information system implementation. Doctoral dissertation, Vrije Univer-
siteit.

Shah, P. P. (1998). Who are employees’ social referents?: Using a network perspective 
to determine referent others. Academy of Management Journal, 41, 249–268.

Shapiro, D. L. (1993). Reconciling theoretical differences among procedural justice 
researchers by re-evaluating what it means to have one’s views “considered”: 
Implications for third-party managers. In R. Cropanzano (Ed.), Justice in the 
workplace: Approaching fairness in human resource management (pp. 51–78). Hills-
dale, NJ: Erlbaum.



©
20

0
8

In
fo

rm
a
ti

o
n
 A

g
e
 P

u
b
li
sh

in
g

A
ll
 r

ig
h
ts

 r
e
se

rv
e
d

Examining Justice from a Social Network Perspective    225

Shapiro, D. L. (2001). The death of justice theory: A guarantee if theorists neglect 
the “wheels” already invented and the voices of the injustice victims. Journal of 
Vocational Behavior, 58(2), 235–242.

Shapiro, D. L. (2004). A guilty conscience needs no accuser, but rather, a community. 
Journal of Management Inquiry, 13(4), 304–311.

Shapiro, D. L., & Brett, J. M. (2005). What is the role of control in organizational 
justice? In J. Greenberg & J. Colquitt (Eds.), Handbook of organizational justice 
(pp.155–177). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum. 

Shapiro, D. L., Buttner, H. B., & Barry, B. (1994). Explanations: What factors en-
hance their perceived adequacy? Organizational Behavior and Human Decision 
Processes, 58, 346–368.

Shapiro, D. L., Lewicki, R. J., & Devine, P. (1995). When do employees choose de-
ceptive tactics to stop unwanted organizational change?: A relational perspec-
tive. In R. J. Lewicki, B. H. Sheppard, & R. Bies (Eds.), Research on negotiation 
in organizations (Vol. 5, pp. 155–183). Greenwich, CT: JAI Press.

Skarlicki, D.P., Folger, R., & Tesluk, P. (2005). Personality as a moderator in the 
relationship between fairness and retaliation. Academy of Management Journal, 
32, 115–130. 

Skarlicki, D. P., & Kulik, C. (2005). Third parties’ reactions to employee mistreat-
ment: A justice perspective. In B. Staw & R. Kramer (Eds.), Research in Organi-
zational Behavior, 26, 183–230.

Taylor, S. E. (1991). Asymmetrical effects of positive and negative events: The mobili-
zation-minimization hypothesis. Psychological Bulletin, 110, 67–85.

Thibaut, J., & Walker, L. (1975). Procedural justice: A psychological analysis. Hillsdale, 
NJ: Erlbaum.

Tyler, T. R., & Smith, H. J. (1988). Social justice and social movements. In D. T. 
Gilbert & S. Fiske (Eds.), Handbook of social psychology (Vol. 2, pp. 595–629). 
Boston: McGraw-Hill. 

Umphress, E. E., Labianca, G., Brass D. J., Kass, E., & Scholten, L. (2003). The role 
of instrumental and expressive social ties in employees’ perceptions of orga-
nizational justice. Organization Science, 14, 738–753. 

Van den Bos, K., Lind, E. A., & Wilke, H. A. M. (2001). The psychology of proce-
dural and distributive justice viewed from the perspective of fairness heuristic 
theory. In R. Cropanzano (Ed.), Justice in the workplace: From theory to practice 
(Vol. 2, pp. 49–66). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Watts, D. J. (1999). Networks, dynamics and the small world phenomenon. American 
Journal of Sociology, 105(2), 493–527. 

Watts, D. J., & Strogatz, S. H. (1998). Collective dynamics of ‘small-world’ networks. 
Nature, 393, 440–442.




