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Two employees, two managers, the same policy violation. One gets a documented conversation, a written
account of what happens next, and a follow-up date. The other gets a terse meeting, no explanation, and a
decision that seems to have been made before the door closed. Six months later the first employee is still
on the team and performing; the second has filed a complaint, and the organization is discovering — in
discovery — that nobody wrote anything down. The violation was identical. The process was not, and the
process is what everyone remembers.

There is a fifty-year research program on exactly this phenomenon. It is called organizational justice, and it
is one of the most replicated bodies of evidence in applied psychology. This article expands the employee-
relations section of Cadence's People Science research pillar into a standalone treatment: what the four
justice dimensions are, where they came from, what each independently predicts, and why the evidence
says employee relations is a trust system that happens to have legal consequences — not a legal chore that
happens to involve people.

Who this is for

¢ HR and employee-relations leaders who need the research behind fair process — for design decisions
and for the moment a board member asks why ER deserves investment beyond a ticketing tool.

¢ Executives and legal counsel weighing fair process as both ethical practice and organizational
defensibility.

e Managers who deliver most justice perceptions in practice, usually without ever having heard the term.

e Skeptics who suspect "perceived fairness" is perception management — your strongest objection is
steelmanned below, in its own section.


https://cadencehr.ai/resources/people-science

Key takeaways

1.

Organizational justice has four related but empirically distinct dimensions — distributive, procedural,
interpersonal, and informational — and meta-analysis shows each independently predicts outcomes
including satisfaction, commitment, citizenship behavior, and withdrawal. [']

. The constructs have deep roots: process control ("voice") from Thibaut and Walker's dispute-resolution

research, Leventhal's procedural rules (consistency, bias suppression, accuracy, correctability,
representativeness, ethicality), and Bies and Moag's work on interpersonal treatment and explanation,
as reviewed in the field's foundational syntheses. ['1 [2]

. A follow-up meta-analysis of 493 independent samples found that justice dimensions predict trust,

commitment, citizenship, task performance, and counterproductive behavior, with the performance and
citizenship effects mediated by social-exchange quality — fairness builds relationships, and
relationships carry performance. 3]

. Process fairness matters most when outcomes are unfavorable: across 45 independent samples, unfair

procedures sharply amplified negative reactions to bad outcomes, while fair procedures substantially
blunted them. [4]

. The layoff evidence is direct: procedural fairness shaped the reactions of both layoff victims and the

survivors who remained, meaning how an organization handles its hardest decisions is visible to — and
priced in by — everyone who stays. [%]

. Unfairness is not just demotivating; it is behaviorally expensive — organizational retaliation behaviors

are predicted by the interaction of distributive, procedural, and interactional injustice. €]

. Justice perceptions are among the strongest antecedents of trust in leadership, which in turn relates to

attitudes, citizenship, and performance — the empirical basis for treating ER as a trust system rather
than a compliance function. [71

What is organizational justice, exactly?

Organizational justice is the scientific study of fairness perceptions at work: whether people judge the
outcomes they receive, the processes that produced them, and the treatment they experienced as fair. The
field's modern structure was established by the meta-analytic work of Colquitt and colleagues, which
tested 25 years of research and found that fairness is not one thing but four related, distinguishable things:

1

Distributive justice — is the outcome fair? The rating, the raise, the promotion decision, the sanction,
relative to contribution and to what others received.

Procedural justice — was the process fair? Consistent across people and time, free of bias, based on
accurate information, correctable on appeal, representative of those affected, and ethical.

Interpersonal justice — was the person treated with dignity and respect while the process ran?

Informational justice — was the process explained? Were the accounts truthful, adequate, timely, and
candid?



The meta-analytic finding that matters for practitioners is independence: each dimension predicts
workplace outcomes — job satisfaction, organizational commitment, citizenship behavior, withdrawal,
performance evaluations of authorities — over and above the others. ['l An organization can deliver fair
outcomes through a process people experience as arbitrary, or run a technically sound process with
contempt, and the research says employees will register the difference and respond to it. You cannot buy
your way out of a bad process with a good outcome, and you cannot charm your way out of a bad outcome
without a good process.

Where did these constructs come from?

The four-dimension structure was not invented by a vendor or a consultancy. It accreted over decades, and
knowing the lineage clarifies what each dimension actually measures. Greenberg's field-defining review —
the paper that organized "organizational justice" as a discipline — traces the arc. [?1

Outcomes first: equity theory. The oldest strand is distributive: Adams' equity theory in the 1960s
proposed that people judge outcome fairness by comparing their own ratio of outcomes to inputs against
the ratios of relevant others, and react to imbalance in either direction. [2! For two decades, fairness
research was mostly outcome research — until the courtroom studies changed the question.

Process control: Thibaut and Walker. In the 1970s, John Thibaut and Laurens Walker studied dispute-
resolution procedures and found something that surprised the legal instrumentalists: people care about the
process independently of the verdict. Disputants judged procedures fairer — and accepted outcomes more
readily — when they had process control: the ability to present their case, to be heard, to have voice, even
when they had no control over the final decision. [?] This is the origin of procedural justice, and it is why
"the employee's statement is on the record" is not a formality. Voice is the mechanism.

The procedural rules: Leventhal. Gerald Leventhal moved the question from courtrooms to organizations
and asked what makes an allocation procedure fair. His answer was six rules: procedures should be applied
consistently, free of bias, based on accurate information, correctable through appeal, representative of the
concerns of those affected, and compatible with prevailing ethical standards. [l [21 | eventhal's rules read
today like a checklist for a defensible ER process — because that is, in effect, what they became.

Interactional justice: Bies and Moag. In the 1980s, Robert Bies and Joseph Moag observed that people
also judge the enactment of procedures — the human transaction itself. Were they treated with respect?
Were they given honest, adequate explanations? Subsequent research, consolidated in the field's meta-
analytic syntheses, split this "interactional justice" into the two dimensions now measured separately:
interpersonal (dignity and respect) and informational (truthful, adequate explanation). ['1 [2]

The practical upshot: when an HR leader says "it's not just what we decided, it's how we ran it, how we
treated them, and how we explained it," they are restating, in order, the four dimensions of a validated
scientific construct.

What does each dimension independently predict?

Two meta-analytic waves answer this. The first, covering 25 years of research, established that the
dimensions differentially predict outcomes: procedural justice is a particularly strong predictor of system-



level attitudes like organizational commitment and evaluations of authorities; distributive justice relates
strongly to outcome satisfaction; interpersonal and informational justice track reactions to the people who
enact processes; and all four relate to citizenship behavior and withdrawal. [

The second wave — "Justice at the Millennium, a Decade Later" — tested why. Across 493 independent
samples, justice dimensions predicted trust, organizational commitment, citizenship behavior, task
performance, and counterproductive work behavior. The relationships between justice and both task
performance and citizenship behavior were mediated by indicators of social-exchange quality — trust,
organizational commitment, perceived organizational support, and leader-member exchange — meaning
fair treatment builds high-quality exchange relationships, and those relationships carry the performance
effects. [3] Notably, that mediation was not apparent for counterproductive behavior, a nuance worth
keeping: the road from injustice to sabotage may be more direct than the road from justice to citizenship.
Either way, fairness is not merely an attitude-survey item; it is how organizations construct the
relationships that work runs on.

The dark-side evidence completes the picture. Skarlicki and Folger found that organizational retaliation
behaviors — theft, sabotage, withholding effort, damaging the employer — were predicted by the
interaction of distributive, procedural, and interactional injustice: unfair outcomes provoked retaliation
primarily when process and treatment were also unfair. [81 And Dirks and Ferrin's meta-analysis of trust in
leadership found justice perceptions among the strongest antecedents of trust, with trust in turn related to
commitment, citizenship, satisfaction, and performance. [71

Read together: fair process is upstream of trust, trust is upstream of discretionary effort, and injustice is
upstream of the behaviors that end up in ER case files.

Why does fair process matter most when the news is bad?

This is the single most decision-relevant finding in the literature, and it is the one leaders most often get
backwards.

Brockner and Wiesenfeld reviewed 45 independent samples and found a robust interaction between
outcomes and procedures: people's reactions to unfavorable outcomes depend heavily on procedural
fairness. When outcomes are good, process fairness matters less — people rarely appeal decisions they
like. When outcomes are bad, unfair process sharply amplifies negative reactions, while fair process
substantially blunts them. [4]

The layoff research makes this concrete in the hardest setting an organization faces. Brockner and
colleagues studied both layoff victims and survivors and found the same interactive pattern: reactions to
job loss — and, critically, the commitment of the employees who remained — depended on whether the
process was seen as fair. [%1 Survivors watch how the organization treats the people it lets go, and they
update their own expectations accordingly. An organization's process in its worst moments is an
advertisement, run internally, about what every remaining employee can expect.

The implication for employee relations is direct. ER exists almost entirely in the unfavorable-outcome zone:
investigations, sanctions, terminations, disputed ratings, denied accommodations. It is precisely the



territory where the research says process quality has its largest effects — which means an under-
instrumented ER process is under-instrumented exactly where fairness leverage is highest.

What does fair process require operationally?

Translating the constructs into an operating standard is straightforward, because the research already
reads like a specification. Whatever tooling an organization uses, a process that satisfies the four
dimensions has observable properties:

e Same case type, same process — consistency is checkable only if the lifecycle is standardized, and
inconsistency across managers is the most common way real processes fail Leventhal's first rule. [?]

e Decisions rest on documented, contemporaneous evidence, not on recollection assembled after a
dispute begins — the accuracy rule.

e The affected person is heard, on the record — voice, the Thibaut-and-Walker mechanism, captured
where it can be shown to have existed. [?]

e An appeal or escalation path exists and is known — correctability that depends on personal
relationships is not correctability.

e The decision is explained — truthfully, adequately, and promptly, because informational justice is a
property of what was actually communicated, not of what leadership intended. ["]

¢ Resolution is tracked to follow-through, so the process demonstrably ended in action rather thanin a
closed ticket.

None of this requires software. All of it is dramatically easier to do consistently — and to prove you did —
when the record is structured, which is where tooling earns its keep.

Is ER a compliance function or a trust system?
Both — but the ordering matters, and the research settles it.

The compliance framing is real. Consistent process, documented evidence, contemporaneous notes, and
explained decisions are the raw material of organizational defensibility; employment disputes are frequently
contests over whether a process was consistent and documented, and Leventhal's rules — consistency,
accuracy, correctability — map almost one-to-one onto what a tribunal examines. An organization that
cannot reconstruct its own process has already conceded the narrative.

But the compliance framing alone gets the causality wrong. The justice literature says fair process is not
primarily a shield against the small number of cases that become legal matters; it is a determinant of trust,
commitment, and behavior for the entire workforce, all the time. [31 [7] Every ER case is watched — by the
parties, by their teams, by the managers deciding whether to raise the next issue early or bury it. A process
experienced as fair builds the trust that gets problems surfaced while they are small. A process
experienced as arbitrary teaches people to route around HR, and the organization loses its early-warning
system precisely where it needs one.



So the honest formulation is: run ER as a trust system, and defensibility falls out as a byproduct —
because the same properties produce both. Consistency, accuracy, voice, respect, and explanation are
simultaneously what employees experience as fair and what makes a case file hold up. This is also why ER
belongs inside the management record rather than in a standalone tracker: fairness claims are evidence
claims, and evidence lives where the work happened. See The Management Record: A System of Record
for How You Manage.

How does Cadence operationalize the fairness conditions?

Cadence's ER Command Center is live today for Admin/HR-lane employee-relations case management:
standardized case lifecycle, case notes, and escalation tracking. ER analytics — recidivism patterns,
manager problem-solver metrics — are preview. Per the People Science hub's evidence map, that
availability labeling is part of the claim.

The design target is the justice conditions themselves:

¢ Consistency (Leventhal): a standardized case lifecycle means the same category of issue moves
through the same stages regardless of who is involved — the single strongest structural defense against
ad-hoc process.

e Accuracy: the investigation framework, evidence, and employee statement are documented in the case
record, contemporaneously, not reconstructed from memory later.

¢ Voice (Thibaut & Walker): the employee's statement is a first-class part of the record, not an optional
afterthought.

¢ Informational justice (Bies & Moag): decisions, action levels, and next steps are recorded and
explainable — the explanation exists because the record forces it to exist.

e Correctability: escalation tracking makes the appeal path explicit rather than dependent on who you
know.

¢ Follow-through: cases carry resolution and follow-up, so "resolved" means something happened, not
that a ticket closed.

What the system deliberately does not do: judge fairness, decide sanctions, or auto-flag people. Fairness is
enacted by humans in specific cases; software can make the fair path the default path and make the record
auditable, and that is the claim's ceiling. The Al's role, here as everywhere in Cadence, is bounded the
same way: it prepares the case context, surfaces the process gaps, and keeps the record coherent — Al
develops managers, not replaces them.

The strongest objection: isn't "perceived fairness" just perception
management?

Steelman the skeptic, because this one has teeth:
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Everything in this literature is a perception measure. So a cynical operator could read it as a manual
for fairness theater: grant voice you'll ignore, deliver warm explanations of predetermined decisions,
and harvest the trust benefits without changing a single outcome. If perceptions are the variable,
perceptions can be managed. And most of this evidence is correlational self-report — satisfied,
committed people may simply rate everything, including fairness, more highly.

Three honest responses:

1. The methodological caution is partly right, and worth keeping. Much justice research is cross-
sectional and self-reported, and common-method variance inflates some associations. But the field's
meta-analytic base spans hundreds of samples, includes behavioral outcomes (retaliation, turnover,
performance ratings from separate sources) and field studies of real events like layoffs, and the core
interactive findings replicate across settings. [31 [41 [5] The effects are not an artifact of one survey
design.

2. Fairness theater is a self-extinguishing strategy. The research mechanism is social exchange: fair
treatment builds trust because it is informative about how the organization will behave next time. [3]
Pseudo-voice — soliciting input that never influences anything — is eventually detected, and the
betrayal costs more trust than never asking. An organization can fake process fairness roughly once per
audience.

3. Perceived fairness is not legal compliance, and Cadence does not conflate them. A process can
feel fair and still violate policy or law; a compliant process can feel arbitrary. The justice literature
governs trust and behavior; statutes and case law govern liability. An ER system should serve both, and
claims about the first are not evidence about the second.

Boundary conditions to respect: justice effects vary across individuals and cultures; procedural fairness
does not neutralize genuinely harmful outcomes (it moderates reactions, it does not repair livelihoods); and
no study shows that any software tool causally improves justice perceptions — the research validates the
conditions, not any product that encodes them.

What Cadence should not claim
Do not claim:

e "Cadence's ER Command Center reduces legal risk by a quantified amount."

e "Cadence makes your processes fair" — fairness is enacted by people; software structures the
conditions.

e "Cadence customers see measurable increases in trust or justice perceptions." Cadence has no
customer outcome data and says so plainly.

e That perceived fairness equals legal compliance, or substitutes for qualified employment-law counsel.

Safe to claim:



e The four justice dimensions are validated, meta-analytically supported constructs with distinct
predictive effects. [ [3]

e Process fairness has its largest effects when outcomes are unfavorable — which is ER's home territory.
[4]

e Cadence's ER Command Center (live today for Admin/HR-lane case management; analytics in preview)
is designed to instantiate the documented fairness conditions: consistent lifecycle, documented
evidence and voice, recorded explanation, explicit escalation, and auditable follow-through.

e The claim that encoding these conditions in one connected system improves fairness outcomes is
Cadence's reasoned synthesis, labeled as such until customer data exists.

The argument in one paragraph

Fairness at work is not a vibe; it is a four-dimensional construct with fifty years of evidence behind it.
Outcomes, process, treatment, and explanation are separately measured and separately consequential,
process quality matters most exactly when decisions are hardest, and the downstream currency is trust —
the thing that determines whether problems reach you early or in a lawsuit. That is why employee relations
run as a checkbox compliance function forfeits most of its value, and why Cadence builds ER as a trust
system whose consistency, documentation, and auditability make defensibility a byproduct rather than the
point.
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