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Abstract

Even though in general people respond with anger to unfair decisions, research also suggests 

that the degree of anger can vary depending on situational and personal factors. In this study 

we look at the role of outcome favorability and identification of observers with victims of 

inconsistency. We propose that the effect of inconsistency on anger is stronger for 

unfavorable as compared to favorable outcomes and that this holds especially for highly as 

compared to lowly identified observers. In an experimental study on inconsistent sport

referee decisions, we find that team supporters (high identifiers) for whose team the 

inconsistency is unfavorable experience more anger than any other group observing 

inconsistency. In turn, they are more likely to (intend to) harm the referee. Observing 

inconsistency (as compared to consistency) also leads to anger for neutral spectators (low 

identifiers), though not as strongly as for supporters observing unfavorable inconsistency and 

only when compared to favorable consistency. Limitations, directions for future research, and 

practical implications are discussed.

Keywords: referees, sports, inconsistency, outcome favorability, identification, anger, 

aggression
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5.1 Introduction

"The doubtful decisions were always against us. We have to say it in

capital letters, in three matches we had horrible refereeing. The man

with the whistle knocked us. I want the referee committee to take a look

and that the referee goes home just like us." – Miguel Herrera, coach of

the Mexican soccer team after losing in the round of 16 of the 2014

World Cup

It was in the extra time of a gripping clash between Mexico and The Netherlands 

during the 2014 World Soccer Cup the referee decided to grant The Netherlands a penalty 

kick, a controversial decision. The aftermath? Victory for The Netherlands, while Mexico's

journey in the tournament came to a close. For Mexican soccer fans, reminiscing about this 

match, and more specifically the referee’s decision, might still cause a sense of indignation. 

On the flip side, Dutch supporters might turn a blind eye. For the neutral spectators, the 

dramatic unfolding of this match was likely an entertaining event. Or perhaps not? This raises 

an intriguing question: What happens if you observe unfair decision making that has no 

actual consequences for you? Do you react like the disadvantaged or like the advantaged 

party, or in a different way? The present research addresses this question in an experimental 

study on inconsistent referee decisions. Specifically, we examined whether outcome 

favorability plays a stronger role in the relationship between inconsistency and anger for 

supporters than for neutral spectators.  

5.2 Inconsistent decision making in soccer

Referees applying standards inconsistently are among the most frequent causes of 

complaints from soccer players, managers, supporters, and media (Dawson et al., 2007). Most 

notably, people prefer rules that are applied consistently, without bias, on the basis of 

accurate information (Leventhal, 1980). Consistency has been coined the most important rule 

of procedural fairness (e.g., Barrett-Howard & Tyler, 1986) and is considered to be an 

important factor affecting emotional and behavioral responses. Indeed, numerous studies 

have shown that inconsistent procedures lead to perceptions of procedural unfairness and 

cause negative emotions and behaviors, such as anger and retaliation (e.g., De Cremer, 2003;

Gibson & Callister, 2010). Therefore, we expect a positive relationship between inconsistent 

decisions and anger in observers. 
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Hypothesis 1. Inconsistent referee decisions are positively related to anger.

5.3 Outcomes of anger

Emotions like anger are unique affective states (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996) driving 

behavioral reactions (Ashton-James & Ashkanasy, 2005). Anger is often found to be an 

emotional reaction to unfairness (e.g., Barclay et al. 2005) and is found to be positively 

related to interpersonal revenge (Bies & Tripp, 1998), feelings of hostility (Begley, 1994), 

and to aggressive behavior and violence (Fischer & Roseman, 2007; Fox & Spector, 1999).

According to deontic justice theory, when people see someone being treated unfairly, they 

feel compelled to take action to restore justice (Folger, 2001). Witnesses do not want 

violators to get away with unjust behaviors and therefore try to restore justice by punishing 

the perpetrator (Kim & Baker, 2020; Turillo et al., 2002). In the present study, we focus on 

intentions to harm and actual aggressive behavior as behavioral outcomes of anger and we 

predict that anger leads to intentions to harm and aggressive behavior towards the referee. 

Hypothesis 2. Anger is positively related to intention to harm (a) and

aggressive behavior (b)

5.4 Boundary conditions

Inconsistency might not always lead to anger. Besides inconsistency, there are two 

other factors that are relevant to consider when it comes to unfairness and anger, namely 

outcome favorability and identification with the victim. Thus far, studies focusing on anger 

reactions in observers (as compared to victims) of unfair treatment have typically looked at 

only two of these three factors, showing mixed findings regarding the relationship between 

fairness and anger. First, studies looking at the interplay between unfairness and outcome 

favorability found that a negative consequence for the victims observed is not necessary for 

anger to be elicited (e.g., Hechler & Kessler, 2018; Landmann & Hess, 2017). Secondly, 

studying the interaction between unfairness and identification with the victim, Batson et al. 

(2007, 2009) found that observing unfair treatment of someone you identify with elicits more 

anger than observing someone you do not identify with being treated unfairly. Furthermore, 

the authors saw that (in contrast to the findings of Hechler & Kessler, 2018, and Landmann & 

Hess, 2017) unfair treatment of another by itself evoked little anger. 

As such, it remains unclear whether unfairness causes observers to feel angry. In this 

paper, we draw on insights from procedural fairness theory and social psychological research 

(e.g., Brockner et al., 2001; Folger & Kass, 2000; Wenzel, 2000) and posit that inconsistency 

94

Chapter 5

172539 van Gerven BNW.indd   94 07-03-2024   13:11



in standards applied by referees in combination with favorability of the decision outcome and 

identification with the victim together affect the level of anger elicited. Taking all three 

factors (inconsistency, favorability, and identification) into account allows us to study the 

interplay between favorability and identification and answer the question as to how these two 

factors affect the relationship between inconsistency and anger. In what follows we will

discuss the role of outcome favorability and identification.

5.5 The role of outcome favorability 

Though fairness and favorability are related (Brockner & Wiesenfeld, 1996) and in 

general positive outcomes are seen as more fair than negative outcomes (equity theory, 

Adams, 1965), previous research emphasized the importance of distinguishing the

favorability of an outcome (i.e., how beneficial/harmful is an outcome) from its fairness (e.g., 

Skitka et al., 2003). An outcome can be favorable (i.e., not receiving any punishment after 

committing a foul during a soccer match), yet unfair (i.e., another player did receive 

punishment after committing a similar foul during the same match), and therefore the two 

concepts are not identical. In frustration-aggression theory (see Berkowitz, 1989), frustrations 

are defined as an ‘unexpected blockage of an anticipated goal attainment’(p. 59). We argue 

that unfavorable outcomes can be seen as a frustration, as they block (or at least hinder) 

certain goal attainment. More specifically, we expect that a punishment by the referee (as 

compared to no punishment) can be seen as a frustration and therefore we expect people to 

experience more anger as a reaction to an unfavorable outcome as compared to a favorable 

outcome. 

Hypothesis 3. Outcome favorability is negatively related to anger.

Furthermore, we argue that people are likely to be affected less by unfairness if the 

outcome is favorable. In line with this reasoning, research has shown that the threshold for 

feeling unfairly treated is higher for favorable outcomes than for unfavorable outcomes 

(Adams, 1965). 

Hypothesis 4. Inconsistency and outcome favorability interact, such that the

positive relationship between inconsistency and anger is

stronger (weaker) for unfavorable (favorable) outcomes.

Importantly, thus far the discussion is about outcomes that are (not) favorable for 

someone personally, not about the observed (un)favorability. In what follows, we introduce 

identification with the victims of inconsistency as a factor impacting this personal relevance 

5

95

Anger at Observing Inconsistency

172539 van Gerven BNW.indd   95 07-03-2024   13:11



and argue, based on social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 2004), that identification 

moderates the impact of inconsistency and outcome favorability on anger. 

5.6 The role of identification with the victim

According to social identity theory, people care about what happens to others from 

their group, especially if they identify with this group (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Previous 

research used the term identity-relevant personal anger to describe anger experienced as a 

reaction to “harm done to one of us or someone from a common group” (Batson et al., 2009, 

p. 156, Yzerbyt et al., 2003). Following this, one might argue that identification with 

someone that is harmed increases the strength of the positive relationship between observing 

the harm and experienced anger. Here, we expect that identification with the victim of 

inconsistency affects the impact of inconsistency and outcome favorability on anger such that 

highly identified people react more strongly than people that do not identify with the victim. 

Hypothesis 5. Identification with the victim moderates the interactive effect of

inconsistency and outcome favorability in such a way that the

interaction is stronger for high identification with the victim as

compared to low identification.

Finally, we predict that the strength of the indirect effect of inconsistency on intention 

to harm and aggressive behavior through anger depends on outcome favorability and 

identification. The full theoretical model is depicted in Figure 1.

Hypothesis 6. The indirect effects of inconsistency on intention to harm (a)

and aggressive behavior (b) depend on outcome favorability

and identification with the victim

5.7 Method

5.7.1 Participants 

The original sample consisted of 320 British soccer fans (40 per condition). In total, 

91participants were excluded from the main analyses because they failed the manipulation 

checks, attention checks, and/or were considered an outlier5 based on an exploration of the 

5 We calculated the probability of the Mahalanobis distance-scores and excluded the ones with a score under .001
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data6. The final sample consisted of 229 participants (190 male; Mage = 44.55 years, SD =

13.98).

5.7.2 Procedure

A specific group (British soccer fans) of potential participants was approached via an 

online platform. After providing informed consent, participants answered questions about 

positive and negative affect and justice sensitivity. Participants then indicated which soccer 

team they were fans of. In the supporter conditions, participants also indicated who they 

considered to be their team’s primary ‘rival’. The participants in the supporter-conditions 

(neutral conditions) read an introduction about how they recently watched a match between 

the team they support (team X) and their primary ‘rival’ (team Y). They read that during the 

match, two very similar situations occurred in which one of the teams committed a foul. After 

that, they saw stills of the situations and read that the referee made either the same decisions 

(consistent) or different decisions (inconsistent) for each situation. The similarity of the 

6 Our results and conclusions remained consistent regardless of whether we included or excluded participants based on 
manipulation checks, attention checks, or outliers. Coefficients for the relationship between anger and intention to harm 
differed by .001, for the relationship between anger and aggression they differed by .95. Mean-differences between 
conditions in either of the samples were no bigger than .4. p-values differed maximum .018.

Figure 1. Full theoretical model
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situations was emphasized throughout the manipulation. Decisions could be favorable (no 

punishment) or unfavorable (yellow card). 

After the introduction, participants were shown still images of the two situations and 

provided with one of the following descriptions below. The text for the neutral spectator 

conditions is in  brackets. Note that in the supporter-conditions the survey was programmed 

to replace [your team] with the name of the team they indicated to be a fan of and [the 

opponent] was replaced with the name of their designated ‘rival’. 

“As you can see, the situations are very similar. The referee acted accordingly

and made the following decisions, that were favorable for both the opponent

(team Y) and your team (team X). No team received a yellow card, that is, the 

opponent (Team Y) was not punished, your team (Team X) was not punished.”

“As you can see, the situations are very similar. The referee acted accordingly

and made the following decisions, that were unfavorable for both the opponent

(team Y) and your team (team X). The opponent (Team Y) received a yellow card,

your team (Team X) received a yellow card.”

“As you can see, the situations are very similar. The referee, however, made different

decisions, that were favorable for the opponent (team Y) but unfavorable for your

team (team X). The opponent (Team Y) was not punished, your team (Team X)

received a yellow card.”

“As you can see, the situations are very similar. The referee, however, made different

decisions, that were unfavorable for the opponent (team Y) but favorable for your

team (team X). The opponent (Team Y) received a yellow card, your team (Team X)

was not punished.”

After seeing the stills of the situations and reading about the decisions, participants 

answered questions about the perceived fairness of the decisions, their level of anger, their 

intentions to (verbally) harm the referee, and then were provided with the opportunity to 

‘stab’ the referee in a voodoo doll task. Finally, participants provided demographic data and 

were paid for participation. 

5.7.3 Measures

98

Chapter 5

172539 van Gerven BNW.indd   98 07-03-2024   13:11



Unless stated otherwise, variables were measured using a 7-point Likert-scale ranging 

from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Anger. After reading about the situations and decisions, participants indicated their 

emotional reactions towards the situations and referee on three adjectives describing anger (“I 

felt angry”, “I felt annoyed”, “I felt frustrated”) and three filler adjectives (“I felt hollow”, “I 

felt scared”, “I felt uneasy”). This way of measuring anger was based on research by Batson 

et al. (2007; 2009). All adjectives came from the 15-item emotional subscale of the cognitive 

dissonance scale (Sweeney et al., 2000). Cronbach’s alpha for the anger-scale was .96. 

Intention to harm. Participants indicated their intention to harm the referee on a 7-

point Likert-scale ranging from 1 (extremely unlikely) to 7 (extremely likely). We used three 

items to measure intention to harm that we based on the verbal aggression items from the 

Hostile and Instrumental Aggression of Spectators Questionnaire (HIASQ; Wann et al., 

1999). We decided to only use mild items referring to verbal aggression. The items were “I

would – swear at the referee”, “I would – insult the referee”, and “I would – complain to 

other fans about the referee”. The measure was reliable, = .91. 

Aggressive behavior. To measure actual aggressive behavior, the Voodoo Doll Task,

and specifically the number of pins used to stab the doll, was used (DeWall et al., 2013). 

Participants were informed that, if they experienced negative emotions during the 

experiment, they could vent their frustration by using pins to ‘stab’ a referee doll. The 

instructions explicitly informed participants that the doll represented the referee they had read 

about earlier. Instructions were in line with recommendations for use of the Voodoo Doll 

Task (DeWall et al., 2013). The average number of times the doll was stabbed was 5.52 (SD

= 20.75). Overall, 57.2% of the participants did not stab any pins into the voodoo doll, 31.4% 

inserted 1-10 pins, and 11.4% stabbed the voodoo doll with more than 10 pins. 

Control variables. To be able to control for the influence of mood at the moment of 

participation in our experiment, we measured positive ( = .91) and negative ( = .94) affect 

before the start of the experiment using the PANAS-20 (Watson et al., 1988). Both were 

measured with 10 items and scores were formed by summing the responses to all items. 

Furthermore, as participants’ concern for justice is an important predictor of emotional and 

behavioral outcomes of justice/fairness (Schmitt et al., 2010), we included justice sensitivity. 

Similar to previous studies (e.g.,  Kampkötter et al., 2016), we selected a subsample of the 8-

item scale by Schmitt et al. (2010) ( = .70) using one item from each of the three 
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perspectives (victim, observer, and beneficiary sensitivity). We did not include the 

perpetrator-perspective as this was not relevant in our study. The items were “It makes me 

angry when others are undeservingly better off than me”, “I am upset when someone is 

undeservingly worse off than others”, and “I feel guilty when I am better off than others for 

no reason”. All three control variables were included in the analyses.

Manipulation checks. To check the adequacy of our (in)consistency manipulation, we 

asked participants to indicate the extent to which they agreed with the statements “The 

referee is consistent” and “The decisions were consistent”. We also included a three-item 

measure of global fairness perceptions to verify that our manipulation led to feelings of 

(un)fairness. We adapted the measure used by Zapata-Phelan et al. (2009) to suit the context 

of our study. The items included “Overall, I felt that the referee's decisions were fair”, “In 

general, the referee was fair”, and “If asked, I would tell other fans that this referee was fair”. 

The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .97. Since our focus is on the negative aspect, we 

reversed the scores such that a high score would indicate unfairness.

5.8 Results

5.8.1 Data Analytic Strategy

SPSS version 28 with PROCESS v4.2 model 4 and univariate ANOVA were used to 

analyze our data and test our hypotheses. As our data violated the assumption of 

homoscedasticity of errors, in our PROCESS-analyses we used a heteroscedasticity-

consistent standard error (HCSE), as recommended by Hayes and Cai (2007). Specifically, 

we decided for HC3 (Davidson & MacKinnon, 1993)7.

5.8.2 Manipulation checks

The referee’s decisions were perceived as more inconsistent in the inconsistent 

conditions (M = 5.29, SD = 1.71), compared to the consistent conditions (M = 1.42, SD =

.86), F (1, 223) = 459.37, p < .001. Furthermore, participants in the inconsistent conditions 

rated the referee as more unfair (M = 4.55, SD = .13) than participants in the consistent 

conditions (M = 2.23, SD = .13), F (1, 223) = 161.40, p < .001. 

7 Coefficients and conclusions remained consistent when using different heteroscedasticity-consistent inference 
methods (HC0, HC1, HC2, HC4) or when assuming homoscedasticity. 
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5.8.3 Descriptives and correlations

Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations, and correlations between the variables 

in our study. It is important to note that the dichotomous operationalizations of anger and pins 

show similar relationships to the other constructs as the continuous operationalizations. 

Figure 2 shows the mean scores on anger for each of the eight conditions.
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Figure 2. Ratings of anger as a function of consistency of decisions, outcome favorability, 

and identification with the teams.

5.8.4 Test of predictions

Main effect of inconsistency. Regarding the main effect of inconsistency on anger

(Hypothesis 1), participants on average reported more anger in all four inconsistent decision 

conditions (M = 2.77, SD = .14) compared to the consistent decision conditions (M = 1.59, 

SD = .14) F (1, 224) = 35.133, p < .001. The effect holds when further specifying the groups. 

Amongst neutral spectators, inconsistency elicited more anger (M = 2.57, SD = .20) than 

consistency (M = 1.53, SD = .18), F (1, 96) = 14.61, p < .001. Supporters also reported 

significantly more anger as a response to inconsistent decisions (M = 2.92, SD = .19) than to 

consistent decisions (M = 1.63, SD = .21) F (1, 123) = 19.54, p < .001. Together, these 

results support Hypothesis 1.

Main effect of anger on intention to harm and aggressive behavior. In support of 

Hypotheses 2a and b, we found that anger positively affected both intention to harm (B = .52, 

se = .07, t = 7.51, p < .001) and aggressive behavior (B = 3.98, se = .81, t = 4.89, p < .001). 

These effects remained when anger was used as a dichotomous variable (where participants 

scoring 5 or higher were coded as experiencing anger versus 4 or lower were coded as not 

experiencing anger). Participants experiencing more anger were more likely to verbally harm 

the referee and used more pins to stab the referee doll. 
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Main effect of outcome favorability. To test Hypothesis 3, outcome favorability is 

negatively related to anger, we selected only the participants in the consistent conditions. By 

selecting only these participants, favorability here is about absolute favorability (both teams 

no punishment versus a both teams a yellow card) rather than relative outcome favorability 

(no punishment your/one team and a yellow card for the other team). Participants on average 

reported more anger in the conditions in which both teams received a yellow card (M = 1.81, 

SD = .15) than in the conditions in which both teams were not punished (M = 1.34, SD = .14), 

F (1, 108) = 5.58, p = .020. Our results support Hypothesis 3.

Interaction between inconsistency and outcome favorability. We found an interaction 

effect of inconsistency and outcome favorability on anger (Hypothesis 4) F (1, 218) = 6.24, p

= .013. On average, participants reported more anger if inconsistency was unfavorable (M =

3.39, SD = .18) as compared to favorable (M = 2.00, SD = .19). However, when further 

specifying the group, we found that the difference was only significant for supporters (mean 

difference = 2.15, p < .001), not for neutral spectators (mean difference = .64, p = .120), 

suggesting a three-way interaction effect.  

Interaction between inconsistency, outcome favorability, and identification. As

expected (Hypothesis 5), favorability had more impact on supporters than on neutral 

spectators. Supporters in the inconsistent * unfavorable decision condition reported the 

highest overall anger,  significantly more (M = 3.94, SD = .23) than supporters in the 

inconsistent * favorable decision condition (M = 1.79, SD = .24, mean difference = 2.15, p <

.001), supporters in the consistent * favorable decision condition (M = 1.48, SD = .25, mean 

difference = 2.45, p < .001), and supporters in the consistent * unfavorable decision condition 

(M = 1.81, SD = .27, mean difference = 2.13, p < .001). Furthermore, supporters in the 

inconsistent * unfavorable decision condition reported more anger than both neutral 

spectators in the inconsistent * unfavorable for X condition (M = 2.84, SD = .27, mean 

difference = 1.09, p = .002) and the neutral spectators in the inconsistent * favorable for X

condition (M = 2.20, SD = .31, mean difference = 1.73, p < .001). Contrary to our 

expectations, only neutral spectators in the inconsistent * unfavorable for X condition 

reported significantly more anger than supporters in the inconsistent * favorable condition 

(mean difference = 1.06, p = .004) while there was no significant difference between the 

supporters in the inconsistent * favorable condition and neutral spectators in the inconsistent 

* favorable for X condition (mean difference = .42, p = .285). The difference in anger 

reported by neutral spectators between the inconsistent * unfavorable for X condition (M =
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2.84, SD = .27) and inconsistent * favorable for X condition (M = 2.20, SD = .31) was not

significant (mean difference = .64, p = .120). 

Indirect effects on intention to harm and aggressive behavior. Our theoretical model 

predicted that inconsistent decisions would cause anger and in turn intentions to harm the 

referee and actual aggressive behavior (Hypotheses 6a and 6b). Since our predictor had more 

than two levels, we ran a multi-categorical mediation analysis as recommended by Hayes and 

Preacher (2014). We tested the model two times: once with the supporter * inconsistent * 

unfavorable condition as the reference category and once with the supporter * inconsistent * 

favorable condition as the reference category. Parameters in the model are quantifications 

relative to these reference groups.

We found that, compared to supporters in the inconsistent * unfavorable condition, 

inconsistency negatively predicted both intention to harm as well as aggressive behavior 

through anger for each of the other three inconsistent decision conditions. This implies that 

participants that highly identified with a team that experienced inconsistent and unfavorable 

decisions were significantly more angry and in turn more likely to (intend to) harm the 

referee. When comparing the neutral spectators to supporters in the inconsistent * favorable 

condition, we found that participants in the inconsistent * unfavorable for X condition (but 

not the inconsistent * favorable for X condition) were more likely to experience anger and 

(intend to) do harm. Figures 3 and 4 picture the relative indirect effects.

Figure 3. Three conditions compared to the inconsistent * supporter * unfavorable condition
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Figure 4. Two conditions compared to the inconsistent * supporter * favorable condition

5.9 Discussion

The link between unfairness and anger has long been established (e.g., Batson et al., 

2007). Also, scholars agree that the degree of anger experienced differs depending on 

contextual and personal factors (e.g., Hechler & Kessler, 2018; Landmann & Hess, 2017). In 

this study, we looked at the role of inconsistency, favorability, and identification in predicting 

anger. In an online experiment amongst soccer fans we found a main effect of inconsistency 

on anger. In turn, anger was positively related to intention to harm and aggressive behavior.

When looking into the role of identification with the victim, we found that identification 

affected the relationships in such a way that high identifiers (as compared to low identifiers) 

were significantly more angry when decisions were inconsistent and unfavorable, and less 

angry when decisions were inconsistent and favorable. We conclude from this that 

inconsistency has a strong impact on anger and behavioral outcomes when the outcome is 

unfavorable and someone strongly identifies with the victim. With this, we also show the 

conditions under which inconsistency does not cause anger, namely by showing that highly 

identified supporters actually were not affected by inconsistency when it was favorable for 

their team. Though it might not come as a surprise that people do not get angry when an 

outcome is favorable for them, we believe our study is the first to test under which conditions 

favorability overrules the effect of unfairness.

Including all three factors in our study allowed us to further study previous mixed 

findings regarding the effect of unfairness on anger (Batson et al., 2007; 2009; Hechler & 
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Kessler, 2018; Landmann & Hess, 2017). We found that inconsistency in itself provokes 

anger, as both high as well as low identifiers report more anger as a reaction to inconsistent 

decisions as compared to consistent decisions. Where the effect for supporters seems to 

mainly be accounted for by the strong negative reaction to unfavorable inconsistency, we 

believe the finding of a main effect in low identifiers speaks for the relevance of 

inconsistency as it affects even those who do not strongly identify with the victim of 

inconsistency. This finding challenges the finding of Batson et al. (2007) that unfair treatment 

of another evokes little anger in the absence of empathic concern. The positive effect of 

inconsistency on anger amongst neutral spectators suggests that neutral spectators paid more 

attention to the unfavorability (and as such, its harmfulness) than the favorability of the

outcome. 

Our findings also relate to research on sports psychology and research on acceptance 

of referee decisions in particular. For example, in their study on the effect of social identity 

on satisfaction with video assistant refereeing (VAR), Winand et al. (2021) find that though 

on average most soccer fans favor VAR, fans with higher identification with their favorite 

team were less satisfied. The authors argue that this might be because the addition of VAR 

hinders the joy that comes from debating match events. Based on the present study, we argue 

that though VAR might correct for the unfair and unfavorable decisions, it might also take 

away the advantage of the unfair and favorable decisions. The chance of getting away with

something decreases which might further affect supporter satisfaction. 

Based on comments of our participants, it might be of interest to add informational 

justice to our model. Informational justice focuses on whether employees perceive that they 

are provided with accurate, clear, and timely information regarding decisions (Colquitt, 

2001). The VAR agreeing with referee decisions would indicate that rules were applied 

correctly, where we defined inconsistency in this paper as inconsistently applying rules. As 

such, explanation of seemingly inconsistent decisions likely decreases anger. But would it 

also affect the role of favorability and identification and how?

Looking at work- and organizational psychology, our findings point out the relevance 

of research on destructive leadership styles such as narcissistic leadership and abusive 

supervision. More specifically, it provides a possible explanation of why destructive leaders 

are still present in organizations. Inconsistent behavior in leaders is found to be related to 

narcissism (Van Gerven et al., 2022) and is categorized as a negative and destructive form of 
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leadership (Schilling et al., 2023). The finding that people who (strongly identify with those 

who) benefit from inconsistency do not get angry (as compared to those that suffer from 

inconsistency), implies that those people in organizations that are treated nicely by an

inconsistent leader do not react negatively towards their leader treating others badly and 

might, as such, keep them in place.

Unexpectedly, we found differences between the two inconsistent * neutral 

conditions. Because of its 2 x 2 x 2 design, our study included two basically similar 

conditions: the inconsistent * unfavorable for X * neutral versus inconsistent * favorable for 

X * neutral condition. These conditions both involved neutral spectators reading about team 

X and team Y, without a primed preference for either of the teams. They should, thus, content 

wise not be different for neutral spectators. However, when comparing all eight conditions, 

we see that neutral participants in the inconsistent * unfavorable condition are more angry 

and stab the referee more often than participants in the inconsistent * favorable condition. 

Though these differences are not significant and in the overall analyses we did not find a 

difference between these two conditions in how inconsistency related to intention to harm 

and aggressive behavior through anger, it is important to acknowledge these differences and 

find out what caused them. It might be that participants somehow feel more strongly for one 

of the teams caused by the way (e.g., the order) in which the material was presented to the 

participants. Future research should make sure these conditions are really the same. A way to 

do this is to randomize the order in which the teams (team X vs. team Y) are discussed. 

5.9.1 Strengths, limitations, and future research

To our knowledge, our study is the first to manipulate the actual unfair act 

(inconsistent decisions in similar situations), its favorability (a yellow card or no 

punishment), and the identification with the victim of the unfairness (supporter versus neutral 

spectator), allowing us to clearly distinguish these three factors and investigate their 

interplay. Furthermore, we use the Voodoo Doll Task (DeWall et al., 2013) to go beyond 

studying hypothetical behavior and actually study aggressive behavior. 

Despite its strengths, our study also has its limitations. The first limitation pertains to 

the manipulation of identification. As all participants were selected based on being soccer 

fans, they might be able to relate to the victims, and we might thus not have captured the 

effect of true low (or non) identification with the victims. Previous studies have found that 

identification with victims can happen based on various situational characteristics. For 
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example, having a daughter makes judges more likely to rule for women’s issues (Glynn & 

Sen, 2015). As such, it is very likely that our lowly-identifying participants are still relatively 

strongly identified as compared to non-fans of soccer. To further dive into the effects of 

identification, future research could include an extra group of people to fully specify its 

range, those that are not fans of soccer. For instance, does favorability still affect anger when 

people do not identify with the victims at all? 

Second, though we only included soccer fans to assure that the scenario was 

meaningful to our participants and manipulated identification such that participants in the 

supporter conditions read about the team they actually supported versus their strongest 

opponent, this study is a scenario study in which one can only test hypothetical reactions to 

hypothetical situations. It would therefore be desirable to replicate this study in a field setting 

with a real soccer match and real supporter (versus neutral) reactions.

5.9.2 Practical implications

Our findings indicate that, though supporters react more strongly because they likely 

attach more value to the favorability of the outcome, inconsistency in decision making also 

affects neutral spectators. As such, inconsistent decision making should be avoided. One way 

to do this might be by introducing the VAR, and with that providing spectators with a reason 

for decisions and behaviors. Providing information on the decision, or even ‘proof’ that the 

decision is correct, should take away the edge of (seemingly) inconsistent decisions. Though 

it might not completely neutralize the reactions of supporters, it might prevent aggressive 

behavior from neutral spectators. 

5.10 Conclusion

The current study contributes to the debate about who experiences anger after 

observing unfairness through inconsistent behavior by testing the effects of outcome 

favorability and identification in an experimental study on the effect of inconsistent referee 

decisions in soccer. The finding that, on average, neutral spectators experience more anger 

when observing inconsistent decisions than when observing consistent decisions indicates 

that people are generally aversive to unfair decisions. The finding that supporters are both the 

most (when the outcome was unfavorable) as well as the least angry (when the outcome was 

favorable) as a response to inconsistent decisions shows the relevance of identification with 

the victims of inconsistency. 
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