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Abstract
Distributive justice remains a central issue in contempo-
rary welfare states, even more during times of economic 
hardship and social uncertainty. In this article, we analyze 
how attitudes toward the principles of normative distribu-
tive justice (equality, need, equity, and entitlement) are re-
lated to support for the redistribution of resources (Study 
2) and attitudes toward social protection policies (Studies 
1 and 3). In Study 1 (N = 325), we found that equality and 
need positively predicted attitudes toward social protec-
tion policies while equity and entitlement negatively pre-
dicted these attitudes. In Study 2 (N = 49,519), using data 
from Round 9 of the European Social Survey, we repli-
cated this linking normative orientation toward different 
distributive justice principles with support for redistribu-
tion. We replicated these results in Study 3 (N = 494). In 
addition, we explored the role of attributions for poverty 
in the relationship found in Studies 1 and 2. Attributions 
for poverty mediated the relationship between orienta-
tions toward justice principles and attitudes toward social 
protection policies.
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In Western societies, there is a wide debate about what governments should do to help the 
most disadvantaged people or to reduce the wide economic inequality that exists in these so-
cieties. Citizens hold different views on the role the state should play in reducing inequality 
and poverty (Rudolph & Evans, 2005; Steele & Breznau, 2019). One key factor underlaying 
different positions on this issue is the conception of justice that people have, specifically the 
conception of distributive justice. Theories of distributive justice specify the conditions under 
which particular forms of the distribution of resources in society are perceived to be “just” or 
“fair” (Cook & Hegtvedt, 1983; Deutsch, 1975). In the present research, we focus on how these 
principles of social or distributive justice influence attitudes toward public policies for coping 
with inequality and distributing resources among citizens. In modern welfare states these pub-
lic policies are among the most powerful instruments for distributing resources. We adopt a 
social psychological approach that is focused on subjective aspects, that is, the way individuals 
think and feel about justice (Gollwitzer & van Prooijen, 2016).

PRINCIPLES OF DISTRIBUTIVE J USTICE

Generally, there is a consensus in social psychological literature on identifying three principles 
of justice, following the classification proposed by Deutsch (1975): equality, need, and equity.

While these principles can be extended to diverse contexts of sharing or exchange (e.g., 
a school classroom), our focus remains on their application to the distribution of resources 
within a particular society. In the case of resources' distribution among the people who belong 
to the same country or society, equality refers to the even redistribution of resources equally 
among citizens (i.e., each citizen receives the same amount of resources). The principle of need 
refers to providing resources only to those who do not meet the minimum standard of subsis-
tence, or whoever needs them most. Equity involves distributing resources so that those who 
contribute more receive more (Hülle et al., 2018). Other principles have been proposed, such as 
entitlement, which refers to distribution of resources based on ascriptive, or status, character-
istics acquired in the past; for instance it will be considered fair if individuals from affluent or 
esteemed families might possess advantages stemming from their background (Konow, 2003). 
Although entitlement has recently been criticized for the difficulties in distinguishing it from 
other principles at the empirical level (Van Hootegem et al., 2021), we have decided to include 
it. Despite its potential relationship to the concept of equity, it possesses significant nuances at 
a theoretical level, focusing on privileges or status acquired in the past. We cannot dismiss the 
possibility that this is an important factor in explaining distinctive preferences toward social 
protection policies.

We can distinguish two broad approaches regarding how distributive justice principles are 
related with welfare protection policies. First, some researchers have studied public preferences 
for distributive principles at an abstract level, analyzing individuals' attitudes toward the prin-
ciples of justice in general, that is, without applying these principles to any particular policy 
(e.g., unemployment benefits) or group (Arts & Gelissen, 2001; d'Anjou et al., 1995; Marshall 
et al., 1999). Second, another line of research has focused on how preferences for the principles 
of justice vary depending on contextual factors. For instance, some principles, such as equity, 
are considered appropriate in the world of work, while others, such as equality, are consid-
ered more appropriate in interpersonal or family relationships (Scott & Bornstein, 2009). In 
the specific case of social protection policies, preferred principles of justice vary according 
to the welfare program referred to, as well as the target of these programs (Reeskens & Van 
Oorschot, 2013; Van Hootegem et al., 2020). Our research aligns with the first approach, as the 
measure we employ centers around attitudes toward abstract principles of resource allocation. 
This measure is not tethered to any particular context but rather captures individuals' overar-
ching beliefs about how resources should be distributed in a broader sense.
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A limitation of studies conducted within these two approaches, mostly based on inter-
national databases, is their reliance on limited justice principle measures. For example, 
Reeskens and Van Oorschot (2013), using data from the 2008 European Social Survey wave, 
operationalized preferences for each justice principle based on three potential responses to 
whether higher earners should receive higher (unemployment/pension) benefits. The three 
potential answers, and the justice principle they represented, were: Higher earners should 
receive more (equity); high and low earners should receive the same amount (equality); and 
lower earners should receive more (need). While this approach provides valuable insights, 
it does not fully capture the diversity and coexistence of preferences for justice criteria and 
how they are applied.

ATTRIBUTIONS FOR POVERTY

The issue of whether we attribute responsibility for their situation to the people with less 
resources is related with the principles of distributive justice and with a significant range of 
outcomes. Two broad types of causal explanations of poverty, based on the locus of control 
of the person in poverty (i.e., whether the causes of the situation lie within or outside indi-
viduals), can be distinguished: People may attribute the responsibility for their poverty to the 
person in that situation—individualistic attributions—or to wider social causes—structural 
attributions (Feather, 1974; Furnham, 1982; Kluegel & Smith, 2017). We have chosen to pri-
marily focus on the distinction between individualistic and structural attributions, which 
has been explored in the context of recent social psychology research (e.g., Piff et al., 2020; 
Wiwad et al., 2021), not including other dimensions such as cultural or fatalistic attributions. 
Indeed, there are various ways of categorizing attributions. For instance, research conducted 
from a more sociological perspective has adopted a fourfold division, distinguishing between 
individual blame, individual fate, social blame, or social fate (Marquis & Rosset, 2021; Van 
Oorschot & Halman, 2000). While acknowledging the relevance of these additional dimen-
sions, research has reported mixed findings for these dimensions (Cozzarelli et  al.,  2001; 
Furnham,  1982). For instance, recent studies conducted in Spain have encountered chal-
lenges in establishing robust empirical evidence for cultural and fatalistic attributions (Sainz 
et al., 2020, 2023).

ATTITU DES TOWARD SOCI A L PROTECTION POLICIES 
A N D RESOU RCE REDISTRIBUTION

Attitudes toward social protection policies and welfare programs hold significant relevance 
in our social context, especially during times of economic and social hardship (Meuleman 
et al., 2020). Politicians and the public policies they implement reflect public policy preferences 
(Brooks & Manza, 2007), so it is essential to study the factors that influence these preferences, 
as social justice orientations and attributions for poverty in our research. Although it is true 
that policies themselves can also influence citizen attitudes (e.g., Campbell, 2012), and that this 
relationship may be moderated by other variables—such as the federal or centralist state's (e.g., 
Wlezien & Soroka, 2012)—we have chosen to focus on only one of these possible relationships, 
although we recognize the importance of the others.

In our case, we will focus on general attitudes toward assistance with a focus on people 
experiencing poverty without zooming on any specific policy (in our Studies 1 and 3). These 
general attitudes toward social protection policies are closely related to support for redistri-
bution, another concept that refers to those beliefs about the active role and responsibility of 
the state in the allocation of resources in a nation or state to reduce inequality. This variable, 
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attitudes toward redistribution, has been used extensively both in comparative welfare state 
research (Kulin & Svallfors, 2013) and in the study of individual attitudes toward social pro-
tection (Dawtry et al., 2015) and will be analyzed in Study 2.

DISTRIBUTIVE J USTICE PRINCIPLES, ATTRIBUTIONS 
FOR POVERTY, A N D ATTITU DES TOWARD SOCI A L 
PROTECTION POLICIES

Principles of justice can be directly related to attitudes toward social protection policies. 
Reeskens and Van Oorschot  (2013) showed that European citizens vary in their preference 
for different principles of justice depending on the welfare program target and the nature of 
target's need: Equality was preferred for less predictable and controllable social risks (which 
correspond to an external locus of control, analogous to structural attributions), like unem-
ployment; equity was preferred for predictable social risks (an internal locus of control, resem-
bling individualistic attributions), like pension schemes. Recently, Van Hootegem et al. (2020) 
investigated distributive justice preferences (in terms of equality, need, and equity) in several 
welfare state domains (health care, pensions, and unemployment benefits), differentiating 
them by their varying degrees of predictability, locus of control (e.g., whether the causes of the 
situation lie within or outside individuals), and prevalence. Their results indicated that equal-
ity was the most popular principle in all welfare domains and that, after this, citizens prefer 
the equity principle for pensions and the need principle for unemployment benefits. Andress 
and Heien (2001) showed that need positively predicted preferences for broader government 
intervention (including here the responsibility to reduce income differences) across East and 
West Germany, Norway, and the United States. Similarly, Lewin-Epstein et al. (2003) found 
that equality and need predicted support for redistribution in Israel. While these approaches 
are relevant and fruitful, it must be pointed out that researchers establish the locus of control 
of the different social risks (e.g., unemployment or becoming a pensioner) without directly que-
rying participants. This may not capture individual variability in causal inferences about the 
nature of these different situations. For instance, in the context of unemployment, people vary 
in the degree to which they support structural and individualistic explanations (e.g., Furnham 
& Hesketh, 1987). That is, some people may consider unemployment to be the person's own 
fault, while others may consider it due to factors beyond the person's control.

Justice orientations also predict attributions for poverty (Habibov et  al.,  2017; Lepianka 
et al., 2010). For example, Lepianka et al. (2010) found that those who adhered more strongly to 
the norms of need and equality were more likely to attribute poverty to societal injustice rather 
than fatalistic factors. Beliefs regarding the distribution of resources in a given situation are 
included as part of the normative values individuals employ to comprehend the world around 
them. Consequently, if an individual holds egalitarian views, advocating for the equal distri-
bution of resources in society, it is probable that such beliefs will encourage a heightened focus 
on the structural dimensions of poverty.

Finally, explanations about the nature of poverty impact several variables related to atti-
tudes toward social protection, like inclination to accept social spending (Appelbaum, 2001), 
support for progressive welfare programs (Bullock et  al.,  2003), support for greater efforts 
to help the poor (Williamson, 1974), the belief that too much money is spent on social pro-
grams (Alston & Dean, 1972), or the support for the welfare state (Marquis & Rosset, 2021). 
As previously stated, broadly speaking, individuals who recognize structural attributions are 
inclined to exhibit more favorable attitudes toward social protection and public expenditure 
on programs aimed at supporting the economically disadvantaged. Therefore, from a theo-
retical standpoint, it is plausible to anticipate that poverty attributions could potentially act 
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    | 5SOCIAL JUSTICE, ATTRIBUTIONS, AND REDISTRIBUTION

as mediators in the relationship between justice orientations and attitudes toward social pro-
tection and redistribution. In essence, the way individuals attribute the causes of poverty may 
play a pivotal role in linking their broader justice principles to their specific stances on social 
welfare and resource allocation.

TH E PRESENT RESEARCH

Our aim of this research is twofold. First, we seek to extend and improve previous findings 
on the relationship between different orientations toward principles of justice and attitudes 
toward redistribution and social protection policies. In this sense, our research represents an 
advance compared to the previous one because, first, in one of our studies we will analyze 
representative data from numerous countries and, second, because we have tried to improve 
the way in which it measured both the principles of justice as well as the attitudes toward social 
protection policies. For instance, the research of Andress and Heien (2001) and Lewin-Epstein 
et al. (2003), in which they analyzed the relationship between justice principles and social pro-
tection policies, did not include all the principles of justice identified in the literature and were 
restricted to one or a few countries. In addition, some justice principles were measured based 
on how important certain factors should be in determining a wage. This approach is benefi-
cial and relevant, but it might not comprehensively capture the normative inclinations toward 
how resources should be allocated across an entire society. Our predictions concerning the 
relationship between principles of justice and attitudes toward social protection policies are 
that equality and need would be positively related with a positive attitude toward social protec-
tion policies and resources distribution, whereas equity and entitlement would be negatively 
related.

One of the primary contributions of our research lies in relating social justice orienta-
tions and attitudes toward redistribution through attributions for poverty. For instance, 
individuals who believe that a society's resources should be allocated based on individuals' 
merits (rather than their needs) would be more inclined to assign blame to those in need 
of assistance for their circumstances. As a result, they may be less supportive of public 
policies that advocate for the well-being of such individuals. By illuminating this connec-
tion between justice principles, attributions, and attitudes toward redistribution, our re-
search offers valuable insights into the underlying mechanisms influencing public policy 
attitudes and societal perspectives on social protection. We included several relevant vari-
ables, namely socioeconomic status, gender, and political ideology, as covariates in our 
analyses. The purpose of incorporating these covariates was to discern the unique effects 
contributed by the variables under study in this article—poverty attributions, social jus-
tice orientations, and attitudes toward social protection. Previous research indicates that 
middle-class individuals, conservatives, and men tend to make more individualistic attri-
butions (Bullock, 1999; Weiner et al., 2011). Similarly, concerning attitudes toward social 
protection, existing studies have observed a similar pattern where women, particularly in 
contexts of low welfare provision (Shorrocks & Grasso,  2020), and left-wing individuals 
(Jæger, 2008, but also see Armingeon & Weisstanner, 2022) exhibit more positive attitudes 
toward social protection policies. Finally, it's worth noting that gender, political orienta-
tion, and socioeconomic status have previously been found to be associated with attitudes 
toward social justice principles (Adriaans & Fourré, 2022; Hülle et al., 2018; Reeskens & 
Van Oorschot, 2013).

All materials, R codes for all the studies as well as measures, databases, and preregistra-
tion forms for Studies 1 and 3 can be found at https:// osf. io/ xe29n/ ? view_ only= 628c5 13813 e345f 
ca52b 174d0 04703c9.
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STU DY 1

In its original design, Study 1 aimed to test different hypotheses that were not supported by 
the data. These preregistered hypotheses were that participants who are presented with some-
one in poverty due to the COVID-19 crisis would show more positive attitudes toward social 
protection policies in comparison with those who are presented with someone who has been 
in poverty all their life, and that attitudes toward equity, entitlement, equality, and need as so-
cial justice principles would moderate the relation between the perceived group and attitudes 
toward social protection policies. No hypothesis was supported (see the online supporting 
information for details about our rationale, experimental manipulation, and results).

However, this data allowed us to check if there was some relationship between the four 
principles of justice and support for social protection policies, although these analyses were 
not preregistered.

Method

Participants

A total of 391 adults completed our online survey. The participants were recruited from un-
dergraduate students at a university in southern Spain among their relatives, friends, and ac-
quaintances, and they completed an online survey. To incentivize participation, the recruiting 
students received a small amount of extra credit as compensation. The data collection took 
place in October of 2020. Sixty-six participants were excluded from the analyses because they 
met one of the preregistered exclusion criteria (e.g., being under 18 years old). The final dataset 
comprised of 325 observations (Mage = 28.09, SD = 13.15; 55.69% women); descriptive statistics 
about the sample are provided in Table S1 in the online supporting information.

Measures

Attitudes toward principles of social justice
We measured this variable using the Basic Social Justice Orientations scale (Hülle et al., 2018). 
This scale is composed of 12 items with a 1 (Totally disagree) to 5 (Totally agree) Likert response 
format, and it was adapted into Spanish through a back-translation process. This scale assesses 
four social justice principles: equality (the average inter-item correlation = .26) with three items 
(e.g., “It is just if income and wealth are equally distributed among the members of our society”); 
need (average inter-item correlation = .29) with three items (e.g., “A society is just if it takes care 
of those who are poor and needy”); equity (average inter-item correlation = .23) with three items 
(e.g., “It is just if hard working people earn more than others”); and entitlement (r = .44, p < .001) 
with two items (e.g., “It is fair if people at a higher level of society have better living conditions 
than those on the lower level”). Originally the entitlement construct was measured with three 
items, but as will be explained below, we decided to retain only two items for this variable.

Attitudes toward social protection policies (α = .86)
We measured this variable with 20 statements related with social protection policies, for 
example, “Many people on welfare benefits spend their money on alcohol” (reversed). 
Participants indicated their degree of agreement in a 1 (Totally disagree) to 5 (Totally agree) 
Likert scale. The scale was inspired by Furnham (1985), changing the words social secu-
rity into social policies; we added some items for the Spanish context. We conducted a 
confirmatory factor analysis on the items, and these showed satisfactory fit indicators 
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for a one-factor solution (see the online supporting information). Higher scores indicated 
more favorable attitudes toward social protection policies and their recipients. Scores were 
standardized and summed. Descriptive statistics and correlations between variables can be 
found in Table 1.

We also measured political ideology, subjective and objective socioeconomic status, and 
gender (see the online supporting information for details about these measures).

Results

Preliminary analysis

After we conducted and analyzed the studies presented in this article, we became aware of some 
relevant critiques and nuances of the Basic Social Justice Orientations scale (van Hootegem 
et al., 2021). We found that their claims about the low internal consistency of the scale and both 
conceptual and operational ambiguity should be considered when drawing conclusions on the 
results obtained with this instrument. To address this issue, we pooled the samples from stud-
ies 1 and 3 and conducted a confirmatory factor analysis on the pooled database. As we em-
ployed two distinct samples that were combined for our analyses, we took measures to examine 
the multivariate normality of the data. Additionally, to ensure the accuracy and reliability of 
our findings, we utilized robust estimators, which are designed to provide unbiased results 
even in the presence of nonnormal data distributions or potential outliers. A description of the 
process, fit statistics, and methodological and theoretical decisions can be found in the online 
supporting information; the dataset and R syntax used in this analysis can be found at the 
OSF page provided above. We decided to remove one item of the entitlement dimension (“It 
is just if people who have achieved good reputations and wealth profit from this later in life”) 
because of the low load on the entitlement factor and the model's poor fit. We conducted again 
all analyses planned. Both internal consistency statistics for justice principles and analyses 
reported in this article are based on this conceptualization of the scale.

Exploratory analyses

We fitted two multiple regression models exploring the relationship between the four principles 
of justice and support for social protection policies. We adjusted the p value for multiple testing 

TA B L E  1  Means, standard deviations, and correlations between variables in Study 1.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Equality 3.19 (.94)

2. Need .39*** 4.43 (.65)

3. Equity −.09 .04 3.45 (.79)

4. Entitlement −.34*** −.23*** .22*** 1.57 (.76)

5. Attitudes toward social 
protection policies

.43*** .32*** −.34*** −.41*** 3.50 (.60)

6. Political ideology −.44*** −.24*** .26*** .39*** −.60*** 4.86 (1.97)

7. Age −.03 −.08 −.04 −.09 −.01 .09 28.09 (13.15)

8. Objective SES −.05 .08 −.05 −.06 .24*** −.1 .18** 0 (1.56)

9. Subjective SES −.03 .02 .04 −.04 .07 .04 .13* .48*** 5.73 (1.36)

Note: Pearson correlation.

***p < .001; **p < .01; *p < .05.
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using the Holm's method (Holm, 1979). In the first model, we included gender, political ideology, 
and objective and subjective socioeconomic status in order to assess the model improvement by 
incorporating the social justice principles in our second model. Next, we estimated a model also 
including the four social justice principles. Our dependent variable was attitudes toward social 
protection policies in both models. As shown in Table 2, an increase in the endorsement of equal-
ity and need as principles of social justice was related to more positive attitudes toward social 
protection policies. Conversely, an increase in the endorsement of equity and entitlement as social 
justice principles was associated with more negative attitudes toward social protection policies. 
As part of our exclusion criteria, we used an attention check that was originally intended for an 
experimental manipulation. To ensure the robustness of our findings and to verify if there were 
any effects of the manipulation on the results presented here, we performed additional analyses 
(see the code for Study 1 in the OSF page provided above). These included participants who failed 
the manipulation check, as well as incorporating the experimental manipulation as a predictor in 
the models. The results from these supplementary analyses were similar to those presented here.

Discussion

Our non-preregistered analyses yielded interesting results. We found that endorsing ideas such 
as that a society is fair when goods and desserts are equally distributed among members of 
this society or when the society takes care of those in need predicted more favorable attitudes 
toward social protection policies. Conversely, agreeing with ideas such as it is just that hard-
working people earn more than others, or that it is just that people with higher resources enjoy 
better living conditions predicted more negative attitudes toward social protection policies.

STU DY 2

In Study 2, we aimed to confirm the exploratory results previously found in Study 1 with a 
high-quality dataset including representative samples from 29 European countries and using a 

TA B L E  2  Exploratory regression models in Study 1 on attitudes toward social protection policies.

Model 1. Only covariates Model 2. All variables

B CI SE B β p B CI SE B β p

(Intercept) 4.18 3.87 to 4.48 .14 0 <.001 3.76 3.26 to 4.27 .26 0 <.001

Political ideology −.17 −.20 to −.15 .01 −.57 <.001 −.12 −.14 to −.09 .01 −.37 <.001

Objective status .08 .04 to .12 .02 .21 <.001 .08 .04 to .11 .02 .19 <.001

Subjective status −.01 −.05 to .03 .02 −.02 .697 −.01 −.05 to .03 .02 −.01 .789

Gendera .14 .04 to .24 .05 .12 .018 .06 −.04 to .16 .05 .05 .426

Equality .10 .05 to .17 .03 .17 .006

Need .12 .04 to .20 .04 .13 .013

Equity −.14 −.21 to .08 .03 −.19 <.001

Entitlement −.09 −.17 to .03 .05 −.13 .033

Observations 319 319

R2/R2 adjusted .403/.396 .501/.488

ΔR2 .098***

aRefence category for gender is “Man.”

***p < .001.
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different, although related, dependent measure: attitudes toward redistribution. This concept 
is related to social protection policies, but is more specific, focused on those beliefs about the 
active role and responsibility of the state in the allocation of resources in a nation or state to 
reduce inequality. The data is publicly available at the European Social Survey website (ESS, 
2018).

Hypotheses

Based on results of exploratory analyses of Study 1, we hypothesized that on one hand, endors-
ing equality (H1a) and need (H1b) as social justice principles would positively predict attitudes 
toward redistribution. On the other hand, we expected that endorsing equity (H1c) and entitle-
ment (H1d) as social justice principles would negatively predict attitudes toward redistribution.

Method

Participants

We used data from the European Social Survey Round 9 (ESS, 2018) released in June 2020. 
The survey collected data from 49,519 participants (53.51% women, Mage = 51.06, SD = 18.65) 
in 29 countries.

Measures

Attitudes toward social justice principles
The distributive principles were measured in the survey using a single item for each one. The 
heading of the question was as follows: “There are many different views as to what makes a so-
ciety fair or unfair. How much do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements?” 
For equality, the item was “A society is fair when income and wealth are equally distributed 
among all people.” The item to capture attitudes toward the need principle was “A society is 
fair when it takes care of those who are poor and in need, regardless of what they give back.” 
The attitude toward equity as social justice principle was measured with the following item: 
“A society is fair when hard-working people earn more than others.” The last item, “A society 
is fair when people from families with high social status enjoy privileges,” measured attitudes 
toward entitlement as a principle of social justice. These four items used a Likert scale with a 
range of 1 (Agree strongly) to 5 (Disagree strongly). Participants indicated the degree of agree-
ment with each one. We reversed these items so that higher scores mean a higher degree of 
agreement in our analyses. This measure has been assessed before and showed acceptable 
levels of measurement quality, expect in Bulgaria (Adriaans & Fourré, 2022).

Support for redistribution
This variable was measured with the item: “The government should take measures to re-
duce differences in income levels.” Participants indicated their degree of agreement using a 
Likert scale with a range of 1 (Agree strongly) to 5 (Disagree strongly). As with the previous 
measure, we reversed the scores so that higher ones mean a higher degree of agreement in 
our analyses.

We also included political ideology, income, educational level, country's Gini index, poverty 
rate, and gross domestic product per capita (see the online supporting information for details 
on how these variables were measured).
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Analytical approach

We fitted four multilevel models using the lmer4 package (Bates et al., 2015) in the R program 
(R version 4.1.2; R Core Team, 2020). This involved fitting four distinct models that progres-
sively integrated individual and country-level variables. The intercept-only model revealed 8% 
of variance attributed to country-level differences in support for redistribution. To counter 
potential bias, we continued with multilevel analysis. Model 1 incorporated individual-level 
control variables, while Model 2 integrated predictor variables, providing insights into the 
relationship. Model 3 extended this by considering both individual and country-level factors. 
Online supporting information contain comprehensive details about our analytical approach, 
process, and these models, including statistical indices that affirm the adequate fit of our ap-
proach to the data (Table 3).

Results

As shown in Table 3, including all control variables at individual and country level, attitudes 
toward equality (H1a) and need (H1b) as social justice principles positively predicted partici-
pants' support for redistribution across models. Attitudes toward equity (H1c) as social justice 
principle did not significantly predict support for redistribution. As predicted, attitudes toward 
entitlement (H1d) as principle of social justice negatively predicted the degree of agreement with 
government intervention to reduce income disparities in the country. Individual variables in-
cluded as controls also significantly predicted support for redistribution: Political ideology as 
well as income and educational level negatively predicted support for redistribution, that is, the 
more right-wing a person is and the more income and education they have, the less in favor they 
are of resource redistribution. Compared to men, women displayed higher levels of support for 
income redistribution through government action. Country-level variables included as controls 
did not show a significant predictive role in our models. In addition, we tested these same models 
by holding the number of observations across them constant. The results were similar.

Discussion

Results of this study suggest that attitudes toward social justice principles may play an im-
portant role in one important construct related to public resource governance: the support for 
income redistribution through government action. However, several limitations in the present 
study invite us to be cautious in our interpretations. All the constructs were assessed using one-
item only measures, which are far from being perfect in most cases. Further, the validity of these 
measures for assessing attitudes toward social justice principles has recently been questioned 
(Van Hootegem et al., 2021). As these authors have argued, inter alia, the conceptualization of 
the need principle in the ESS survey may reflect only one specific aspect of these principles. In 
particular, they suggested that it provides a very generous understanding of the need principle, 
conceptually close to the equality one. In the same vein, Adriaans and Fourré (2022) warned 
about the possible limitations of need and equity items as independent variables in empirical 
models because of the low within and between-country variation in response to these items.

STU DY 3

Given our previous results, Study 3 was designed to replicate them and explore the relation-
ship between attitudes toward social justice principles and attitudes toward social protection 
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policies including attributions for poverty as a mediator variable. Considering that the re-
sults obtained in the preceding studies were exploratory (in Study 1) and not preregistered 
(in Study 2), in Study 3, we seek to replicate these findings by preregistering the hypotheses 
and conducting new data collection to subject them to rigorous examination. This approach 
aligns with recommendations from some authors concerning preregistrations (e.g., Van't Veer 
& Giner-Sorolla, 2016).

Preregistered hypotheses

We hypothesized that attitudes toward social protection policies would be positively predicted 
by attitudes toward equality (H1a) and need (H1b) and negatively predicted by attitudes to-
ward equity (H1c) and entitlement (H1d) as social justice principles. Regarding attributions 
for poverty, we expected that individualistic attributions would negatively predict attitudes 
toward social protection policies (H2a) and that structural attributions would positively pre-
dict the latter (H2b).

Exploratorily, we propose that scores in individualistic poverty attributions will negatively 
correlate with attitudes toward equality and need as social justice principles and positively 
with attitudes toward equity and entitlement as social justice principles. In the case of struc-
tural attributions, we expect to find the reverse pattern: Scores in these attributions will posi-
tively correlate with attitudes toward equality and need as social justice principles and 
negatively with attitudes toward equity and entitlement as social justice principles. We will also 
explore whether attributions for poverty will mediate the relation between social justice orien-
tations and attitudes toward social protection policies.1

Method

Participants

Our online survey yielded 566 responses from undergraduate students at a university in the 
south of Spain. These participants willingly volunteered to take part in the study and were 
offered a chance to enter a prize draw for €50. Data collection occurred in April 2021, and the 
survey was distributed through the university's mailing list. Answers from 72 participants were 
removed because they met our exclusion criteria (e.g., taking more than 1 hour to complete the 
questionnaire). After this, 494 responses remained (Mage = 24.53, SD = 7.25; 70.45% women).

Measures

We measured attitudes toward social protection policies (α = .90) with the same scale as in 
Study 1. We also used the Basic Social Justice Orientations scale (Hülle et al., 2018) to assess 
attitudes toward equality (average inter-item correlation = .45), need (average inter-item cor-
relation = .35), equity (average inter-item correlation = .40), and entitlement (r = .62, p < .001). 
Political ideology and subjective SES were also measured as in Study 1. To measure objective 

 1It is important to acknowledge that there are some manual errors in the wording of the hypotheses as formulated in the 
preregistration process. Specifically, in Hypothesis 2b, it is stated that structural attributions will negatively predict attitudes 
toward social protection. However, from a theoretical standpoint, it is logically expected that they would positively predict the 
latter. Secondly, in the hypotheses concerning mediations, the mediator variable appears mistakenly as the independent variable, 
and vice versa. While these were originally intended as exploratory hypotheses, we deem it crucial to address and highlight these 
discrepancies.
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SES, in addition to household income and educational level, we included parents' educational 
level, considering that most of our participants would be university students. We standardized 
and summed these scores to obtain a general measure of objective SES.

Attributions for poverty
We adapted to Spain 19 items taken from Furnham (1982) and Weiner et al. (2011) to meas-
ure individualistic and structural attributions for poverty. The format of response was from 
1 (Totally disagree) to 5 (Totally agree). We measured individualistic attributions (α = .90) with 
nine items (e.g., “Lack of effort”) and structural attributions (α = .77) with 10 items (e.g., “Lack 
of jobs to access”). We also conducted a confirmatory factor analysis that showed acceptable 
fit indicators for a two-factor solution (see the online supporting information). As might be 
expected, individualistic attributions were positively related to political ideology and nega-
tively related to attitudes toward social protection, while structural attributions were positively 
related to attitudes toward social protection and negatively related to ideology. Table 4 shows 
the descriptive statistics and correlations between variables in this study.

Results

Preregistered hypotheses

To test the first set of hypotheses (1a, 1b, 1c, and 1d), we fitted two multiple regression models 
using ordinary least squares (OLS), including attitudes toward social protection policies as de-
pendent variables; as in Study 1, we adjusted the p value for multiple testing. In the first model, 
we included control variables (objective and subjective SES, political ideology). In the second 
model, we included the four justice principles. This model explained a significant proportion 
of the variance, R2 = .59, F(8, 481) = 86.58, p < .001, adjusted R2 = .58. We also checked for mul-
tiple regression assumptions (see the online supporting information). As shown in Table 5, the 
results confirmed and replicated our findings from Studies 1 and 2. Attitudes toward equality 
and need as social justice principles positively predicted attitudes toward social protection 
policies; attitudes toward equity and entitlement as social justice principles were negatively 
associated with these attitudes.

We followed the same procedure to test Hypothesis 2a, that individualistic attributions 
would negatively predict attitudes toward social protection policies, and Hypothesis 2b, that 
structural attributions would positively predict the latter. To achieve these goals, we fitted two 
regression models using OLS (see Table 6); assumptions checking can be found in the online 
supporting information. The first model included the covariates. As shown in Table 6, objec-
tive SES positively predicted attitudes toward social protection policies, whereas subjective 
SES negatively predicted political ideology (higher scores reflecting right-win orientation). 
The second model, including all variables, explained a significant proportion of the variance, 
R2 = .65, F(6, 483) = 148.44, p < .001, adjusted R2 = .64. As expected, higher scores in individu-
alistic attributions predicted negative attitudes toward social protection policies, while higher 
scores in structural attributions predicted positive attitudes toward social protection policies, 
confirming Hypothesis 2a and Hypothesis 2b

Exploratory hypotheses

As we hypothesized, exploratorily, individualistic attributions for poverty correlated nega-
tively with equality and need as justice principles but correlated positively with equity and 
entitlement as justice principles (see Table 4). Structural attributions, on the other hand, were 
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related positively to equality and need, but related negatively to equity and entitlement as so-
cial justice principles.

We estimated several mediation models including the four justice principles as predictor 
variables, one in each model, attitudes toward social protection policies as criteria variables, 
and individualistic attributions and structural attributions as mediators, so we conducted eight 
mediation analyses (see Figures  1 and 2). Individual attributions mediated the relationship 
between the four social justice principles and attitudes toward social protection policies. On 
one hand, attitudes toward equality and need negatively predicted individualistic attributions 
leading to more favorable attitudes toward social protection policies; equity and entitlement 
positively predicted individualistic attributions, which led to a more negative attitude toward 
these policies. Structural attributions for poverty also mediated the relation between attitudes 
toward social justice principles and attitudes toward social protection policies except for at-
titudes toward equity, where no indirect effect was observed. However, these indirect effects 
were small and explained a small proportion of the total effect, used here as a measure of effect 
size for the mediation models.

Discussion

Results of Study 3 replicated our previous findings. These outcomes further suggest the role of 
attributions in the relationship between normative orientations toward the distributive justice 
principle and social protection policies, linking attribution theory with theories on individual 
orientations toward distributive justice principles. Greater belief in equality and necessity as 
justice principles that should guide the allocation of resources in a society lead to less blaming 
of people in poverty for their situation, which in turn leads to more positive attitudes toward 
protection policies focused on people in poverty. The belief that resources should be allocated 
equitably based on individual contributions or entitlements based on ascriptive characteristics 
highlights individualistic causes for poverty, which leads to a more negative attitude toward 
social protection policies.

F I G U R E  1  Individualistic attributions for poverty as mediators between attitudes toward social justice 
principles and attitudes toward social protection policies. The numbers in brackets refer to the 95% confidence 
intervals.
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GEN ERA L DISCUSSION

Our studies provided consistent evidence demonstrating the impact of citizens' normative ori-
entations toward general social justice principles on their attitudes toward social protection 
policies. People who support the notion that a society is fair when all people coexisting in it 
have similar living conditions and incomes (equality) also support the idea that government 
should intervene to reduce differences in income levels and have a more positive attitude to-
ward social protection policies targeting people in poverty. Similarly, the trend observed for 
the orientation toward need as a social justice principle was consistent across all three studies: 
The notion that a just society takes care of those members who are in need is positively related 
with supporting government intervention for redistribution and with more favorable attitudes 
toward social protection policies focused on people in poverty.

However, endorsing equity as the logic of resources allocation leads to less support for gov-
ernment intervention to reduce income differences and to a more negative attitude toward 
social protection policies. This observation is in line with theoretical expectations, given that 
the conceptualization of equity aligns reasonably with meritocracy—that is, the belief that 
rewards are based on individual merits, whose relationship with attitudes toward redistribu-
tion has been previously documented (e.g., García-Sánchez et al., 2020). Regarding attitudes 
toward entitlement as a principle of social justice, we found evidence in our studies that high 
scores in this principle predicted lower support for reducing income differences and a more 
negative attitude toward social protection policies. Despite criticisms directed at this construct 
(Van Hootegem et al., 2021), we have found consistent results and, although in the same direc-
tion, not equivalent to those of the equity principle (e.g., the latter was not a significant predic-
tor in Study 2). Beliefs that resources should be redistributed based on status acquired in the 
past do seem relevant to our case.

Our work confirms and extends the findings of other studies on the relationship between 
principles of justice and attitudes toward redistribution and social protection (Andress & 
Heien, 2001; Lewin-Epstein et al., 2003). Distinctively, we use more elaborate measures of so-
cial justice principles and of how resources should be distributed in society. This sets us apart 
from other important contributions that have used proxy measures such as the importance 
that certain criteria should have in determining wages (Lewin-Epstein et al., 2003) or have not 
included all justice principles (Andress & Heien, 2001). In addition, we replicate these findings 
using a database with representative samples from 29 European countries.

F I G U R E  2  Structural attributions for poverty as mediators between attitudes toward social justice principles 
and attitudes toward social protection. The numbers in brackets refer to the 95% confidence intervals.
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Another important contribution of this research is to extend the framework of the research 
conducted to date, proposing a model in which the relation between preferences for differ-
ent principles of social justice and attitudes toward social protection policies is mediated by 
attributions for poverty. Notably, this model reveals that individualistic attributions played 
a more substantial role than structural attributions in elucidating the causal connection be-
tween attitudes toward social justice principles and attitudes toward social protection poli-
cies. Orientations toward equity and entitlement are positively related to explaining poverty in 
terms of personal responsibility for such a situation, which leads to a more negative attitude 
toward social protection policies. In turn, when people prefer the justice principles of equal-
ity and need, they are more likely to explain poverty in wider sociostructural terms, which 
results in a more positive attitude toward social protection policies. In this manner, our re-
search bridges two previous lines of research. The first one demonstrates that normative ori-
entations toward justice, as part of personal values, influence poverty attributions (Lepianka 
et al., 2010), while the second illustrates how poverty attributions influence attitudes toward 
social protection (Bullock et al., 2003). However, other interpretations are also possible, and 
future research should be conducted to address this. For instance, one might think that attri-
butions for poverty influence social justice orientations. That is, beliefs about the root causes 
of poverty could exert an influence on individuals' convictions regarding the principles that 
should govern resource allocation within a society. Subsequently, these principles could im-
pact attitudes toward social protection. In line with the dynamics of many intricate psychoso-
cial phenomena, one would expect a bidirectional and not just a unidirectional relationship. 
While this bidirectional nature seems plausible, further exploration is necessary, and such 
nuanced relationships warrant investigation in future research endeavors.

We treated attitudes toward principles of justice as general normative orientations, not refer-
ring to concrete domains of welfare. Thus, our research question has a different focus from re-
search studying how citizens prefer different social justice principles for different welfare domains 
(Van Hootegem et al., 2021). These approaches respond to different interests, but they could be 
complementary. New research could address how preferences for different distribution logics in 
different welfare domains, considering what will be distributed, are shaped by previous normative 
orientations about ideas of what is a just society, as well as the variables explaining this. On the 
other hand, because it is outside our main objective, we have decided not to focus on the role of 
political ideology in the link between social justice principles. While political ideology undoubt-
edly represents an essential aspect in understanding the dynamics of the variables examined in 
this study, we acknowledge that its comprehensive exploration lies beyond the scope of this article.

Our research has several limitations that should be noted. First, the studies presented here 
have a correlational nature, so our capacity to draw causal inferences is limited, and we cannot 
definitively exclude other explanations for the relationship found. We found consistent and 
significant relations that supported the predictions made in Studies 2 and 3, based on Study 1 
results; we have also suggested a causal path for these relations. However, as mentioned earlier, 
more theoretical development and empirical research is needed. Indeed, to further elucidate 
and strengthen the model proposed in this study, it would be beneficial to conduct new studies 
that involve manipulating social justice orientations. By directly manipulating these orienta-
tions, we could determine causal relationships and gain a deeper understanding of their im-
pact on attitudes toward social protection and public policies through attributions for poverty. 
Certain precautions must be acknowledged concerning the characteristics of the samples in 
Studies 1 and 3. For instance, in Study 3 more women than men participated. Although we 
have controlled for gender in our analyses, it is important to remain mindful of the dispro-
portionality in gender representation. Furthermore, both Study 1 and Study 3 samples consist 
of relatively young individuals with relatively low socioeconomic status, although we found 
similar results in Study 2, which representative samples from many countries.
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We must recognize that our study focused on two primary dimensions of poverty attributions, 
namely individualistic and structural attributions. We acknowledge that this approach may not 
capture the entirety of the complexity surrounding poverty attributions. Future research efforts 
could explore a more comprehensive model that includes a broader array of dimensions.

Finally, another constraint lies in the way that our main variable, attitudes toward justice 
principles, is operationalized. In our sample, the Basic Social Justice Orientations scale did not 
fully meet some of the statistical criteria, in terms of its dimensionality, that would be expected. 
Although they were acceptable overall, we join concerns about the need for further theoretical 
and empirical development on how to measure these constructs expressed by other authors (Van 
Hootegem et al., 2021). This does not undermine the validity of our conclusions but points to the 
need for further improvement in the measures used to capture attitudes and normative orienta-
tions toward principles of social justice. Here we established a framework for further research on 
this topic in what we hope will be a fruitful way in the future; we emphasize that, as in any other 
field of study, in-depth collective theoretical and methodological discussion is necessary.
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