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This project investigates (a) the conditions under which inequalities are perceived as problems of justice and 

(b) how embedment in different social contexts influences the formation of attitudes to justice across the life 

course. 

We assume that individuals evaluate inequalities in terms of whether they consider them just, and that they 

hold particular attitudes toward justice because, and as long as, these help them to attain their fundamental 

goals and to solve, especially, the problems that arise through cooperation with other people (cooperative 

relations). As a result, attitudes on justice are not viewed either as rigidly stable orientations across the life 

span or as “Sunday best beliefs” i.e. short-lived opinions that are adjusted continuously to fit situational 

interests. Instead, they are regarded as being shaped by the opportunities for learning and making 

comparisons in different phases of the life course and different social contexts. 

The goal of the project is to use longitudinal survey data to explain why individuals have particular notions 

of justice. The key aspect is taken to be changes in the social context—particularly households, social 

networks, or workplaces—in which individuals are embedded across their life course. This is because social 

contexts offer opportunities to make social comparisons and engage in social learning, processes that are 

decisive in the formation of particular attitudes to justice. The project will test this empirically by setting up a 

special longitudinal panel in which the same individuals will be interviewed three times over an 11-year 

period. 

The results of the project will permit conclusions to be drawn on the consequences of changes in a society's 

social and economic structure for its members' ideas about justice. The project therefore supplements the 

analysis of the mechanisms that produce inequality, which is the focus of SFB 882 as a whole, by looking at 

subjective evaluations, and it complements that focus by addressing the mechanisms of attitude formation. 

Research goals 

(1) Analysis of the conditions in which justice is used as a criterion for evaluating inequalities. 

(2) Explanation of attitudes toward justice as the outcome of comparison and learning processes mediated by 

the social context. 

(3) Longitudinal observation of the individual development of attitudes to justice over the life course. 

Research design 

(1) Continuation and expansion of the longitudinal survey of evaluations of justice conducted by the German 

Socio-Economic Panel Study (SOEP). 

(2) Commencement of an independent longitudinal panel with ties to the process-generated individual data of 

the German Institute for Employment Research (IAB) and information on companies and households (the 

plan is to carry out three survey waves over an 11-year period). 


