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Organizational Justice
People accept hard outcomes when the process was fair and explained
WHAT IT IS
Organizational justice research separates three fairness judgments people make constantly. Distributive: was the outcome fair? Procedural: was the process fair (consistent, unbiased, correctable, with a real chance to be heard)? Interactional: was I treated with respect and given an honest explanation? They're separate levers, and the last two are the ones you actually control.
WHY IT WORKS
The counterintuitive finding: people can accept outcomes they dislike (a missed promotion, a smaller raise, even a layoff) remarkably well when the process was visibly fair and the explanation honest and respectful. The reverse holds too. A favorable outcome delivered through an opaque or disrespectful process still corrodes trust. Most fairness damage comes not from decisions but from how they were made and communicated.
HOW TO USE IT
1. Give people a real say before deciding. Voice raises perceived fairness even when the outcome doesn't go their way. Ask, listen, then decide.
1. Apply criteria consistently. The fastest way to destroy procedural justice is an exception for a favorite. Same rules, same evidence, every case.
1. Explain the real reasons. “It was a hard decision” is not an explanation. “Here are the criteria, here's where you stood, here's what would change it” is.
1. Build in an appeal path. A genuine route to say “I think this was wrong” signals the process cares about accuracy, not just closure.
1. Deliver hard news with respect, in person. Privately, directly, without euphemism, with time for questions. Interactional justice lives in the delivery.
PITFALLS TO AVOID
1. Outcome fixation. Managers agonize over the decision and improvise the process and communication. That's backwards from how people judge fairness.
1. Secrecy as kindness. Withholding reasons to spare feelings reads as having something to hide. Vagueness gets interpreted as injustice.
1. Fake voice. Asking for input after the decision is made is worse than not asking. People can tell.
Shortcut: before delivering any unpopular decision, check three boxes. Did they get a real say? Can I name the criteria out loud? Am I explaining it to their face?
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