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Marketers often assume that activities beneficial to consumers, such as discontinuing late fees for movie rentals, will lead to enhanced

evaluations of the brand. We demonstrate, in three studies, that favorable marketing activities may not always lead to enhanced

evaluations. Drawing on the organizational justice literature, we suggest that if consumers perceive that a marketing action is

procedurally unfair, they may evaluate a brand less favorably, even when they perceive that the action has a favorable and desirable

outcome. Our work adds to research on fairness in marketing by examining the role of perceived procedural injustice in the context of

favorable marketing activities.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Marketers strive to deliver benefits to consumers, such as

reducing late fees on DVD rentals, expecting that such benefits will
lead to enhanced brand evaluations. We demonstrate that this
expectation may not be accurate and suggest that consumer percep-
tions of procedural unfairness may negatively impact brand evalu-
ation.

Existing literature on perceived fairness in marketing has dealt
mainly with unfavorable outcomes to consumers (e.g. price in-
creases: Bolton and Alba 2006; Bolton, Warlop, and Alba 2003;
Xia, Monroe, and Cox 2004). In contrast, the organizational justice
literature distinguishes between outcome and procedural fairness
(Brockner and Wiesenfeld 1996). Outcome fairness refers to the
equity of outcomes (Brockner et al. 2003) and has been empirically
shown to be closely related to outcome favorability (Brockner and
Wiesenfeld 1996; Brockner et al. 2003; Lind and Tyler 1988).
Procedural fairness refers to the fairness of the process to obtain the
outcome (Lind and Tyler 1988; Thibaut and Walker 1975; Brockner
2002). Perceptions of procedural unfairness can negatively affect
evaluations especially when it is made salient (Brockner et al.
2003). Across three studies we show that favorable outcomes may
not lead to enhanced brand evaluations and perceptions of proce-
dural fairness are instrumental in this result.

In Study 1, participants read a vignette about two fictitious
movie rental firms and completed a baseline evaluation index (α
=.93). Respondents were then told about the favorable activity i.e.
the target firm had eliminated its late fees policy. Procedural
fairness was manipulated by information that highlighted the self-
interested motive of the target firm: in the unfair (fair) condition,
participants learnt that the competitor had recently dropped its late
fees (retained its late fees). Respondents then completed a post-
information evaluation index (α=.96) and manipulation checks. As
predicted, fairness ratings were higher in the procedurally fair
(versus unfair) condition (Mfair=6.65 vs. Munfair=5.88, p<.05).
Evaluation was significantly enhanced in the procedurally fair
condition (Mpre=5.02, Mpost=5.85, p<.05) but was unchanged in
the procedurally unfair condition (Mpre=4.62, Mpost=4.95, p >.1),

In Study 2, we examined the impact of the salience of fairness
perceptions on brand evaluations in a 2 (procedural fairness: fair/
unfair) x 2 (salience: low/high) between-subjects design. Salience
was manipulated by the order in which participants were asked to
evaluate fairness: before or after evaluating the brand. All other
measures were identical to Study 1. Results indicated a significant
three-way interaction between procedural fairness, salience, and
the time of brand evaluation (F(1, 65)=11.43, p<.001). When the
action was procedurally-fair, brand evaluations were enhanced
regardless of salience (Salient: Mpre=4.49, Mpost=5.72, F(1,
65)=28.96, p<.001; Not-Salient: Mpre 4.38 vs. Mpost=5.43, F(1,
65)=16.88, p<.001). In the procedurally-unfair condition, however,
brand evaluations were diluted (Mpre=4.75, Mpost=4.01, F(1,
65)=8.94, p<.01) in the salient condition and enhanced in the non-
salient condition (Mpre=4.13, Mpost=4.88, F(1, 65)=8.61, p<.001).

In Study 3, we provided more insight into the process by
specifically measuring both outcome and process fairness. Salience
was manipulated by asking respondents to keep “the outcome

(process) of the policy change in mind” after reading the manipu-
lation.

Perceptions of procedural, but not outcome, fairness, were
affected by manipulations. There was a significant two-way inter-
action between fairness and salience (F(1, 98)=6.05, p<.05), and
main effects for fairness (F(1, 98)=18.95, p<.001), and salience
(F(1, 98)=6.21, p<.05). In the procedurally fair condition, percep-
tions of procedural fairness were unaffected by salience (Mfairness-
salient=5.42, Mfairness-non-salient=5.42, F<1), but in the unfair
condition, perceptions of procedural fairness were significantly
lower in the unfairness salient condition (Munfairness-salient=4.06,
Munfairness-non-salient=5.05, F(1, 98)=10.95, p<.01).

Procedural unfairness impacted brand evaluations. A signifi-
cant three-way interaction between procedural fairness, salience,
and the time of measuring brand evaluation (F(1, 98)=4.81, p<.05)
was observed. In the procedurally fair condition, evaluations were
enhanced in both the salient (Mpre=4.67, Mpost=5.68, F(1,
98)=16.93, p<.001) and non-salient condition (Mpre 4.57 vs.
Mpost=5.78, F(1, 98)=21.11, p<.001). In the procedurally unfair
condition, however, brand evaluations were diluted (Mpre=4.76 vs.
Mpost=4.01, F(1, 98)=5.55, p<.05) in the salient condition and
enhanced in the non-salient condition (Mpre=4.31 vs. Mpost=4.96,
F(1, 98)=6.44, p<.05). Respondents also reported being more
satisfied when the process was fair (MFair=5.65 vs. MUnfair=5.06,
F(1, 98)=4.23, p<.05) and when fairness was not salient
(MSalient=4.99 vs. MNot-Salient=5.72, F(1, 98)=6.28, p<.05).

To test if perceptions of procedural fairness mediated the
effect of fairness and salience on brand evaluation, perceptions of
procedural fairness were used as a covariate in a three-way ANOVA
with brand evaluation change as the dependent variable (Gorn et al.
2004; Kim and Markman 2006; Posavac et al. 2006). Perceptions of
procedural fairness significantly impacted brand evaluation change
(F(1, 97)=4.10, p<.05). The previously significant three-way inter-
action between fairness, salience, and time of brand evaluation
became non-significant (F(1, 97)=3.41, p>.05). Finally, procedural
fairness significantly predicted brand evaluation change (β=.41,
p<.01). An identical analysis on outcome fairness revealed no
evidence of mediation.

Our research indicates the importance of both outcome and
procedural fairness in predicting consumer response to marketing
activities. Theoretically, our work opens up a new area within
fairness research–the importance of fairness in the face of favorable
outcomes. Practically, our research helps explain why beneficial
marketing actions may not have the expected additional long-term
lift and may even have a negative return if competitors, news media
or others highlight procedural unfairness in a firm’s marketing
decisions.
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