
Psychology, 2017, 8, 2031-2046 
http://www.scirp.org/journal/psych 

ISSN Online: 2152-7199 
ISSN Print: 2152-7180 

 

DOI: 10.4236/psych.2017.812130  Oct. 26, 2017 2031 Psychology 
 

 
 
 

Social Inequality and System-Justifying 
Function of Compensatory Judgments  
in Person Perception*,# 

Naoya Yada, Tomoko Ikegami 

Department of Psychology, Osaka City University, Osaka, Japan 

 
 
 

Abstract 
This study addressed the system-justifying function of compensatory judg-
ments in person perception. We hypothesized that compensatory judgments 
of competence and warmth would create an illusion of equality, thereby fulfil-
ling system-justifying motives in the economically unequal society. An expe-
rimental vignette study was conducted with 188 Japanese university students. 
Results indicated that evaluating target persons in a compensatory manner 
enhanced the perceived legitimacy of the current social system when partici-
pants were led to believe that a significant economic gap exists in Japan be-
tween the rich and the poor. This suggests that compensatory judgments serve 
to system justification through restoring the impaired belief in equality. We 
discussed the implications of our results for system justification theory and 
the literature on compensation effects in social judgments. 
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1. Introduction 

Numerous studies have investigated the psychological mechanisms that deter-
mine how impressions of others are formed. In recent years, the compensatory 
judgment in person or group perception has received much attention. Although 
individuals or groups are evaluated on various trait dimensions, there is sub-
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stantial agreement that these trait dimensions converge into two fundamental 
dimensions: competence and warmth (e.g., Rosenberg, Nelson, & Vivekanan-
than, 1968; Fiske et al., 2007; for a review, see Cuddy, Fiske, & Glick, 2008). In-
terestingly, judgments based on these two fundamental dimensions are likely to 
fall into a compensatory pattern (i.e., targets are evaluated high on one dimen-
sion and low on the other) (Judd, James-Hawkins, Yzerbyt, & Kashima, 2005; 
Yzerbyt, Kervyn, & Judd, 2008). However, this is not always the case. Early work 
on person perception revealed that competence and warmth were positively re-
lated to each other (i.e., halo effect or non-compensation) (Rosenberg et al., 
1968). In addition, Judd et al. (2005) demonstrated that, while perceivers who 
observed only one target (individual or group) judged the target in a 
non-compensatory manner, perceivers who observed two targets contrasted on 
either of one dimension judged the targets in a compensatory manner. 

Moreover, it was demonstrated that a compensatory judgment occurs even in 
the single target condition if perceivers compared the target to themselves. For 
example, Yada and Ikegami (2010) showed that their participants evaluated a 
target person who was perceived as more competent than themselves as less 
warm than the target perceived as less competent than themselves. Prior to these 
studies, it was also demonstrated that, while perceivers judged a target person 
who was more competent than themselves as less warm than themselves, they 
judged the less competent target as warmer than themselves (Ikegami, 2006). 
Although these studies only addressed how impressions about competent or in-
competent target persons were formed, it is inferred that the perception of the 
target’s superiority or inferiority in a certain dimension might lead perceivers to 
balance it in another dimension. Little is known, however, about why such me-
chanisms operate when forming impressions of others. 

Yada and Ikegami (2010; 2012; 2014) explored the conditions under which com-
pensatory judgments of a competent or incompetent person on the warmth dimen-
sion are triggered, with a focus on the mediating role of social comparison-based 
emotions: admiration, envy, contempt, and pity (Smith, 2000). Yada and Ikega-
mi (2014) predicted, based on Smith’s (2000) characterization of each of the so-
cial comparison-based emotions, that envy (which motivates one to find reasons 
to dislike the advantaged person to justify one’s own ill will) and pity (which 
motivates one to elevate the disadvantaged person in some important dimension 
as a sort of remedy) instigate compensatory judgments about the target per-
ceived as superior and inferior on the competence dimension, respectively. As a 
result, whereas pity had no effect on evaluations of the incompetent target, envy 
toward the competent target increased the compensation effect. Given that envy 
is evoked by experiences of both the target’s superiority and one’s own inferiori-
ty (Smith, 2000), envy may be associated with the maintenance or defense of 
self-esteem. If this were the case, part of the compensation effect in person per-
ception could be explained in terms of self-evaluation maintenance. However, 
even after partialling out the impact of envy, the target’s competence had a direct 
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and negative effect on the perceived warmth. Moreover, elevating an evaluation 
of the incompetent target’s warmth cannot be explained by such 
self-enhancement motives, because within this self-evaluation maintenance 
framework it is predicted that people perceive themselves as both more compe-
tent and warmer than others. From these, one may argue that there is another 
factor besides such individualistic self-esteem motives that determines the oc-
currence of compensatory judgments. Thus, the current study focuses on a so-
cietal-level rather than an individual-level motive from the perspective of system 
justification theory, which contends that people sometimes prioritize societal 
motives at the sacrifice of individual or group-level interests (Jost & Banaji, 
1994). 

1.1. System Justification Theory 

The basic tenet of system justification theory (Jost & Banaji, 1994; Jost, Banaji, & 
Nosek, 2004) is that there is a general psychological tendency to justify and ra-
tionalize the status quo; that is, there is a motive to view the system to which one 
belongs as good, fair, legitimate, and desirable. In fact, a number of experimental 
studies revealed that people defend and bolster the legitimacy of the current so-
cial system following exposure to various manipulations of system threat (Jost, 
Kivetz, Rubini, Guermandi, & Mosso, 2005; Kay, Jost, & Young, 2005). This mo-
tive is deemed to stem from such fundamental needs as epistemic needs to attain 
certainty, consistency, and meaning, as well as existential needs to reduce threat 
and distress, which all humans possess in varying degrees (Jost, Glaser, Krug-
lanski, & Sulloway, 2003; Jost & Hunyady, 2005; Hennes, Nam, Stern, & Jost, 
2012). The system justification motive comes into play regardless of whether or 
not one strongly identifies with (or feels strongly attached to) the society to 
which he/she belongs. Kay, Gaucher, Peach, Laurin, Friesen, Zanna, and Spencer 
(2009) demonstrated that a mere perception of the fact that one’s outcomes were 
dependent on a particular overarching system and that it was difficult to exit the 
system increased the desire to legitimize the social system. It was also assured 
that such perceptions did not affect one’s personal and collective self-esteem 
(Laurin, Shepherd, & Kay, 2010); just living in a society is enough to motivate 
people to justify the current status of that society. 

1.2. System-Justifying Function of Complementary Stereotypes:  
Illusion of Equality 

One sometimes experiences a conflict between a system justification motive and 
one’s personal values. If the current social system (e.g., capitalism, liberal econ-
omy) causes inequality, the system justification motive will conflict with the ega-
litarian worldview. Kay and his colleagues argued that complementary stereo-
types, which imply that that all groups or individuals have both advantages and 
disadvantages (i.e., one is superior on a certain dimension, but inferior on 
another) will mitigate such conflicts by creating the illusion of equality, thus 
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enabling people to justify the current social system. In other words, when one is 
aware that there is a significant disparity between two social targets (i.e., A is 
superior to B) on a certain aspect (e.g., wealth or competence), the activation of 
complementary stereotypes leads to the idea that this difference between these 
two targets is reversed or balances out (i.e., B is superior to A) on other dimen-
sions (e.g., happiness or morality) and that, as a consequence, they are leveled 
out. Accordingly, complementary stereotypes encourage us to perceive the cur-
rent social system as just and legitimate by creating an illusion of equality (e.g., 
Jost et al., 2005; Kay & Jost, 2003; Kay et al., 2005; for a review, see Kay, Jost, 
Mandisodza, Sherman, Petrocelli, & Johnson, 2007). 

In support of this argument, some studies have provided empirical evidence 
for the system-justifying function of complementary stereotypes. Kay and Jost 
(2003) demonstrated that their American participants who were presented with 
a complementary exemplar (i.e., “one is poor, but happy” and “the other is rich, 
but unhappy”) rated the legitimacy of the current American society higher than 
their counterparts who were presented with a non-complementary exemplar 
(i.e., “one is poor and unhappy” and “the other is rich and happy”). Further-
more, Kay et al. (2005) showed that system threat (e.g., participants were told 
that “Many countries in the world are enjoying better social, economic, and po-
litical conditions than the United States”) led people to rate the powerful people 
as more intelligent, but less happy, than the powerless, and the obese people as 
lazier, but more sociable, than normal weight people, in line with complementa-
ry stereotypes. Jost et al. (2005) demonstrated that the perceived magnitude of 
inequality in economy between two regions (North vs. South) was associated 
with increased stereotyping such that high-status regional group members were 
more agentic, but less communal, than low-status regional group members, 
which in turn was associated with a higher level of perceived legitimacy and sta-
bility of the system. However these studies may have latent limitations. One 
should note that the messages used in Kay et al. (2005) did not refer to or com-
ment on the issues of inequality in the current society. The findings by Jost et al. 
(2005) were based on the correlational data. It therefore remained unclear 
whether participants were actually motivated to create an illusion of equality (to 
restore their sense of equality) through activating the complementary stereo-
types and, hence, were making compensatory judgments. Thus the present re-
search made an attempt to directly address this issue by experimentally manipu-
lating the level of threat to equality in society. 

1.3. Compensatory Judgments in Person Perception  
and System Justification 

From the studies mentioned above, one could argue that compensatory judg-
ments, in which a competent person is perceived as less warm and an incompe-
tent person as warmer, occur as a result of the application of complementary 
stereotypes driven by the system justification motive. In other words, if the tar-
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get is superior to others (including the perceiver) in terms of competence, the 
target’s high competence might be interpreted as a virtue. Conversely, if the tar-
get is inferior in terms of competence, the target’s low-competence might be in-
terpreted as a vice. Judging the target’s warmth in a direction opposite to their 
competence means attributing a vice (i.e., low warmth) to a target who has a 
virtue (i.e., high competence) and a virtue (i.e., high warmth) to a target who has 
a vice (i.e., low competence). Thus, one may say that compensatory judgments 
in person perception are a process of confirming the belief that groups or indi-
viduals have both advantages and disadvantages by actively creating social tar-
gets consistent with complementary stereotypes. By so doing, perceivers possibly 
strengthen their belief in equality and then their sense of legitimacy of the cur-
rent social system to which they belong. If compensatory judgments have such 
system-justifying functions, they are more likely to occur and have stronger ef-
fects on the perceived legitimacy of the status quo, particularly when one’s egali-
tarian worldview is being threatened. 

1.4. The Present Research 

In order to test the notion described above, we conducted an experimental study 
with Japanese undergraduates, in which participants read a fictional article 
commenting on the economic gap in Japan to manipulate the levels of threat to 
their beliefs in equality and then evaluated a target person depicted as academi-
cally competent or incompetent on the two fundamental dimensions of compe-
tence and warmth. We hypothesized that, when exposed to a threat to equality, 
participants are motivated to defend and maintain their belief in equality, and 
consequently are more likely to evaluate the targets in a compensatory manner. 
Moreover, in such a situation, compensatory judgments are predicted to more 
prominently exert the system-justifying function.  

One should note that the tendency of compensatory judgments could be as-
sessed in two ways (Judd et al., 2005). The first is to assess the tendency that the 
target who is perceived as superior to the other on one dimension is judged as 
inferior to the other on another dimension (i.e., between-target compensation 
effect). The second is to assess the tendency that the higher the target is rated on one 
dimension, the lower the same target is evaluated on another (i.e., within-target 
compensation effect). Since the present research addressed the compensatory 
judgments in the single target situation, we employed the second measure 
(within-target compensation effect) to test the hypothesis below. 

Our hypotheses are described below: 
Hypothesis 1: Perceivers are more likely to make a compensatory judgment 

about (in)competent individuals in terms of warmth when exposed to a signifi-
cant (vs. insignificant) rich-poor economic gap in Japanese society. 

Hypothesis 2: Compensatory judgments more strongly exert a system-justifying 
function when exposed to a significant (vs. insignificant) rich-poor economic 
gap in Japanese society. 
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To verify the Hypothesis 1, we will compare the magnitude of within-target 
compensation effects (the tendency that the more competent the target is eva-
luated, the less warm the same target is evaluated) between the two experimental 
conditions, to see if the effect will be greater in the condition that poses a threat 
to the equality (high equality-threat condition) than in the one that poses no 
such threat (low equality-threat condition). To verify the Hypothesis 2, we will 
examine if it happens that the more the participants evaluate the target in a 
compensatory manner, the more they perceive their societal system as legitimate 
only in the high equality-threat condition. We will conduct a three-way mixed 
ANOVA and a three-way GLM analysis for testing Hypothesis 1 and 2, respec-
tively. 

2. Method 
2.1. Participants and Design 

One hundred and eighty-eight Japanese undergraduates (94 men and 94 wom-
en) participated in the study on a voluntary basis. All participants were recruited 
among students who were enrolled in introductory psychology courses at Osaka 
City University without screening. Their average age was 18.57 years (SD = 
0.80). This study used a 2 (threat to belief in equality: high vs. low) x 2 (target 
competence: high vs. low) factorial design. The participants were randomly as-
signed to one of these four experimental conditions. We decided to assign at 
least 20 participants to each of the two experimental conditions based on con-
ventional practices of experimental studies and to collect as many observations 
as we could in one class. Fifteen participants were eliminated because of missing 
values: Five participants were eliminated from the high-threat/high-competence 
target condition, two from the high-threat/low-competence target condition, 
and eight from the low-threat/low-competence target condition. Accordingly, 
the final sample consisted of 173 participants (86 men and 87 women). The av-
erage age of the final sample was 18.56 years (SD = 0.77). Thirty-one participants 
were assigned to the high-threat/high-competence target condition, thirty-six to 
the high-threat/low-competence target condition, fifty-seven to the low-threat/ 
high-competence target condition, and forty-nine to the low-threat/low-competence 
target condition. 

2.2. Procedure 

The study was administered in an anonymous mass-testing situation after class 
and all participants completed one of four versions of the questionnaires simul-
taneously. The first version contained a high equality-threat article combined 
with a high-competence target description, the second version contained a high 
equality-threat article combined with a low-competence target description, the 
third one contained a low equality-threat article with a high-competence target 
description, and the forth contained a low equality-threat article with a 
low–competence target description. Prior to asking undergraduates to fill in the 
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questionnaire, we told them both orally and in writing (on the cover sheet) that 
participation in the experiment was on a voluntary basis. Only those who agreed 
were asked to indicate their gender, age, and nationality on the cover sheet. 

2.2.1. Manipulation of Levels of Threat to Equality 
The participants read one of two fictional articles that consisted of a paragraph 
with two graphs depicting the current socioeconomic condition in Japan. In the 
high-threat condition, the article stated that the economic disparity in Japan was 
expanding yearly and was much wider than in other countries. In the low-threat 
condition, the article stated that the economic disparity in Japan was decreasing 
yearly and was narrower than other countries. We devised this method to alter 
the participants’ perception of the current economic situation with reference to 
the study by Kraus, Piff, and Keltner (2009). The participants then answered 
three manipulation check items. They indicated the degree to which they felt: a) 
the article was convincing (i.e., article credibility); b) the economic gap in Japan 
was expanding (i.e., gap expansion); and c) Japan was relatively equal (perceived 
equality) on a seven-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly 
agree). 

2.2.2. Measurement of Compensatory Judgments 
After manipulating the level of threat to equality in Japan, we conducted an im-
pression formation task. Two types of descriptions were constructed on the basis 
of Yada and Ikegami’s (2012) pilot study. In their pilot study, 46 undergraduates 
(18 male and 28 female) were asked to judge each of eighty behaviors on compe-
tence and warmth on a nine-point scale. Based on the mean for each behavior on 
each dimension that they calculated, we selected the behaviors that scored higher 
than 6 or lower than 4 on competence and scored between 4 and 6 on warmth as 
competence-related descriptions, and those that scored higher than 6 or lower 
than 4 on warmth and scored between 4 and 6 on competence as warmth-related 
descriptions. We also identified behaviors whose scores did not differ substan-
tially from the midpoint (i.e., ranged between 4 and 6) on either of the two di-
mensions as neutral descriptions. As a result, the high-competence target de-
scription consisted of seven high-competence, two high- and two low-warmth, 
and one neutral behaviors, whereas the low-competence target description con-
sisted of seven low-competence, two high- and two low-warmth, and one neutral 
behaviors. The warmth-related and neutral behaviors were identical across the 
high-competence and low-competence target conditions. The participants read 
one of the two descriptions about an academically competent (high-competence) 
or incompetent (low-competence) undergraduate student. They then made 
comparative judgments regarding competence and trait-descriptiveness ratings 
of the target based on competence and warmth. In comparative judgment, the 
participants answered the question “Who do you think is more competent, you 
or the target?” They were given two terms (excellence and competence) and in-
dicated their responses on a seven-point scale ranging from 1 (I am far superior 
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to the target) to 7 (the target is far superior to me). The scale midpoint (4) meant 
that participants perceived the target as equal to themselves. This was done to 
ensure that upward or downward comparison with respect to competence ac-
tually occurred. Next, the participants were given 20 trait terms and asked to in-
dicate the extent to which each trait described the target person on a nine-point 
scale ranging from 1 (not at all descriptive) to 9 (very descriptive). Of the 20 trait 
terms, ten were relevant to competence (α = 0.96), where five were positively 
denoted (efficient, wise, sensible, competent, and intelligent) and five were nega-
tively denoted (inefficient, foolish, thoughtless, incompetent, and unintelligent). 
The remaining ten trait terms were relevant to warmth (α = 0.89), where five 
were positively denoted (kind, warm, good-natured, considerate, and friendly) 
and five were negatively denoted (unkind, cold, ill-natured, inconsiderate, and 
unfriendly). These trait words were taken from the study by Yzerbyt et al. (2008) 
and modified for the current research. 

2.2.3. Measurement of Perceived Legitimacy  
of the Current Japanese Social System 

Finally, the participants completed the Japanese version of the diffuse system 
justification scale that was originally developed by Kay and Jost (2003). We 
modified the wording of some of the items to suit the Japanese context (α = 0.71, 
M = 3.17, SD = 0.80).1 The scale included eight questions regarding diffuse sys-
tems such as “In general, you find society to be fair” and “Japanese society needs 
to be radically restructured” (reverse scored). The participants were asked to in-
dicate the extent to which they agreed with each statement on a seven-point 
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). This scale “is de-
signed to capture differences in people’s explicitly stated confidence in the status 
quo and is not a measure of motive or one’s desire to justify the system” 
(Cutright, Wu, Banfield, Kay, & Fitzsimons, 2011: 67). Accordingly, the ratings 
on this scale could be interpreted as reflecting whether or not the participants 
believe in the legitimacy of the current social system after reading the above fic-
tional articles which enhanced or lowered the level of threat to equality. 

2.2.4. Debriefing 
Upon completion of the questionnaire, the participants were fully debriefed and 
thanked for their participation. In the debriefing, we explained the true purpose 
of the research and apologized for including fictional articles and target descrip-
tions in the questionnaire. 

3. Results 
3.1. Manipulation Checks 
3.1.1. Perceived Gap Expansion and Equality 
To examine whether the manipulation of the levels of threat to equality of Japa-

 

 

1We devised the Japanese version of the scale for use with permission from the author, Prof. John, T. 
Jost. 
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nese society was effective, a 2 (equality-threat condition: high vs. low) × 2 (target 
competence: high vs. low) analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted on each 
of these scores. These ANOVAs showed that only the main effects of the threat 
condition were significant for ratings of gap expansion (F(1, 169) = 22.88, p < 
0.001, 2

pη  = 0.119) and perceived equality (F(1, 169) = 5.85, p = 0.017, 2
pη  = 

0.033). Participants assigned to either of the high and low target competence 
conditions perceived a greater gap expansion and less equality in the high rela-
tive to the low threat condition. These results confirmed that the manipulation 
of the level of equality-threat was successful. 

3.1.2. Comparative Judgment on Competence 
Two relevant items for comparative judgment on competence were averaged 
because they are highly correlated: r = 0.88, p < 0.001. We performed a 2 
(equality-threat condition: high vs. low) × 2 (target competence: high vs. low) 
ANOVA on the comparative judgment scores and found only a main effect of 
the target condition to be significant: F(1, 169) = 331.87, p < 0.001, 2

pη  = 0.663. 
No other effects or interactions were significant: all Fs(1, 169) < 0.025, ns. To 
ensure that participants perceived the target as more competent than themselves 
in the high-competence condition and as less competent than themselves in the 
low-competence condition, we compared this score with the scale midpoint (i.e., 
4) for the high- and low-competence target conditions separately. This revealed 
that the high-competence target was rated as significantly higher (i.e., more 
competent) than the scale midpoint (M = 5.91, t(87) = 16.17, p < 0.001, Cohen’s 
d = 1.723) and the low-competence target as significantly lower (i.e., less com-
petent) than the scale midpoint (M = 3.00, t (84) = −9.99, p < 0.001, Cohen’s d = 
−1.084). These results confirmed that the manipulation of target competence 
worked appropriately regardless of the equality-threat conditions. 

3.2. Testing Hypothesis 

To test our hypotheses, we first created a measure of the within-target compen-
sation, as described earlier, by first subtracting the scale midpoint (i.e., 5) from 
each of the scores on perceived competence and warmth, multiplying these two 
scores, and finally multiplying this product by −1. This turned out to be an index 
such that the magnitude of positive value indicates a stronger tendency of com-
pensatory judgment, while the magnitude of negative value indicates a stronger 
tendency of non-compensatory judgment. 

3.2.1. Testing Hypothesis 1 
We hypothesized that people are more likely motivated to make compensatory 
judgment in person perception when their beliefs in equality of their society are 
being threatened. We therefore predicted that the amount of occurrence of 
compensatory judgments would be greater in the high-threat relative to low-threat 
condition. Therefore the within-target compensation measure described above 
was subjected to a 2 (equality-threat condition: high vs. low) × 2 (target compe-
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tence: high vs. low) two-way ANOVA. However, no significant effects were ob-
served. Thus, we could not obtain supportive evidence for Hypothesis 1. 

3.2.2. Testing Hypothesis 2 
We hypothesized that people are more inclined to rely on or utilize the system 
justifying function of compensatory judgments, namely the function of creating 
an illusion of equality, when they are faced with the threatening fact that a sig-
nificant inequality exists in the current society. We therefore predicted that the 
positive relationship between the tendency of compensatory judgments and the 
perceived legitimacy of the current social system becomes more salient in the 
unequal than in the equal (control) society. We tested this idea by analyzing the 
within-target compensation effects. The measure of perceived legitimacy of Jap-
anese society was subjected to a three-way general linear model (GLM) analysis 
that included the equality-threat condition and the target condition as categori-
cal variables, the measure of the within-target compensatory judgment (centered 
on the grand mean) as a continuous variable. This analysis revealed a significant 
two-way interaction effect between the equality-threat condition and the com-
pensatory judgment: F(1, 165) = 6.39, p = 0.012, 2

pη  = 0.037 (Figure 1). The 
simple effects of the compensatory judgment were tested in each equality-threat 
condition (Figure 1). In the high threat condition, those who were high on a 
measure of the compensatory judgment rated the legitimacy of the current so-
ciety (M = 3.36, SE = 0.13) higher than those who were low on this measure (M 
= 3.00, SE = 0.13), F(1, 63) = 5.01, p = 0.029, 2

pη  = 0.073. On the other hand, in 
the low threat condition, the compensatory judgment did not significantly affect 
the perceived legitimacy of the current social system (Ms = 3.06 and 3.34, SEs = 
0.12 and 0.12, for those who were high and low on a measure of compensation, 
respectively), F(1, 102) = 2.06, ns.2 The results were in line with Hypothesis 2 
that people would more likely rely on the system-justifying function of compen-
satory judgments in the face of threats to their belief in the equality of the cur-
rent society. One may at least say that compensatory judgments in person per-
ception are capable of restoring one’s sense of equality. 

4. Discussion 

In recent years, it has been demonstrated that person or group evaluation based 
on two fundamental dimensions (i.e., competence and warmth) tends to be  

 

 

2To confirm that the perceived credibility did not differ between the two types of articles 
(high-threat vs. low-threat), the scores on the article credibility were subjected to a 2 (equali-
ty-threat condition: high vs. low) × 2 (target competence: high vs. low) ANOVA. As a result, the 
main effect of the equality-threat condition was significant (F(1, 169) = 6.06, p = 0.015, 2

pη  = 
0.035), indicating that the article stating that economic inequality existed in Japan (M = 4.39) was 
judged as more credible than the one stating that it did not (M = 3.84). Accordingly, we 
re-conducted a GLM analysis adding the article credibility as a covariate. Although the article credi-
bility had the marginally significant effect on the perceived legitimacy, F(1, 164) = 3.10, p = 0.080, 

2
pη  = 0.019, the pattern of results as well as the significance level did not change substantially (F(1, 

164) = 5.54, p = 0.020, 2
pη  = 0.033 for the interaction effect between the equality-threat condition 

and the compensatory judgment). 
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Figure 1. Simple effects of compensatory judgments on system legitimacy as a function of 
equality condition. 

 
compensatory such that the target evaluated high on one of the two dimensions 
would be evaluated low on the other dimension (Judd et al., 2005; Yzerbyt et al., 
2008). The present research addresses when and why such compensatory judg-
ments emerge in person perception from the perspective of system justification 
theory (Jost & Banaji, 1994) combined with the arguments made by Kay et al. 
(2007) regarding the system-justifying function of complementary stereotypes. 

In our study, we examined whether individuals will make compensatory 
judgments in person perception in order to justify an economically unequal so-
ciety. We theorized that the compensatory judgments based on competence and 
warmth would buffer against threats to the belief in equality through creating an 
illusion of equality. Specifically, we manipulated the levels of threat to equality in 
Japanese society by using fictional articles commenting on the economic dispar-
ity in Japan and examined whether a threat to the belief in equality motivated 
participants to make compensatory judgments and rely on the system-justifying 
function (i.e., the function of creating an illusion of equality) of compensatory 
judgments. Unfortunately, we did not obtain any evidence to support our pre-
diction that compensatory judgments should more likely occur when partici-
pants are led to believe that a significant (relative to non-significant) economic 
disparity exists in Japan. However, it was shown that the positive relationship 
between the tendency of compensatory judgments and the level of perceived le-
gitimacy of Japan’s current social system became more conspicuous when par-
ticipants were led to believe that a significant (relative to non-significant) eco-
nomic disparity existed. This suggests that participants were more motivated to 
rely on the system-justifying function of complementary stereotypes, that is, the 
function of creating an illusion of equality, in the face of threats to their beliefs 
in equality in Japan. In other words, one could argue that the compensatory 
judgments in person perception serve as an effective means of restoring the im-
paired sense of equality and defend their perceived legitimacy of the current so-
cial system. 

The relationships between system justification and complementary stereo-
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types have been studied by several researchers. These previous studies demon-
strated that social judgments consistent with complementary stereotypes were 
instigated in the face of system threats induced by such messages as that the 
current social systems were insecure and ill-functioning (Jost et al., 2005; Kay et 
al., 2005). One should note that these messages did not refer to or comment on 
the issues of inequality in the current society. It therefore remained unclear 
whether participants were actually motivated to create an illusion of equality (to 
restore their sense of equality) through activating the complementary stereo-
types and, hence, making compensatory judgments. The current study is advan-
tageous on this point because we directly manipulated the participants’ percep-
tion of equality of the current society and successfully showed that a threat to 
their beliefs in equality instigated the system-justifying function of compensato-
ry judgments. The current results support our notion that compensatory judg-
ments in person perception can maintain or defend the perceivers’ sense of 
equality and, hence, contribute to justification of their current social system that 
yields economic inequality. 

Another advantage of this study is that it suggests that people will actively 
generate an exemplar that is consistent with complementary stereotypes for sys-
tem justification. Kay and Jost (2003) showed that exposure to complementary 
exemplars (vs. non-complementary exemplars) enhanced the perceived legiti-
macy of the social system. Unlike the study by Kay and Jost (2003), our partici-
pants were provided with diagnostic information only about the target’s compe-
tence and not about the target’s warmth. The participants, therefore, had to sub-
jectively make up for scarce and ambiguous information in order to evaluate the 
target’s warmth. They could have evaluated the target in either a compensatory 
or non-compensatory manner. The fact that compensatory judgments were as-
sociated with system justification only when the current Japanese society was 
perceived as unequal implies that they were more motivated to create an illusion 
of equality by generating a complementary exemplar when forming an impres-
sion of an individual. These findings suggest that the way of forming an impres-
sion of a certain individual is possibly determined by a macro structure of socie-
ty. However, we admit that we should be cautious regarding this causational 
conclusion because it could be the case that positive evaluation of one’s own so-
cial system leads one to make such compensatory judgments. 

4.1. Limitation 

Although some important contributions are described above, there remains an 
unresolved question: we failed to obtain evidence for our prediction that the 
amount of compensatory judgments should increase when faced with facts 
against the egalitarian worldview. From the current results, we cannot conclude 
that a threat to the social equality directly determines how impressions of others 
are formed (i.e., compensatory vs. non-compensatory). One possible reason for 
this is that the perception of economic inequality did not uniformly motivate 
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every participant to make a compensatory impression. In order for a threat to 
societal equality to operate as a threat to legitimacy of that society, it is a prere-
quisite that perceivers endorse the egalitarian norm advocating that all human 
beings are equal and that a society without status hierarchy is ideal. In our study, 
it was unclear whether all the participants equally endorsed egalitarian norms in 
terms of economy and we cannot deny the possibility that individual differences 
in endorsement of egalitarian norms muddied the effects. Future studies must 
measure and control for the degree to which participants believe in the egalita-
rian norms. 

4.2. Future Direction 

It is important to note that the legitimacy should be defined in terms of more 
than one dimension. In other words, some evaluate the legitimacy based on 
equality (i.e., equal amounts to each person) while others evaluate it on equity 
(i.e., proportionate amounts to each person on the basis of his/her inputs) (e.g., 
Mitchell, Tetlock, Mellers, & Ordonez, 1993). From the perspective of equity 
norms, the person who possesses a great ability to achieve an excellent outcome 
may be considered to deserve a high evaluation on warmth, which is a central 
and crucial personality dimension. If so, those who embrace equity norms are 
inclined to exhibit a stronger tendency of non-compensatory judgments (i.e., 
halo effects) about a competent or incompetent person they encounter and such 
psychological processes are more likely instigated when they are informed that 
the society is economically equal—every person enjoys an equal amount of re-
ward regardless of his/her contribution—because this violates equity norms. In 
such situations, non-compensatory judgments rather than complementary 
judgments should presumably serve as a system-justifying device. 

In line with the above argument, Kay, Czaplinski, and Jost (2009) revealed 
that the effect of complementary exemplars, depicted as rich but unhappy or as 
poor but happy, on system justification is moderated by the perceivers’ political 
orientation. To be specific, exposure to complementary exemplars served as sys-
tem justification for leftists (or liberals), whereas exposure to non-complementary 
exemplars (i.e., rich and happy or poor and unhappy) did the same for rightists 
(or conservatives). Their explanation was that left-wingers are inclined to make 
external attributions for failure and success, whereas right-wingers are inclined 
to make internal attributions. It can be interpreted instead that leftists tend to 
regard the equality norm as most important as the basis for justice, while righ-
tists tend to regard the equity norm as most important.  

In future studies, the multidimensionality of social justice should be taken 
into account to investigate which type of judgment (compensatory vs. 
non-compensatory) serves to justify the current social systems. 

4.3. Concluding Remarks 

This study is the first to provide direct experimental evidence for the relation-
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ship between system justification and compensation effects in person perception 
based on two fundamental dimensions of social judgments. We revealed that the 
compensatory judgments that emerged when forming an impression of a newly 
introduced person are capable of creating an illusion of equality that justifies the 
current social system, which yields significant and illegitimate economic dispar-
ity. Although a general tendency to perceive others in the compensatory manner 
based on the two fundamental dimensions of social judgments have been recur-
ringly observed, it remained unclear how and why such effects emerge. Our 
study provides a clue to understand the underlying mechanisms and the social 
function of the compensatory effects. This is the main contribution of the 
present study. Moreover, our results indicate that people can easily accept the 
unjust status quo through the way of changing their style of impression forma-
tion in everyday life. Such psychological mechanisms may hinder one’s willing-
ness to change a problematic status quo. Understanding the processes through 
which an overarching social system is justified will lead us to uncover impedi-
ments to system change motivation and find ways to encourage people to reform 
their society. 
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