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Just-World Effect 

 

Just-World Effect, a psychological concept that refers to a cognitive 

bias — specifically, the human tendency to believe that the world is 

inherently fair or "just", where people ultimately get what they deserve. 

    Key Points from the Image: 

1. Definition: 

o The Just-World Effect is the belief that good actions lead to 

good outcomes, and bad actions lead to bad outcomes — 

"people get what they deserve". 

o This is often not based on evidence, but rather on a 

psychological need to see the world as orderly and fair. 

2. Assumption: 

o It reflects a bias in which individuals assume that moral 

behavior will always be rewarded, and immoral behavior 

will be punished, even if that’s not what really happens in 

the world. 

o Example: If someone is suffering, a person with this bias 

might think, "They must have done something to deserve it," 

which is not necessarily true. 

3. Relevance to Management: 

o This bias is especially relevant in business ethics and 

corporate responsibility. 

o For instance, managers might assume that ethical companies 

will always succeed and unethical ones will always fail — but 
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in reality, success and failure are influenced by many complex 

factors, not just morality. 

 

    Why This Matters in Business & Ethics: 

• Implications for Decision Making: 

Believing too strongly in a just world might make managers 

underestimate systemic issues like inequality or unfair labor 

practices. 

• Risk in Leadership: 

Leaders might blame individuals for failures without considering 

broader organizational flaws or external circumstances. 

• Ethical Blind Spots: 

It could lead to lack of empathy toward employees or 

stakeholders who face hardship, assuming it's their own fault. 

 

     Example for Teaching: 

A company CEO believes that a struggling employee deserves their 

misfortune because they must not be working hard enough. However, in 

reality, the employee is dealing with a lack of support, unrealistic 

deadlines, and burnout — factors beyond their control. This is the Just-

World Effect in action. 
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Here's a detailed elaboration of the concept of ethical blind spots in 

relation to the Just-World Effect, especially within the context of 

business and organizational management: 

 

    Ethical Blind Spots:  

The Invisible Bias of "Deserved Outcomes" 

 

1. Definition of Ethical Blind Spot 

An ethical blind spot refers to a situation where individuals, especially 

decision-makers or leaders, fail to notice or acknowledge moral issues 

in their environment due to unconscious biases or flawed assumptions. 

These blind spots distort moral perception, often unintentionally, 

leading to unethical decisions or neglect of responsibilities. 

When influenced by the Just-World Effect, ethical blind spots become 

particularly dangerous in business contexts because they promote the 

belief that suffering is deserved, and that success is purely due to merit. 

 

2. How the Just-World Effect Creates Ethical Blind Spots 

a. Victim-Blaming in the Workplace 

Managers or leaders might assume that: 

• An underperforming employee is simply "lazy" or "incompetent"... 

• ...without investigating systemic issues such as poor training, 

overwhelming workload, lack of resources, or toxic leadership. 

     Result: The organization fails to provide support or improvement 

mechanisms, reinforcing inequality or unfair treatment. 

b. Overlooking Structural Inequality 
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Stakeholders from marginalized backgrounds (e.g., low-income 

communities, disabled workers, or gender minorities) may face hurdles 

beyond their control. 

But under the Just-World belief: 

• Their lack of success is attributed to personal failure, not social, 

economic, or organizational barriers. 

     Result: Diversity and inclusion efforts are undermined, and 

unconscious bias flourishes. 

c. Denial of Corporate Responsibility 

If a community suffers from environmental degradation caused by a 

company’s operations, executives might rationalize the harm by 

believing: 

"If these people were more careful, educated, or capable, they wouldn't 

be suffering." 

     Result: Corporate social responsibility (CSR) becomes tokenistic or 

ignored altogether. 

 

3. Examples of Ethical Blind Spots in Action 

Context 
Just-World-Inspired Blind 

Spot 
Ethical Implication 

Employee 

Burnout 

"She can't handle pressure 

— she's not tough enough." 

Ignoring organizational 

causes of burnout 

Supplier 

Default 

"They mismanaged their 

contract." 

Ignoring exploitative 

payment cycles 

Customer 

Complaint 

"They didn't read the terms; 

it's their fault." 

Neglecting consumer 

education or fairness 
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Context 
Just-World-Inspired Blind 

Spot 
Ethical Implication 

Community 

Protest 

"They’re just angry and 

ungrateful." 

Failing to engage in 

genuine stakeholder 

dialogue 

 

4. Addressing Ethical Blind Spots 

To mitigate the dangers of this bias, organizations must: 

•     Conduct empathy audits: Explore how decisions affect people 

at different levels. 

•              Provide bias training: Specifically around cognitive distortions 

like the Just-World Effect. 

•         Implement ethical decision frameworks: Such as stakeholder 

analysis and moral imagination. 

•        Focus on root causes, not just individual behavior. 

 

5. Conclusion 

The Just-World Effect, though comforting, can numb the moral 

sensitivity of individuals in power. It can create ethical blind spots 

where suffering is misinterpreted as deserved, and privilege is seen as 

earned without context. In a business setting, this leads to inequity, 

poor leadership, and loss of integrity. 

      Being aware of this bias is the first step toward building more 

empathetic, ethical, and inclusive organizations. 
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Case study based on the Just-World Effect and how it leads to ethical 

blind spots in a corporate context. It is suitable for classroom discussion, 

ethics training, or management seminars. 

 

 

             Case Study: “Deserved or Denied?” — A Tale from 

SerayaTech Ltd. 

 

       Background 

SerayaTech Ltd., an Indonesian-based mid-sized tech company, has 

grown rapidly over the past five years. With its expansion came a 

significant increase in workload, prompting management to push for 

higher productivity across departments. 

The company’s CEO, Andika Prasetyo, is known for his belief in 

meritocracy and self-discipline. “You get what you deserve” is a mantra 

he frequently mentions during company-wide town halls. 

                            The Employee: Rina 

Rina Sutanto, a data analyst in the company’s operations division, is a 

bright and hardworking employee. However, over the last six months, 

her performance metrics started to decline. She missed deadlines, 

showed up late to meetings, and became increasingly disengaged. 

Without consulting Rina, her supervisor filed a formal warning. The HR 

department, aligning with CEO Andika’s view that “performance is a 

reflection of attitude,” recommended withholding her annual bonus. 

    The Ethical Blind Spot 

Unbeknownst to management, Rina had been: 

• Caring for her ailing mother with limited family support, 
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• Struggling with depression, and 

• Facing a long commute that drained her physically and mentally. 

However, because of the Just-World Effect, her leaders unconsciously 

believed: 

“If Rina is failing, it must be due to her own lack of discipline or 

motivation.” 

No effort was made to understand the root causes. Her struggles were 

interpreted as personal failings rather than signals of a deeper issue or 

call for support. 

   The Consequences 

• Rina resigned shortly after her bonus was denied. 

• She posted her story anonymously on social media, sparking 

criticism of SerayaTech’s “unsympathetic culture.” 

• The company’s reputation as an “employer of choice” declined 

among potential hires. 

• Internally, employee trust in HR and leadership fell significantly. 

• Ironically, the company spent more to hire and train a replacement 

than they would have spent offering support to Rina. 

 

       Reflection Questions (For Training Use) 

1. What cognitive bias was demonstrated by the management of 

SerayaTech? 

2. How might the Just-World Effect have shaped leadership 

decisions in this case? 

3. What ethical alternatives were available to the supervisor and HR? 
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4. How can organizations identify and mitigate ethical blind spots 

like this? 

5. Should companies have protocols to explore external causes of 

employee performance issues before punishment? 

 

    Key Takeaways 

Insight Implication 

Bias isn't always 

malicious 
But it can still cause harm if left unchecked 

Performance ≠ Personal 

Failure 

Root causes must be explored before moral 

judgment 

Ethics is proactive 
Empathetic policies can prevent reputational 

and human loss 

Leaders shape culture 
Andika’s worldview created a culture of 

silent suffering 

 

   Suggested Remedies for SerayaTech 

• Implement an Employee Support Program (ESP) 

• Train managers in bias awareness and empathy-based 

leadership 

• Introduce a “pause and review” policy before enacting punitive 

HR measures 

• Create anonymous reporting or advisory channels for employees in 

distress 
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Below is a comprehensive explanation of the Just-World Effect as a 

psychological concept and cognitive bias, suitable for inclusion in 

academic writing, teaching modules, or applied ethics discussions in 

business and management. 

 

     JUST-WORLD EFFECT:  

A Psychological Concept That Refers to a Cognitive 

Bias 

 

1.     What is the Just-World Effect? 

The Just-World Effect is a cognitive bias in which individuals believe 

that the world is fundamentally just, orderly, and fair—meaning that 

people “get what they deserve” and “deserve what they get.” 

Coined by Melvin J. Lerner in the 1960s, this belief stems from a 

psychological need to perceive the world as predictable and morally 

structured, especially in the face of injustice or suffering. 

It is comforting to think: 

• Good actions will always lead to good outcomes, 

• Bad actions will be punished accordingly. 

This belief provides emotional reassurance but often distorts 

judgment and ethics, particularly when we observe innocent people 

suffering or bad people succeeding. 

 

2.     The Just-World Effect as a Cognitive Bias 

A cognitive bias is a systematic deviation from rationality or objectivity 

in judgment. The Just-World Effect fits this definition because it: 
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Aspect Description 

   Irrational 

Assumption 

It assumes the world is morally balanced, which is 

often contradicted by reality. 

         Perceptual 

Distortion 

People tend to overlook external causes and 

instead blame victims for their misfortunes. 

    Defensive 

Attribution 

Individuals believe in a just world to reduce fear 

that they too could suffer unjustly. 

 

3.    Why It Happens: The Psychology Behind It 

The belief in a just world is driven by cognitive and emotional 

mechanisms such as: 

• Need for predictability – to feel safe in a chaotic world. 

• Need for control – believing in justice reinforces the idea that "if I 

do good, good things will happen." 

• Moral self-preservation – acknowledging that bad things happen 

to good people creates existential discomfort. 

Hence, the brain may unconsciously rewrite the narrative: “If someone is 

suffering, maybe they did something to deserve it.” 

 

4.        Examples in the Real World 

A. In Society: 

• Believing the poor are poor because they are lazy. 

• Thinking victims of assault must have provoked it. 

• Assuming refugees or displaced persons caused their own fate. 

B. In the Workplace: 
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• Penalizing employees without understanding their context (e.g., 

burnout, health crises). 

• Assuming only hardworking employees get promoted—ignoring 

favoritism, bias, or structural inequality. 

• Blaming frontline workers for customer dissatisfaction without 

examining poor leadership or system failures. 

C. In Education: 

• Assuming struggling students are simply not trying hard enough. 

• Ignoring socioeconomic background, mental health issues, or 

learning differences. 

 

5.     Ethical and Practical Consequences 

Consequence Description 

  Victim Blaming 
People blame others for their misfortune to 

maintain belief in justice. 

   Reduced 

Empathy 

We rationalize suffering instead of addressing its 

root causes. 

    Institutional 

Apathy 

Systems fail to respond to injustice because the 

victims are seen as responsible. 

    Policy Failures 
Social policies may be designed based on moral 

judgments rather than evidence. 

 

6.         Corrective Actions: How to Mitigate This Bias 
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Strategy Description 

    Bias Awareness 

Education 

Training to recognize and reflect on unconscious 

moral judgments. 

                               Systemic 

Thinking 

Analyzing problems with attention to social, 

economic, and organizational context. 

     Empathy-Based 

Leadership 

Encouraging compassionate responses in 

workplace and institutional decisions. 

      Evidence-

Based Policy 

Using data, not assumptions, to guide decisions 

related to performance, justice, or resource 

allocation. 

 

7.              Foundational Research 

• Lerner, M. J. (1980). The Belief in a Just World: A Fundamental 

Delusion. New York: Plenum Press. 

• Hafer, C. L., & Bègue, L. (2005). Experimental Research on Just-

World Theory: Problems, History, and New Directions. Psychological 

Bulletin. 

• Dalbert, C. (2001). The Justice Motive as a Personal Resource: 

Dealing with Challenges and Critical Life Events. 

 

8.       Conclusion 

The Just-World Effect is a powerful psychological lens—often 

invisible—that shapes how individuals and institutions interpret success, 

failure, justice, and morality. While it provides psychological comfort, it 

also risks creating ethical blind spots that reinforce injustice, reduce 

empathy, and hinder systemic change. 



Rudy C Tarumingkeng:  Just-World Effect, a psychological concept that 

refers to a cognitive bias 

 

16 

In professional and organizational life, especially in the fields of business 

ethics, human resources, and public leadership, recognizing this bias is 

the first step toward building more humane, evidence-based, and 

morally responsible systems. 
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     GLOSARIUM: Just-World Effect —  

A Psychological Cognitive Bias 

Format bilingual (Bahasa Indonesia – English): 

 

Istilah 
Definisi (Bahasa 

Indonesia) 
Definition (English) 

Just-World Effect 

Keyakinan bahwa dunia itu 

adil, dan setiap orang 

mendapatkan apa yang 

pantas mereka terima—baik 

atau buruk. 

The belief that the 

world is fair and that 

people get what they 

deserve and deserve 

what they get. 

Bias Kognitif 

(Cognitive Bias) 

Pola pikir yang sistematis 

dan tidak rasional yang 

memengaruhi penilaian 

atau pengambilan 

keputusan. 

A systematic pattern of 

deviation from rational 

judgment or decision-

making. 

Victim Blaming 

Menyalahkan korban atas 

penderitaan atau nasib 

buruk yang mereka alami, 

sebagai bentuk 

rasionalisasi. 

The act of holding 

victims responsible for 

the harm that befell 

them. 

Meritokrasi 

(Meritocracy) 

Sistem kepercayaan bahwa 

pencapaian seseorang 

sepenuhnya ditentukan 

oleh usaha dan kemampuan 

pribadi. 

A belief system in 

which success is seen 

as a result of individual 

merit alone. 
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Istilah 
Definisi (Bahasa 

Indonesia) 
Definition (English) 

Empati (Empathy) 

Kemampuan untuk 

memahami dan merasakan 

emosi atau pengalaman 

orang lain. 

The capacity to 

understand or feel 

what another person is 

experiencing. 

Attribution Bias 

Kecenderungan untuk 

menjelaskan perilaku orang 

lain berdasarkan faktor 

internal (seperti karakter) 

daripada faktor eksternal. 

The tendency to 

attribute others’ 

behaviors to internal 

traits rather than 

situational factors. 

Ethical Blind Spot 

Ketidaksadaran terhadap 

pertimbangan moral karena 

pengaruh asumsi atau bias 

tertentu. 

A failure to notice or 

consider ethical 

implications due to 

unconscious biases. 

Systemic Injustice 

Ketidakadilan yang bersifat 

struktural dan terjadi secara 

luas dalam sistem sosial 

atau organisasi. 

Injustice embedded 

within structures, 

norms, or institutions 

that affects groups 

systemically. 

Moral 

Rationalization 

Proses pembenaran logis 

terhadap sesuatu yang 

secara moral mungkin tidak 

adil, agar tetap terasa dapat 

diterima. 

The act of justifying 

morally questionable 

behavior or outcomes 

to maintain internal 

consistency. 

Dissonansi 

Kognitif (Cognitive 

Dissonance) 

Ketegangan psikologis 

akibat adanya konflik antara 

kepercayaan dengan 

Psychological 

discomfort experienced 

when holding 

conflicting beliefs or 
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Istilah 
Definisi (Bahasa 

Indonesia) 
Definition (English) 

kenyataan yang 

bertentangan. 

facing inconsistent 

evidence. 

Need for 

Predictability 

Kebutuhan psikologis 

manusia untuk merasa 

bahwa dunia dapat 

diprediksi dan dikendalikan. 

A psychological need 

for order and 

predictability in one’s 

environment. 

Defensive 

Attribution 

Mekanisme pertahanan 

psikologis untuk 

menjauhkan diri dari 

kemungkinan menjadi 

korban. 

A mental strategy to 

protect oneself from 

fear by blaming others 

for their misfortune. 

Reinforcement 

Bias 

Kecenderungan untuk 

menerima informasi yang 

memperkuat keyakinan 

yang sudah ada. 

The tendency to favor 

information that 

confirms existing 

beliefs. 

Social Judgment 

Penilaian terhadap individu 

atau kelompok berdasarkan 

norma sosial atau persepsi 

moral. 

Evaluation of 

individuals or groups 

through social and 

moral lenses. 

Keadilan 

Distributif 

(Distributive 

Justice) 

Prinsip keadilan dalam 

pembagian sumber daya, 

manfaat, atau hukuman 

secara adil. 

Fairness in the 

distribution of 

resources, benefits, and 

burdens in a society. 
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