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1. Introduction 

There have been revolutions, there has been societal change, but there have also been 

systems of discrimination and oppression that lasted for many years in which some people 

have been, even sometimes systematically, disadvantaged while others have held privileges 

and benefits. The following question has to be asked in this context:  

Why do people so often tolerate inequality and discrimination?  

It has often been asked by historians referring to different ages and different systems, for 

example to the institution of slavery in America and Europe, the apartheid in Africa, the 

caste system in India, the Third Reich in Germany, or the Soviet Union in Russia. 

 

It was Max Horkheimer, the German philosopher-sociologist and member of the “Frankfurt 

School” of social research, who was among the first to answer this question. In an early 

work that laid the foundation of the Critical Theory (1937) he proposed how the thinking of 

man is connected with his experience and work in the society: 

“As in the young history every individual is challenged to adopt the purpose of the whole as 

one’s own and recognise this purpose in the whole again, the possibility is obvious, that the 

[…] direction of the societal work process […] will be included in one’s awareness and will be 

seen as an own goal.” He further proposed that this process will create a reality that can 

enslave people increasingly. 

As you compare this statement to empirical research that was done decades later by Jost et 

al. (1994), you will notice that Horkheimer in this early year described a process that is now 

known as rationalisation of the status quo, which is a form of system justification. The 

theoretical construct of system justification as the tendency to see social and economical 

differences as fair, legitimate, necessary and even sometimes as inevitable will be the key 

element of the present work. 

 

You may ask whether this construct that was inspired by historical systems is relevant for 

the world we are living in now. Looking upon Germany you will see that even in our time 

and even in developed countries you find discrimination and disadvantage that would be 

worth to be paid more attention to: For example the Federal Office of Statistics in Germany 

could show that the Gender Pay Gap, as the difference between average hourly earnings 
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between men and women, in Germany is in the year 2009 still 23%, what is even clearly 

beyond the European average. Besides that, the Third Record of Poverty and Wealth (2008) 

could demonstrate that the gap between rich and poor in Germany is even increasing. Also 

the educational system is not yet on a level of equal opportunities. As the OECD (2010) 

declares Germany is still one of the countries in which educational success is highly 

dependent on the parental level of education. 

 

2. Theoretical and Empirical Background 

2.1. Social Identity Theory 

To trace the historical precedents that lead to system justification theory and to understand 

what is new about this theory, it is important to understand the basics of social 

identification theory. 

The research that was primarily done by Tajfel & Turner (Tajfel, 1982; John C. Turner, Hogg, 

Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987) focused on intergroup behaviour stressing ingroup 

favouritism and outgroup derogation. The underlying motive they propose for this kind of 

intergroup behavior is the need to enhance self-esteem. However to achieve the goal of 

enhanced self-esteem people can not only enhance their ingroup but also enhance their 

personal identity. In other words, people can boost their self-esteem through identification 

with a successful group or with own personal achievement. For this reason social identity 

theory introduced a differentiation between a social identity that is shared with other 

members of the ingroup and personal identity that is different from members of the 

ingroup. Note in this context that both, relying on social identity and relying on personal 

identity serves self interest (J. C. Turner, Brown, & Tajfel, 1979).  

An important step done by social identity theorists that played a role for the development 

of the system justification theory was the linkage between patterns of intergroup relations 

and sociostructural variables like perceived legitimacy and stability of the system (Tajfel & 

Turner, 2004). This research was connected with a first effort to explain longstanding 

inequalities between groups. One key question that was arising from social identity theory 

in this context was how members of low-status groups try to overcome threatened 

identities that originate from their hierarchical position. This question can be phrased more 
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global: Why do people tolerate inequality even if they are among the disadvantaged? In this 

form it is also the key question of system justification theory. The reason given by Tajfel & 

Turner (1986) is that people find it difficult to imagine cognitive alternatives.  

At this point the first difference between social identity theory and system justification 

theory becomes relevant, that is the assumption that another explanation to answer this 

question can be given, namely the tendency to justify and legitimise the existing status quo 

(Jost & Banaji, 1994). Besides that, from a system justification point of view the social 

identity approach relies to vehemently on identity-related and self-interest serving motives 

(Jost & Banaji, 1994). That is why instead of explaining the mechanisms of ingroup 

favouritism system justification theory stresses and tries to explain situations in which it 

comes to outgroup favouritism. 

 

2.2. Just World Theory 

From the field of justice research the just world theory provided another important step 

towards the direction of system justification theory. This approach proposes that people 

perceive and judge situations with account of a deep-seated motivation to believe that 

“people get what they deserve and deserve what they get”. Lerner (1980) gave this 

motivation a name: Believe in a just world. If we are now confronted with an act of injustice, 

our worldview of a just world is threatened and we will engage in effort to restore this 

worldview, for example by derogating the victim of injustice (Hafer, 2000). Lerner (1980) 

further argues that the belief in a just world is a strategy to reduce anxiety and uncertainty 

and therefore provides us with the illusion that we are secure and have control over the 

environment. 

In this line Kay & Jost (2003) showed that economic inequality is justified not only by seeing 

the poor in charge for their situation but also by seeing them as happier and more honest 

than the rich. As you can see Kay & Jost as representatives of system justification theory 

support predictions of the just world approach. What is different about their point of view is 

that for the belief that the status quo is legitimate and necessary they consider a much 

broader set of causes and consequences (Jost & Hunyady, 2002). Furthermore, the system 

justification approach does not assume that the findings of just world research are caused 

by a deep-seated, genuine sympathy for justice, as it is increasingly assumed by researchers 
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in this area (Dalbert, 2001), but that there is a genuine desire to justify the existing status 

quo even if it does not reflect justice. 

 

2.3. Cognitive Dissonance Theory 

Another theory that is important to understand some predictions that are made by system 

justification theory is the theory of cognitive dissonance. It was first proposed by Leon 

Festinger (1957) and turned out to be one of the most provocative theories in social 

psychology. 

The underlying motivation that leads to the predictions made by the cognitive dissonance 

theory, is the desire for cognitive consistency, a state of mind in which one’s beliefs, 

attitudes, and behaviours are consistent with each other. If now a person engages in 

attitude-discrepant behaviour, there is an inconsistency arising between the person’s 

attitude and the behaviour that does not reflect this attitude. This causes a state of physical 

tension that motivates people to reduce this unpleasant state. There are many possible 

ways to reduce this dissonance between one’s behaviour and attitude such as changing 

attitudes or changing the perception of behaviour. Aronson (2000) gave an easy example of 

a situation, in which cognitive dissonance arises: Imagine you are smoking. On the other 

hand, you know that smoking causes cancer. The cognition that you are smoking is now 

inconsistent with your knowledge about smoking endangering your health. You can either 

stop smoking to reduce your dissonance, what is known as being very difficult, or you can 

try to convince yourself that smoking is not that bad, what is the easier and even the 

common way.  

Further research on cognitive dissonance that was first summarized by Cooper & Fazio 

(1984) showed that for the appearance of dissonance certain conditions must be present. 

The first condition is that attitude-discrepant behaviour must produce negative 

consequences. Second, to produce discomfort people must feel personally responsible for 

these negative consequences. This means, if people are forced to do something, it will not 

lead to dissonance and attitude change (Linder, Cooper, & Jones, 1967). The third necessary 

condition to produce cognitive dissonance is the emergence of physical arousal. Last, this 

physiological arousal has to be attributed to the prior behaviour. Only if all of these 

conditions are fulfilled, attitudes may be changed in order to reduce cognitive dissonance.  
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What makes the cognitive dissonance theory appealing to the system justification approach 

is the seeming contradiction to the classical assumptions of reinforcement theory, self 

interest and rational choice. As Festinger (1957) states the motive to maintain cognitive 

consistency can even give rise to irrational and maladaptive behaviour. Furthermore 

dissonance theorists conclude that in a state of suffering we do not only alter our attitudes 

to justify the suffering (Aronson & Mills, 1959), but also become more committed to this 

state of suffering (Wicklund & Brehm, 1976). All these claims conducted by dissonance 

theory point in the very same direction as the system justification approach.  

But there are at least three differences (Jost & Hunyady, 2002) that are faced in the 

following lines: First, dissonance relies on preservation of cognitive consistency, while the 

system justification approach stresses motives to see the system as fair and legitimate, even 

if such beliefs actually create dissonance and ambivalence (Jost & Burgess, 2000). Second, 

cognitive dissonance stresses ego justification, what means that the reduction of dissonance 

is driven by the desire to maintain a positive image of the self fulfilled through acts of 

hypocrisy (Aronson, 1992). By contrast the system justification approach proposes that 

people reduce ideological dissonance driven by the desire to preserve a positive image of 

that system, fulfilled through legitimizing and defending the status quo, even if the positive 

self-image is suffering therefore. A third difference is that dissonance theorists state the 

condition of a feeling of personal responsibility for the situation as necessary for the 

emergence of dissonance and justification of that situation. On the other hand system 

justification theory proposes that people engage in justification of the status quo, even if 

they are not personally responsible for it (Kay, Jimenez, & Jost, 2002). 

 

2.4. System Justification Theory 

The frame of the system justification approach was already traced through encircling it with 

prior theories such as social identity-, cognitive dissonance-, and just world theory. Instead 

of pointing out what system justification theory is not, now there will be presented what 

system justification is, why it appears, and what kind of manifestations it can have. 

Jost & Banaji (1994) were the first to propose the existence of a system-justifying motive 

causing people to see the existing social system as fair and legitimate, even sometimes at 
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the expense of personal and group interest. Therefore, to engage in system justification 

means to provide cognitive and ideological support for the existing social system. 

If now the legitimacy, fairness or stability of the system is threatened, defensive ideological 

responses are evoked that lead people to an even stronger tendency to justify the system, 

for example with the use of stereotypes (Jost & Hunyady, 2002).  

 

2.4.1.  System Justification as a Motivation 

The question arising at this point is: Why do people in general engage in system 

justification? Critics might say that system justification is just the observable behavioural 

consequence of people being compelled by authoritarians to comply with the status quo. 

This would mean that people are just forced to act in favour of the system, but do not really 

believe in it. But as Jost et al. have shown in several studies (Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004) 

people really believe in the system as one that is fair, legitimate and desirable. 

Not only to oppose those critics but also to trace the answer of the question that was asked, 

Jost et al. further propose that there is a motivation to engage in justifying the status quo. 

This motivation, they say, arises for several reasons (Jost & Hunyady, 2002).  

One reason is the existence of an epistemic and existential need to manage uncertainty and 

threat. In its consequence it preserves a stable and predictable worldview and the 

perception of a save environment. To give this statement a broader fundament, the 

following has to be recognized. Meta analytic research about political ideologies done by 

Jost et al. (Jost, Glaser, Kruglanski, & Sulloway, 2003) found that political conservatism was 

negatively linked to tolerance of uncertainty and positively linked to fear of threat. 

Recognizing the fact that political conservatism was at least in some studies measured with 

items including “acceptance of inequality” that are linked to system justification, it is very 

plausible that also system justification is driven by the named epistemic and existential 

motives to manage uncertainty and threat. The research that was recently done by Kay 

(2009), in which he independently manipulated system dependency, system inescapability, 

and system threat and after that found an increased tendency of system justification, 

further supported the idea that epistemic and existential needs plus motivation in general, 

play an important role in the emergence of system justification.  
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Another reason for the motivation to see the current status quo as most desirable, is 

people’s general need to conserve energy and effort (Anderson, 2003). This means that 

people, who engage in justification of the status quo, even if it reflects inequality, do not 

have to put effort into changing something about it. 

Furthermore, system justification is linked to individual differences in the desire to believe in 

a just world and to ideological motivation like self reported political conservatism or fair 

market ideology (Jost, Blount, Pfeffer, & Hunyady, 2003) what makes it even more likely to 

be also linked to a motivational process. A recent study done by Rutjens (2010) does not 

only stress the need for control, but also proposes that the need for meaning plays an 

important role in the emergence of society supporting tendencies. 

Altogether it can be said that system justification helps us to cope with and adapt to 

unpleasant realities. Or as Jost and Hunyady (2002) put it: “System-justifying ideologies 

serve a palliative function in that they reduce anxiety, guilt, dissonance, discomfort, and 

uncertainty for those who are advantaged and disadvantaged.” 

What should not be forgotten in this context is that also social and structural factors, such 

as political socialization, mass media influence and institutional control contribute to the 

emergence of system justification(Jost, Fitzsimons, & Kay, 2004). 

 

2.4.2. System Justification as a Cognitive Process 

It was already explained, with an account to a motivational process, how it comes to system 

justification. To trace the cognitive factor contributing to the tendency to explain and justify 

the way things are, two exemplary cognitive implications that arise from the named 

motivation will be presented. 

First, as shown in several studies, system justification leads to rationalisation of the status 

quo. For example there is a tendency to judge events that are more likely to occur as more 

desirable (McGuire & McGuire, 1991; Kay, et al., 2002), a tendency to use stereotypes to 

rationalize social and economical status differences (Jost & Banaji, 1994) and a tendency for 

disadvantaged people to accept and justify their own disadvantage (Jost, 2001). It could 

even be shown that members of disadvantaged groups misremembered the reasons given 

for their powerlessness as more legitimate than they actually were (Haines & Jost, 2000). 
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A second cognitive implication of the motivation to justify the system is the internalisation 

of inequality. At this point it has to be said clearly that this internalisation of inequality 

differs in its character between groups of advantaged and groups of disadvantaged people. 

For the advantaged it might be easier. They have to legitimize their position of advantage, 

what can be done through ingroup favourisation. For the disadvantage it might be more 

difficult, because to legitimise the status quo they have to engage in outgroup favouritism. 

Both could be shown by Jost (2001). Another classic example that has to be mentioned for 

the internalisation of inequality is depressed entitlement, what means that members of 

disadvantaged groups reduce their entitlement relative to members of advantaged groups. 

This can be seen by women believing that they deserve less money then men do (Major, 

1994). 

 

2.4.3. Ego, Group and System Justification 

In prior theories it was very often the case that either ego justifying or group justifying 

motives were stressed to explain behaviour and attitudes towards in and outgroup 

members. Jost and Banaij (1994) were the first to argue that common forms of stereotyping 

and intergroup behaviour could hardly be explained with theories stressing individual and 

collective self interest. For this reason they started to distinguish between three different 

justification tendencies: Ego, group, and system justification. Ego justification, as the 

tendency to develop and maintain a favourable self-image, increases individual self esteem. 

From a social identity theorist’s point of view group justification, as the desire to develop 

favourable images of one’s own group to defend and justify the actions of ingroup 

members, leads to enhanced collective self esteem.  

It was further argued that for members of advantaged groups these motives are consistent. 

This means that the belief in a fair and legitimate system is consistent with the desire to see 

oneself as a person and the whole group as valuable. In this line, for members of 

disadvantaged groups the motives of self, group and system justifying motives are often in 

conflict. This means that the motive to see the system as fair and legitimate is not consistent 

with the motive of self and group enhancement (Jost, Burgess, & Mosso, 2001; Jost, Banaji, 

et al., 2004). 
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Following from these theoretical assumptions, if people engage in system justification, 

similar to the different cognitive implications, there will be different psychological 

consequences for people from advantaged groups compared to people from disadvantaged 

groups. For members of advantaged groups, system justification will result in decreased 

ambivalence towards their own group and to increased self esteem. For members of 

disadvantaged groups, system justification will lead to increased ambivalence towards their 

ingroup and in general to decreased self esteem. What is important about these 

consequences that found empirically confirmation (Jost & Thompson, 2000; Jost & Hunyady, 

2002), is the conclusion for the disadvantaged. To make it clear, this means that if members 

of disadvantaged groups engage in system justification, for example through providing 

ideological support for inequality, these people, while facing a conflict between ego, group 

and system justification needs, will be confronted with psychological disadvantages such as 

higher ambivalence towards ingroup members and decreased self esteem. Or as Jost and 

Hunyady (2002) put it: “[..] members of disadvantaged groups [..] should suffer in terms of 

psychological well being”. 

 

2.4.4. System Justification Among the Disadvantaged 

If system justification leads to outgroup favouritism, depressed entitlement, ingroup 

ambivalence and lowered self esteem for members of disadvantaged groups, why should 

they ever engage in system justification? That they actually do, could be shown in several 

studies (Jost, Banaji, et al., 2004; Haines & Jost, 2000; Jost, et al., 2001). 

Generally speaking, members of disadvantaged groups engage in system justification 

because it makes them feel better in other ways. To roll back to the motivational aspect it 

makes them feel better because it satisfies the desire to reduce uncertainty, manage threat, 

conserve energy, believe in a just world, and perceive meaning. Even though this 

motivational aspects count for both, advantaged and disadvantaged, it is plausible to say 

that these motivations might play a larger role for the disadvantaged. Furthermore system 

justification among the disadvantaged can be seen as a way of coping (Miller & Kaiser, 2001) 

with realities that are inevitable (Kay, et al., 2002). This goes in line with the finding of 

Haines and Jost (2000) that for disadvantaged groups, system justification, in the form of 

giving explanations for status or power differences, leads to more positive affect. It was the 
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same study (Haines & Jost, 2000) that also gave a cognitive explanation, when it found that 

people from disadvantaged groups generally tended to misremember the reasons given for 

the power differences as more legitimate than they actually were. All this may explain why 

the disadvantaged do engage in system justification as the advantaged. But does it explain 

even more?  

At this point system justification theorists’ most provocative and even counterintuitive 

hypothesis will be presented. It will, placed in another context, also be the core hypothesis 

of this work: As Jost et al (2003) could show in five survey studies, members of 

disadvantaged groups provide under certain circumstances even stronger ideological 

support for the given social system than members of advantaged groups. 

This finding goes in line with Wicklund and Brehm (1976) who drawing on the logic of 

cognitive dissonance theory showed that people tend to rationalise their own suffering and 

therefore increase their commitment to the sources of suffering. This parallelism to 

cognitive dissonance research makes it plausible that also for the appearance of the 

mentioned counterintuitive hypothesis cognitive dissonance might play an important role. 

Coming from this idea Jost, Pelham, et al. (2003) suggested that only a hybrid of dissonance 

theory and system justification theory can explain these counter intuitive findings. They 

argue that in this context dissonance might arise from the contradictory cognitions that (a) 

the system puts one in a position of disadvantage, and (b) through the own acquiescence 

one is contributing to the stability of the system. For this reason, they say, ideological 

dissonance arises, and while dissonance causes discomfort, people are driven to reduce this 

dissonance in order to come back to the well liked state of cognitive and ideological 

consistency. One way to reach this state of cognitive consistency is through rationalisation 

of the own state of disadvantage what actually is a form of system justification. This does 

not mean that system justification must be the only way to achieve cognitive consistency. 

The point that Jost et al. (2003) wish to make is that social inequality has the capacity to 

create ideological dissonance and system justification is a possible way to reduce this kind of 

dissonance. 
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2.4.5. Boundary Conditions for Enhanced System Justification Among 

the Disadvantaged 

It has to be clear that one cannot argue that members of disadvantaged groups are the 

strongest supporters of the status quo in every situation. In consideration of the fact that 

for disadvantaged people system justification is in conflict with motives of group- or self-

enhancement and self-interest, no one is even saying that the disadvantaged in general 

provide the strongest support for the system. It was just said that in some situations the 

disadvantaged can be the most enthusiastic justifier of the prevailing system. The boundary 

conditions leading to such situations are discussed in this section (Jost, Pelham, Sheldon, & 

Sullivan, 2003). 

The first factor often stressed by social identity theorists that is relevant in this context is 

group identification. It was shown in past research that for members of disadvantaged 

groups there is a negative relation between group identification and system justification 

(Jost, et al., 2001). This means that members of disadvantaged groups should engage in 

more system justification when the salience of group identities and group interests are 

relatively low. With an implicit and unobtrusive measure of system justification this was 

shown by Jost, Pelham et al. (2002). While group- and self-interest is a consistent motive, it 

is understandable that also the salience of individual self-interest must be low for members 

of disadvantaged groups to engage in relatively strong system justification (Jost & Hunyady, 

2002; Jost, et al., 2001). Drawing on cognitive dissonance theory, another factor that 

becomes relevant in this context is that of volition. As research on cognitive dissonance 

demonstrates, people who feel that they have chosen are more likely to engage in 

justification of the situation (Wicklund & Brehm, 1976). The findings of Kluegel and Smith 

(1986), that poor people show more satisfaction with their own situation and the whole 

system when they feel responsible for their situation, support this statement. In this line it 

can be argued that these dissonance-related mechanisms might play a larger role in 

democratic societies (cf. Havel, 1991). Nevertheless it has to be recognised that people can 

also rationalize the existing state of affairs, if they do not feel personally responsible for the 

situation (Kay, et al., 2002). 

With its argument not so far away from the factor just mentioned, prevailing ideologies in 

particular meritocratic beliefs might also play an important role. As Kluegel & Smith (1986) 

argue, in societies with strong meritocratic ideologies, the pressure for the disadvantaged to 
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provide support for the system is higher than in non-meritocratic societies. This may be the 

case because an ideological rationalisation with meritocratic ideology convinces the 

unsuccessful that they had a fair chance to succeed, what makes it easier to accept social 

inequality (Lane, 1962). 

What Jost, Pelham, et al. (2003) do not mention as a boundary condition, but has at least 

some empirical evidence for playing a role, is the extent of inequality in the surrounding 

system. In the context of 19 countries with different average scores of sexism Glick an Fiske 

(2001) could show that among members of disadvantaged groups, in this case among 

women, the level of system justification, measured unobtrusively as the extent of 

benevolent sexism, was higher in societies in which the average score of sexism was more 

extreme. 

 

3. Hypotheses 

There has already been given a short overview of prior theories that lead to the system 

justification approach, namely social identity theory, just world theory and the theory of 

cognitive dissonance. After presenting the core hypothesis of system justification theory, 

the motivational and the cognitive aspect of this theory have been taken into account. 

Drawing on the logic of cognitive dissonance theory, the most provocative and even 

counterintuitive hypothesis of system justification theory has been presented, namely that: 

At least under certain circumstances, members of disadvantaged groups can be the 

strongest supporter of the status quo. 

The aim of this work is now to embed this counter intuitive hypothesis into another context, 

namely into the context of the German society. Besides that it has not been done earlier, 

there are several reasons why this might be interesting. First, the results could show 

whether this provocative hypothesis can be generalised to other societies different from the 

society of the United States. Second, conclusions can be drawn upon the relevance of 

different boundary conditions on that hypothesis that was proposed by Jost et al. (2003), 

even if the results of this work do not confirm the proposed hypothesis. Third, appraisals 

about the political, economical, and sociological situation in Germany can be given, if the 

results confirm the hypothesis also in the German context. 
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Besides the transfer into the German context there is another novum presented in this 

study to complement prior research in this area. Earlier studies investigating the effect, that 

the disadvantaged can be the strongest status quo supporter, have focused on field 

methods. The present work in contrast uses an experimental design to trace the hypothesis. 

This is interesting because the experimental design is able to eliminate confounding 

variables, to see if the effect is purely driven by the status of disadvantage.  

To break down the hypothesis on an experimental design, students were either brought in a 

state of relative disadvantage or in a state of relative advantage. Afterwards the amount of 

justification on three different levels was measured. Two levels presented a possibility to 

engage in system justification: The level of the governmental system and the level of the 

educational system. One level namely the level of the University of Konstanz represented a 

possibility to engage in group justification.  

 

On the level of the governmental system the system justification items were chosen parallel 

to Jost (2003). This was therefore meant to be the most direct transfer of Josts field studies 

into an experimental design. Thus, it is plausible to choose the hypothesis in this context as 

parallel as possible: 

 

Hypothesis 1: Students that are brought in a state of relative disadvantage will engage in 

stronger system justification on the level of the governmental system than students that are 

brought in a state of relative advantage. 

 

The level of the educational system was introduced for a specific reason. Because the 

manipulation was only about a topic that referred to the problems of the educational 

system, it was suggested that the system justifying effect could be even stronger when it 

was measured on a level of the educational system. Therefore the following hypothesis was 

proposed: 

 

Hypothesis 2: Students that are brought in a state of relative disadvantage will engage in 

stronger system justification on the level of the educational system than students that are 

brought in a state of relative advantage, even in a stronger way than when system 

justification is measured on the level of the governmental system. 
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On the level of the University of Konstanz, as a measure of group-justification, it was 

suggested, in line with social-identification theory and the concept of group-interest, a 

different effect: 

 

Hypothesis 3: Students that are brought in a state of relative disadvantage will engage in 

less system justification on the level of the University of Konstanz than students that are 

brought in a state of relative advantage. 

 

Through the many moderator variables and a broad number of items to measure system 

justification this study also has an exploratory character.  

 

4. Method* 

4.1. Design 

This study was based on an experimental between subject design with two conditions. It 

was carried out in a laboratory. The between-factor group status divided the participants in 

two groups with two different states: One state of relative disadvantage and another state 

of relative advantage. On both conditions we measured the system justification on three 

different levels: The governmental system level as level one, the educational system level 

two and the third level of the University. To exclude effects from the order of presentation, 

we completely randomised the order of the three pages on which the three levels where 

presented. This made six different orders in every conditionwhat resulted in 12 different 

questionnaires (see Figure 1). 

 

 

 

 

                                                      

*
 In this section I choose „we“ instead of „I“ because the method was developed in constant interaction with 

Dr. Frank Wieber 
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Figure 1 

Condition position of the level questionnaire 

1 2 3 1 

1 3 2 2 

2 1 3 3 

2 3 1 4 

3 1 2 5 

 

 

experimental 

3 2 1 6 

1 2 3 7 

1 3 2 8 

2 1 3 9 

2 3 1 10 

3 1 2 11 

 

 

control 

 3 2 1 12 

 

4.2. Questionnaire 

If not elsewise mentioned the items were framed in a self-rating scale concerning a special 

statement with seven given answers reaching from 1 (”I strongly do agree”) to 7 (“I 

absolutely do not agree”). 

  

4.2.1. Manipulation 

Inspired by the dissertation study of John T. Jost (1996) we brought the participants in two 

different states. In the experimental condition we created a state of relative disadvantage. 

In the control condition we brought the participants in a state of relative advantage. We 

provided these two states by the presentation of a faked article from the German magazine 

“Der Spiegel” combined with a tabular rating scale. In both conditions the article was used 

to introduce the finding, that the place of study has extensive influence on the later financial 

situation. To make these finding plausible, we explained it with several arguments, given by 

experts, concerning quality of teaching, closeness to companies and the possibility of 

additional qualifying courses. To make the difference between the later financial situation of 

students from different universities visible and easy to understand we presented a tabular 

ranking that showed an average “income-score” that described the financial situation of 

alumni from different universities. Now we varied the location of the University of Konstanz 

in that ranking to get the two conditions. To create a relative state of disadvantage in the 

experimental condition, the University of Konstanz was placed at a relatively low position. 
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To create a relative state of advantage in the control condition, the University of Konstanz 

was located at a relatively high position. (see. Appendix, 9.3) 

 

4.2.2. Dependent Variable 

The dependent variable of interest consisted of 26 items relevant to system justification. 

First we transferred the items that Jost, Pelham, et al. (2003) used in diverse studies to the 

German language. That made four constructs, covered with two items each, related to 

justification of the global governmental system. The first two items asked for the 

satisfaction with and trust in the government. One of these items was phrased as follows: 

“Our government officials can be trusted to do what is right”. The next two items included 

questions about meritocratic believes. One item said: „Everyone who is willing to work has a 

good chance of succeeding.” The third construct was about the idea that inequality is not 

only legitimate but also necessary in special situations. One item presented the following 

statement: „Only if differences in income are large enough there is an incentive for 

individual effort.” The next two items consisted of statements concerning the limitation of 

political freedom in special situations. One item said: „If it were necessary to solve our 

nations problems, would you be in favour of limiting criticism of the government in press.” 

We added one more construct on the level of the governmental system that asked for the 

willingness to engage in changing the system for the better and the willingness to protest 

against it if necessary. (see Appendix, 9.4.1) 

To include a measurement of system justification related to the educational system and the 

system of the university we adapted the 10 items to these two new levels. It was not 

reasonably possible to transfer the third and the fourth construct to the other levels.  

On the educational system level we added two new constructs related to system 

justification on this level to compensate the attrition of Items. One construct concerned the 

necessity of differences between universities. Its first item said: „Differences between 

German universities are necessary, to maintain the pluralism in our society.” The other 

construct was related to the necessity of matching the quality standard of different 

universities. Its fist item was phrased as follows: “It would be wise, to bring the quality 

standard of different German universities on one level.“ Note that this item has to be seen 

as reverse coded. (see Appendix, 9.4.1) 
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On the university level we just left out the two not transferable items. Thus, we just had 

three constructs and six items on this level. (see Appendix, 9.4.1) 

 

4.2.3. Control Variables 

To measure the self identification with the mentioned levels, we started the questionnaire 

with two seven item measures of identification (Obst & White, 2005) with the group of 

“students from the University of Konstanz” and the group of “students from the Federal 

Republic of Germany”. In this control variable we left out the level of the educational 

system because it was not reasonable. (see Appendix, 9.2.1) 

We continued with a measure of meritocratic belief with four items (cf. Duru-Bellat & 

Tenret, 2009) and other control variables concerning the feasibility and the desirability of 

change with three items each on every level. To measure whether studying at the University 

of Konstanz was an act of volition we also brought in four items to measure whether the 

place of study was influenced by decision but not by selection or by chance. The 

introductory questionnaire ended up with six items concerning the satisfaction with 

financial support for the study in general and from different authorities like the 

government, other institutions or private persons. (see Appendix, 9.2.2) 

 

4.2.4. Cover Story 

To cover the real purpose of the experiment we divided the questionnaire in three parts, 

telling the participants that there is no connection between them. Part A, including the 

mentioned control variables, was framed as a measure of several study related topics. Part 

B, consisting of the faked article and the ranking, was framed a research to reveal the best 

possible presentation of a ranking. Not only to cover but also to make the disadvantage or 

the advantage more salient, we asked the participants to calculate the difference in the 

socio-economic status score between students from the University of Konstanz and 

students from the university with the highest and the lowest score (see Appendix, 9.3.1). 

The last part was presented as a measure of general attitudes towards the governmental 

system, the educational system, and the university (see Appendix, 9.4.1) 
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4.2.5. Final Questionnaire 

The last part ended with a final questionnaire including several manipulation checks. One 

asked in which area in the ranking the University of Konstanz was located. This was to check 

if the ranking was studied properly. Another two items asked if the participant actually 

believed that students from the University of Konstanz in general and he or she as an 

individual would earn less money than other alumni. This was to check if the participants 

actually believed in the statements that were given in the faked article. It was also checked, 

if the ranking had any negative or positive influence on the participants and if the article 

was perceived as serious and believable. To gain more insight into participants’ perceptions 

and behaviour during the study, they were asked whether they answered the question 

conscientiously and realistically. There was also some free space in which the participant 

could give suggestions about the real purpose of the study. The questionnaire ended with 

some relevant study related data, like the completed semesters or the field of study. (see 

Appendix, 9.4.2) 

 

4.3. Participants 

 

There were N=128 students from the University of Konstanz that participated in the 

experiment. Because of the high risk of uncovering the real purpose, psychology students in 

a semester higher than the second were excluded from the study. The students either 

participated in line with their study duties or got two coffee vouchers. After a manipulation 

check that asked if the students actually believed during the study that they would earn less 

than students from other universities, we excluded 58 participants. As a result we had 70 

participants, 27 in the experimental condition that was brought in a relative state of 

disadvantage, 43 in the control condition which we brought in a relative state of advantage. 

There were then just 4 psychology students that could be included in the measure. The 

mean age was 22,4 years with a span from 19 to 27. 
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4.4. Procedure 

The participants were recruited over mailing lists, bulletins placed in the university or just by 

direct approaches at the university. The information that were given before entering the 

laboratory consisted of the time needed to carry out the study, the reward and the hint that 

one part of the study will be about attitudes towards the government, the educational 

system, and the university. The experiment was run in groups by up to seven persons in a 

controlled laboratory setting. Each participant was seated at a separate table facing a wall, 

so it was not possible to see what the neighbour was doing. The three parts of the 

questionnaire were presented in three separate envelopes that where placed in range on 

the table with part A on the top. We gave a standardised instruction divided into one short 

verbal and another detailed written one (see Appendix, 9.1). The verbal instruction made 

clear that the task consisted of three independent questionnaires and asked the participants 

kindly to complete the questionnaires as they where placed on the table and put every part 

back into the envelope when finished.  Every part had its own short header to make clear 

what the task would be in this part. While the questionnaire was completed the 

experimenter remained in the room to answer questions and to prevent talking between 

the respondents. To prevent effects from confounding variables we presented the 12 

conditions randomised. On a special sheet we recorded the condition that was presented 

and any anomaly of the participant or the procedure. The debriefing was done with a 

standardised email that was sent not exceeding two days after the participation. 

 

5. Results 

5.1. Construction and Control of Theoretical Constructs 

After checking the data with descriptive statistics for typing errors, different scales were 

construed, each representing one theoretical construct. There were four scales for the 

control variables, including self-identification, meritocratic belief, feasibility, desirability, 

financial support and that of volition each consisting of at least two Items. There were three 

global scales of system justification each including all items related to one of the three 

different levels.  On each level there were different constructs consisting of two Items. 
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To check the reliability of these scales an analysis of reliability (cronbachs α) was calculated 

with every scale and every construct. The items concerning willingness to help improving 

the system and willingness to demonstrate against the system, could as intended not be 

seen as one construct because of the relatively low reliability (r = .48).  After eliminating one 

item of the volition construct, every scale had a reliability ranging from r = .61 to r = .88.  

5.2. Order of Presentation Effects 

To exclude effects from the six orders of presentation, the following was done: First, three 

new order-of-presentation variables were built. Each variable was a recoding of the variable 

that was shown in chapter 4. For the first variable it was a recoding in the way that it 

brought together the orders in which the level of the governmental system was once on the 

first, once on the second, and once on the third position.  For the second variable it was a 

recoding in the way that it brought together the orders in which the level of the educational 

system was once on the first, once on the second, and once on the third position. 

Concerning the level of the university it was similar with the last variable.  

Remember that the Items of the global justification scale for every level were presented on 

one page. To check if there is a difference in the mean of the global system justification 

scale of one level, when this level is presented on the first, the second or the last position, 

an univariate analysis of variance was calculated with the adequate order-of-presentation 

variable as a Factor. This was done on every level separately for the two conditions. No 

significant effect from the order of presentation could be found, all Fs < 2.28, ps > .124. For 

the experimental condition on the level of the governmental system: F(2,24) = 1.55, p = .23. 

For the experimental condition on the level of the educational system: F(2,24) = 1.37, p = 

.26. Descriptive statistics showed that the tendency on the level of the governmental system 

went in the expected direction: Participants had higher system justification scores on that 

level, when the scale for this level was presented on the first position (see Figure 2). No such 

tendency could be found on the level of the educational system. 
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Figure 2: 

Descriptive Statistics 

Dependent Variable: global system justification score (on the level of the governmental system) 

position of the global system 

justification scale (on the level of 

the governmental system) in the 

questionnaire 

mean 

 

standard deviation 

 

N 

 

1 

 

3,5977 ,64339 29 

2 3,2680 ,87052 17 

3 3,1159 ,71105 23 

Gesamt 3,3559 ,74744 69 

 

5.3. Analysing the Hypotheses 

5.3.1. Multivariate Analysis of Variance 

To see if the global system justification score of one level depended on the condition the 

participants were in, a multivariate analysis of variance was calculated with the three global 

system justifications scales as dependent variables and the condition as a fixed factor.  

The independence of each person’s scores from every other person’s score, what is an 

assumption for the multivariate analysis of variance, was given through the design. The 

assumption that the dependent variables should be correlated with one another at a 

moderate level was given with a pearson correlation coefficient ranging from r = .46 to r = 

.53. As a multivariate analysis of variance is robust to violations of multivariate normality 

and to violations of homogeneity of variances and covariances if the groups are nearly equal 

size, these assumptions haven’t had to be checked. 

As a result, there was a significant effect on the linear combination of the three global 

system justification scores, Wilks Λ = .80, F(3.65) = 5.57, p < .01. Furthermore follow-up 

univariate analyses of variance showed a significant effect on the level of the university 

system, F(1.67) = 10.33, p < .01. Descriptive statistics showed that the effect went in the 

expected direction such that participants in the experimental condition having lower scores 
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than participants in the control condition. On the other two levels there were no significant 

univariate effects (see Figure 3). 

 

Figure 3: 

Descriptive Statistics 

Dependent Variable: global system justification score (on the level of the university) 

 

condition mean 

 

standard deviation 

 

N 

 

(EG) relativ schlechter Status Uni 

Konstanz 

4,4148 ,74612 27 

(KG) relativ guter Status Uni 

Konstanz 

4,9814 ,67586 43 

Gesamt 4,7629 ,75165 70 

 

5.3.2. Self-Identification as a Control Variable 

To take account for self-identification as a control variable, analysis of covariance was done 

with the global scales of the level of the governmental system and the level of the 

university. 

The following assumptions were checked, independence of observation, normal distribution 

of the dependent variable, homogeneity of variances, linear relationship between the 

covariates and the dependent variable, and homogeneity of regression slopes. The 

independence of observation was given through the design. A boxplot showed that the 

dependent variables were normally distributed. The Levene’s test of equality of error 

variances showed that the assumption of homogeneity of variances was met. The 

assumption of linear relationship of the covariates and the dependent variable was checked 

with a scatterplot and a linear regression. This assumption was met as well. To check the 

assumption of homogeneity of regression slopes an F-Test on the interaction of the 

independent variables with the covariate was done. This assumption was only met by the 

global scale on the level of the university.  

As a result the covariate self-identification (with the students from the federal republic of 

Germany) had a significant effect on system justification on the level of the governmental 
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system, F(1,67) = 5.76, p = .019. However the effect of the condition was no longer 

significant, F(1, 66) = .77, p = .38. 

The covariate self identification (with the students from the University of Konstanz) had a 

significant effect on system justification on the level of the university system, F(1,68) = 

77.90, p < .01. In this case the effect of the condition was still significant, F(1,67) = 7.42, p < 

.01. 

 

5.3.3. Self-Identification as a Factor 

Because the covariate self-identification was significant on both levels, it was reasonable to 

analyze the variable self-identification as a factor with a two factor analysis of variance on 

each level. 

To make this kind of analysis interpretable out a median split was carrier out with the 

variable self-identification on both levels. 

On the level of the governmental system there was a significant main effect of self-

identification (with the students from the Federal Republic of Germany) on system 

justification, F(1,65) = 7.54, p < .01. There was also a significant interaction between the 

condition and self-identification, F(1,65) = 10.29, p < .01. Descriptive statistics showed the 

direction of the interaction: The higher the self-identification with the relevant group, the 

more difference between system justification scores of students in the experimental 

condition compared to the control condition with students in the experimental condition 

having higher system justification scores ( see Figure 4 & 5). 

On the level of the university system there was a significant main effect of self-identification 

(with the students from the University of Konstanz) on system justification, F(1,66) = 6.68, p 

= .01. There was no significant interaction between the condition and self identification, 

F(1,66) = .86, p = .335 
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Figure 4: 

 

 

Figure 5: 
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5.4. Analysis of other Control Variables 

Briefly, some results from the other control variables will be presented. 

 

5.4.1. Meritocratic Belief 

An analysis of covariance showed that the construct “meritocratic belief” had a significant 

effect on system justification upon system justification on all levels, all Fs > 6.91.7, ps < .011. 

A two factor variance analysis showed further that there is a significant main effect of 

“meritocratic belief” on system justification on all levels, all Fs > 2.79, ps < .027. The 

descriptive statistic showed that enhanced meritocratic belief results in enhanced system 

justification. No interaction could be found. 

 

5.4.2. Feasibility and Desirability of Improvement 

An analysis of covariance showed that the construct “belief in feasibility of the university 

system” had a significant effect on system justification on the level of the university, F(1.67) 

= 7.61, p < .01. A two factor variance analysis showed further that there is a significant main 

effect of “belief in feasibility of the university system” on system justification on the level of 

the university, F(1.61) = 7.67, p < .01. The descriptive statistic showed that enhanced belief 

in feasibility results in enhanced system justification on the named level. No interaction 

could be found. Even though it was not significant, a two factorial ANOVA with a descriptive 

statistic could show that there is also a tendency to have higher system justification scores 

on the governmental level when the “belief in feasibility of the university system” was high, 

F(1.61) = 2.81, p = .099. 

 

There was a ceiling effect for the construct “desirability of improvement”. 

 

5.4.3. Volition 

The construct of “volition” showed no significant effects as a control variable on any level. 
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6. Discussion 

6.1. Theoretical Constructs 

The analysis of reliability was done on every scale and every bundle of Items, seen as a 

theoretical construct. The high reliabilities indicate that the theoretical background that led 

to this scales and constructs is well developed.   

 

6.2. Order of Presentation 

The reason, why controlling for effects of the order of presentation, was related to findings 

done by the cognitive dissonance approach. After several failed trials to replicate the 

findings of Festinger (1957), it was evident that the need to reduce dissonance can be 

served through many ways. On subsequent trials in order to replicate Festingers findings the 

designated effect on the dependent variable could not be seen due to possibilities to reduce 

cognitive dissonance before the measure of the dependent variable. While the designated 

effect was supposed to be associated with the reduction of dissonance, it was reasonable to 

suggest that there is only an effect on the level that was presented first in the 

questionnaire. As the results showed, on the level of the governmental system there was a 

tendency for higher scores of system justification when the scale for this level was 

presented on the first position. These findings can be interpreted in the way that dissonance 

related effects may at least play some role for the effect of enhanced system justification 

among the disadvantaged. However, no significant effect from the order of presentation 

could be found. This finding leads me to suggest that the named effect is not solely and 

maybe not even primarily driven by the need to reduce cognitive dissonance. 

 

6.3. Hypotheses 

There were three hypotheses to be answered concerning different strength of system 

justification between members of disadvantaged groups and members of advantaged 

groups. On the level of the governmental and the educational system enhanced system 



6. Discussion 

- 27 - 

justification among the disadvantaged was predicted. On the level of the university system 

reduced system justification among the disadvantaged was predicted. 

 

6.3.1. Hypothesis 1 

Hypothesis 1 states that students, brought in a state of relative disadvantage, will engage in 

stronger system justification on the level of the governmental system than students, 

brought in a relative state of advantage. 

This Hypothesis could not be confirmed with an univariate analysis of variance only 

considering the two conditions as an independent variable and the global score of system 

justification on this level as a dependent variable. 

However, if you include the variable “self identification” with a two way analysis of variance, 

the significant interaction shows that when people are highly identified with the 

corresponding group, they actually do engage in stronger system justification on that level 

when they are among the disadvantaged. Finally this means that the hypothesis is 

confirmed under the condition of high self identification with the relevant group.  

 

6.3.2. Hypothesis 2 

Hypothesis 2 states, that students brought in a relative state of disadvantage, will engage in 

stronger system justification on the level of the educational system than students, brought 

in a relative state of advantage. It was even suggested that the effect on this level could be 

stronger than the effect on the level of the governmental system. 

This Hypothesis could not be confirmed with an univariate analysis of variance. 

While it was not possible to control for self identification because identification with a group 

of the level of the educational system was not reasonable, the hypothesis could not be 

confirmed at all. 

There are several possible reasons for the lack of this predicted effect. First, the theoretical 

construct the items of this level were based on might not have been very well established 

since on this level there were several items that could not be transferred without a change 

of phrasing. Second, it is possible that the educational system is not seen as a system like 

the governmental system, with clearly defined representatives, but more as a vague 

construct with missing representatives to blame. Finally, it may be the case that looking 
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upon the German society the wanted effect can only be shown under the condition of high 

self identification with the relevant group as it was shown on the level of the governmental 

system. 

 

6.3.3. Hypothesis 3 

Hypothesis 3 stated that students, brought in a state of relative disadvantage, will engage 

less system justification on the level of the University of Konstanz than students, brought in 

a relative state of advantage. 

With an univariate analysis of variances it was shown that members of disadvantaged 

groups actually do engage in less system justification on the level of the University of 

Konstanz. Thus, in this case the prediction was confirmed even without taking self 

identification into account. 

While this finding is consistent with theories stressing self and group interest like the social 

identification theory, this result is not very surprising. 

 

6.4. Control Variables 

6.4.1. Meritocratic Belief 

The main effect of “meritocratic belief” on system justification scores at all levels shows that 

generally enhanced meritocratic beliefs of people lead to an enhanced tendency to justify 

and rationalize the existing status quo. This finding supports the assumption of Jost et al. 

(2003) that in meritocratic societies the tendency to legitimize and rationalize the existing 

system plays a larger role. However, in the present study no significant interaction effect 

between the condition and the meritocratic belief could be shown. This does not support 

the further assumption of Jost et al. (2003) that the specific effect of enhanced system 

justification among the disadvantaged can only be shown in a meritocratic background. 

 

6.4.2. Belief in Feasibility 

The main effect of “belief in feasibility of the university system” on system justification at 

the level of the university is an interesting one. It shows that students, who think that the 
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conditions of their university can be changed, do engage in stronger justification and 

rationalization of the university system. This first finding leads to the general statement that 

a changeable system is better legitimized than an unchangeable system. This is very 

plausible when you consider the general need for control people have.  

Although it was not significant, there is also a tendency to engage in stronger system 

justification on the governmental level when the “belief in feasibility of the university 

system” is high. This second finding leads to the suggestion that if the need for control is 

met with a high changeable ingroup system it can also diminish the tendency to challenge 

the global governmental system. Thus, maybe it is the case that the feeling of control can be 

generalized from one area to another. 

 

6.4.3. Volition 

The present study does not reveal any effect of the construct of “volition” on any level. This 

finding opposes the statement of Jost et al. (2003) that the volition is a factor that 

contributes to the designated effect of the present study. While this statement derived from 

dissonance research, that states that people would be more likely to engage in justification 

of outcomes when they feel they have chosen (Wicklund & Brehm, 1976), it is again 

plausible to suggest that the effect of enhanced system justification among the 

disadvantaged might not primarily be due to dissonance effects. 

 

6.5. Conclusion 

Much research has been done on system justification theory. As the theoretical and 

empirical background could show, there is widespread evidence that people do engage in 

system justification because they have a motivation to do so. This motivation can have 

different cognitive consequences like rationalizing the status quo or internalizing inequality. 

While these consequences can bring all people into trouble, in the majority of cases the 

disadvantaged are the ones who suffer the most from it. However, carrying the tendency of 

system justification to extremes it could be shown by Jost and others (Jost, Pelham, et al., 

2003) that under certain conditions members of disadvantaged groups can even be 

strongest supporter of the status quo. This could be supported by the present study. 
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The essential question to be asked at this point is, whether the hypothesis of enhanced 

system justification can be transferred to the German society in general? While the wanted 

effect has only been seen with high self identification upon the relevant system as a 

boundary condition, the present study suggest that the answer to this question must be 

“No”. Analog to the answer just given, it would be inappropriate to suggest that the effect 

of enhanced system justification among the disadvantaged could be generalized easily to 

other societies. Taking the present study and others into account, it is evident that the 

effect of interest is linked to several boundary conditions. However, it appears that the 

boundary factors that were stated down to the present day are not the end of the story. 

Maybe some factors are not as relevant as prior suggested. Maybe some others have not 

even been found. 

Still, the conclusion can be drawn that in the German society as well the tendency to justify 

and rationalize the existing social, economical and political system should be kept in mind 

when social, economical or political decisions are made. Furthermore, with regard to the 

finding that under certain circumstances in the German society the disadvantaged can be 

even the strongest supporters of the status quo, it is important to closely look at this kind of 

status quo. There are several inequalities that are still apparent in the status quo of the 

German society, like the Gender Pay Gap, the even growing gap between rich and poor and 

the shortcomings of our educational system in giving equal opportunities. It is necessary to 

see that this might also be state of the art because we have an inherent tendency to 

preserve what is given and see the status quo as legitimate and even necessary. 

Because it may be the case that not all factors that lead to enhanced system justification 

among the disadvantaged are named jet, further research could be done to trace out these 

boundary conditions. Moreover, there are many other countries where system justification 

research has not been done yet. It could also be a mission for further research to enlighten 

these other contexts with investigation of system justification tendencies.  
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7. Abstract 

The aim of the present study was to examine the counterintuitive effect of enhanced system 

justification among the disadvantaged in another context, namely the context of the 

German society. The implementation of this research issue was done through an 

experimental method upon students of the University of Konstanz,ossiib which were either 

brought in a relative state of advantage or a relative state of disadvantage. The amount of 

system justification was measured on three levels, the governmental system, the 

educational system and the university system. Two Hypotheses drawn on the first two levels 

concerned the counterintuitive effect of enhanced system justification among the 

disadvantaged. One Hypothesis drawn on the level of the university system concerned 

traditional theories stressing group and self interest. Emphasizing the first two hypotheses 

the results showed that the effect of enhanced system justification among the 

disadvantaged could only be found on the level of the governmental system when the self 

identification with that system was high. The third hypothesis, derived from traditional 

theories stressing group and self interest could be confirmed even without the boundary 

condition of high self identification. It was also shown that meritocratic beliefs and the 

factor of volition did not play an important role in generating the effect of enhanced system 

justification.  
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