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Workers tend to be dissatisfied when their peers receive more than them for doing the same work. The
fear of creating such dissatisfaction may cause leaders in organizations to waste resources that cannot be
allocated equally between their workers. Here we explore the effectiveness of a procedure designed to
reduce such waste by empowering workers with the agency to decide whether or not to pay other workers
more. We predict that workers’ sense of agency reduces their dissatisfaction with others’ better outcomes.
Seven studies supported this prediction by demonstrating that agentic participants, who were involved in
creating allocations, tended to be more satisfied with others’ better outcomes than nonagentic partici-
pants, who were not involved in creating allocations. Longitudinal lab studies, measuring real behavior,
showed that agentic participants remained more satisfied than nonagentic ones even five weeks after their
initial decision. The findings provided evidence for two mechanisms underlying the effect: increased
feelings of generosity, and reduced perception of unfairness. We found that the agency procedure was
comparable with other fair procedures in its ability to improve worker satisfaction. We discuss our
findings in relation to the literatures on social preference, fairness, and voice, and highlight the
implications for organizational efficiency.

Public Significance Statement
This research examines a procedure designed to reduce employees’ dissatisfaction in cases where
others receive benefits that they do not. We hypothesize and find that giving potentially disadvan-
taged employees some agency or involvement in the decision about the other employees’ benefits can
reduce their dissatisfaction with a resulting unequal allocation. This may allow organizations to give
out extra resources to some employees, without hurting others, thereby increasing overall welfare.
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Workers dislike inequity. Organizational contexts in which em-
ployees are paid unequal amounts for equal work (or equal
amounts for unequal work) foster dissatisfaction and reduce em-

ployee motivation and productivity (Pritchard, Dunnette, & Gor-
genson, 1972; Sweeney & McFarlin, 2004). Workers prefer to
avoid inequity, even when doing so would increase the total
amount of benefits that are distributed (Choshen-Hillel, Shaw, &
Caruso, 2015; Gordon-Hecker, Rosensaft-Eshel, Pittarello, Shalvi,
& Bereby-Meyer, 2017; Shaw & Knobe, 2013). Consider a deci-
sion that Walmart faced about how to compensate its employees.
In the summer of 2015, Walmart gave a pay raise to around
500,000 minimum-wage workers—presumably expecting this ini-
tiative to receive broad support from employees. Although the
workers who received the raise were undoubtedly pleased, not all
employees celebrated this decision. In particular, even though no
employees received a pay cut, many of Walmart’s longtime em-
ployees were unhappy to find out that they were now earning the
same amount as (or only a little more than) newly hired, less
experienced employees. The new initiative was regarded as largely
unfair, triggered widespread dissatisfaction, and reduced company
morale (Pettypiece, 2015). Are initiatives that increase benefits to
some workers but not others doomed to fail because of an inevi-
table link between inequity and dissatisfaction?
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Recent research has demonstrated that organizations can en-
courage workers to opt for allocations that give others more than
them by giving workers a sense of agency or control over the
decision process (Choshen-Hillel & Yaniv, 2011, 2012). Assume,
for example, that Walmart asked its longtime employees to vote on
raising the minimum wage (while keeping their own wages con-
stant). The previous findings imply that the workers would tend to
vote in favor of the pay raise. But would such an allocation
procedure solve Walmart’s problem? That is, would it reduce
worker dissatisfaction? The answer to this question, which is
critical for applying an agency-based procedure, is not straightfor-
ward. It is possible that Walmart workers vote for giving other
employees a pay raise because they feel social pressure to be
generous (e.g., Dana, Cain, & Dawes, 2006). Indeed, previous
research suggests that people make more generous decisions when
being publicly observed by others (Andreoni & Bernheim, 2009;
Levitt & List, 2007). If this is the case, then the workers would
become frustrated and dissatisfied that less experienced workers
make the same as them, and the agency-based allocation procedure
would not be useful because the efficient distribution of resources
would be offset by the costs to worker satisfaction. However,
contrary to this account, we suggest that giving workers agency
can actually reduce their dissatisfaction with others’ better out-
comes because they find it fair and enjoyable to give them more.
If our account is correct, then agency-based procedures may be
useful for organizations looking to give extra resources to some
employees, without hurting the satisfaction of others for whom
they cannot give the same extra resources. In this paper we set out
to test whether agency-based procedures may indeed provide a
useful organizational tool.

The Inequity-Dissatisfaction Link

Organizations strive to take advantage of all the resources
available to them; however, to avoid inequity, organizations often
have to forgo efficiency (Gordon-Hecker, Choshen-Hillel, Shalvi,
& Bereby-Meyer, 2017; Mitchell, Tetlock, Mellers, & Ordonez,
1993). For example, a manager may have a limited budget that
allows her to give bonuses to only some of her equally deserving
workers. Using the money efficiently would create inequity among
the workers. Previous research finds that, when faced with such
choices, decision-makers generally choose to preserve equity
rather than maximize efficiency (Camerer, 2003; Dawes, Fowler,
Johnson, McElreath, & Smirnov, 2007; Güth, Schmittberger, &
Schwarze, 1982; Kahneman, Knetsch, & Thaler, 1986; Shaw &
Olson, 2012; Weg & Zwick, 1994). For example, participants in
the role of managers frequently choose not to give a bonus to any
employee rather than allocate the bonus inequitably (Choshen-
Hillel et al., 2015; Gordon-Hecker, Rosensaft-Eshel, et al., 2017;
Shaw & Knobe, 2013).

Managers’ approach to the equity-efficiency tradeoff is under-
standable, given the negative impact of inequity on workers (Clark
& Oswald, 1996; Pritchard et al., 1972; Sweeney, McFarlin, &
Inderrieden, 1990). Individuals have been said to exhibit “inequity
aversion”—dissatisfaction with allocations that favor one party
over another (Fehr & Schmidt, 1999). They are particularly dis-
satisfied with a given outcome when they know that someone else
receives a better outcome than they do for the same work (i.e.,
disadvantageous inequity; Boyce, Brown, & Moore, 2010; Brick-

man & Bulman, 1977; Goodman & Friedman, 1971; Hook &
Cook, 1979; Lawler, 1968; Messick & Sentis, 1985). People’s
dissatisfaction with inequitable outcomes and unfavorable com-
parisons has been repeatedly documented in controlled lab studies
and in the field (Kogut, 2012; Loewenstein, Thompson, & Bazer-
man, 1989; Luttmer, 2005; Moran & Schweitzer, 2008). Workers
are averse to inequitable allocations even when they do not come
at any cost to them and even when such outcomes provide more
resources overall. For example, a worker would typically be more
satisfied if she found out that she and her equally hardworking
coworker each received $12/hr than she would be if she found out
that she received $13/hr but her coworker received $14/hr (Baz-
erman, Blount White, & Loewenstein, 1995; Loewenstein et al.,
1989; Sweeney et al., 1990).

Hurting worker satisfaction is problematic in and of itself, but it
can also negatively affect worker productivity, motivation, and
retention (Boyce et al., 2010; Dunn, Ruedy, & Schweitzer, 2012;
Judge, Thoresen, Bono, & Patton, 2001; Sweeney & McFarlin,
2004; Sweeney et al., 1990). Therefore, developing interventions
that simultaneously promote efficiency and reduce dissatisfaction
would be of great practical benefit to organizations and the em-
ployees that comprise them.

The Psychological Effect of Agency

We suggest that an allocation procedure focused on increas-
ing workers’ agency can allow for a more efficient allocation of
resources without negatively impacting worker satisfaction.
Agency has been defined as “the human capability to exert
influence over one’s functioning and the course of events by
one’s actions” (Bandura, 2009), and has generally been shown
to have positive effects on people’s motivation (Deci & Ryan,
1985). In social contexts, agency is related to power, a person’s
ability to influence and control other parties (e.g., Galinsky,
Magee, Inesi, & Gruenfeld, 2006). Our studies do not focus on
power per se, but we consider the relationship between agency,
power, and resource distribution in the general discussion.

Recent work has suggested that organizations can increase ef-
ficiency by handing over decisions (i.e., giving away agency) from
management to those workers who might be disadvantaged by the
resulting inequity (Choshen-Hillel et al., 2015; Hideg, Michela, &
Ferris, 2011). Consider a manager who has only one new computer
that she could allocate to an employee, but two equally deserving
employees. She can decide to give the computer to one of the two
employees or let the computer go unused. In this situation, the
manager might decide not to give the computer to either of the
employees because she is worried about appearing biased, and
does not wish to be responsible for creating inequity (Gordon-
Hecker, Rosensaft-Eshel, et al., 2017). Yet instead of deciding on
the allocation, the manager could ask one of the employees to do
so—empowering the employee with a sense of agency, a feeling of
control over the resource allocation process. Indeed, when faced
with this hypothetical resource allocation dilemma, participants in
the role of employee were more likely than those in the role of
manager to let the coworker have the new computer. Thus, em-
ployees were more likely than managers to create inequity, even
though it placed them (rather than others) at a relative disadvan-
tage (Choshen-Hillel et al., 2015, Study 1).
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Additional evidence reveals that it is the sense of agency in the
decision process that makes people more favorable toward effi-
cient allocations that create unfavorable comparisons to them
(Choshen-Hillel & Yaniv, 2011, 2012; Shaw, Choshen-Hillel, &
Caruso, 2016). Participants were more likely to support inequitable
outcomes that disadvantaged themselves when they were given
agency over the decision than when the experimenter determined
the payment and they were nonagentic (Choshen-Hillel & Yaniv,
2011). Individuals who experienced agency by voicing their opin-
ions were also more likely to support affirmative action policies
that benefited others and had no positive effects for themselves
(Hideg et al., 2011).

Previous research clearly demonstrates that agency-based allo-
cation procedures can make people more likely to choose inequi-
table outcomes that benefit others (Choshen-Hillel & Yaniv, 2011;
Hideg et al., 2011; Shaw et al., 2016). However, this research has
not investigated people’s satisfaction with the inequity—both
immediately following their decision, or later on. Understanding
people’s post decision satisfaction is critical for determining
whether it is actually wise to implement an agency-based proce-
dure. That is, if people opt for inequity but end up being dissatis-
fied with it, then giving workers agency will be counterproductive,
because in the long run they will be unhappy and look for oppor-
tunities to redress the inequity they created. Indeed, because peo-
ple tend to avoid inequity, it could be that agency merely induces
them to publicly accept inequity that they do not genuinely want.
Thus, one could imagine that agentic workers make self-
disadvantaging choices begrudgingly—because they fear that oth-
ers will judge them harshly for being envious or for failing to be
generous to others (when doing so does not come at their own
expense; Heider, 1958; Shaw & Choshen-Hillel, 2017; Silver &
Sabini, 1978; Smith & Kim, 2007). For example, imagine that a
worker is asked to decide whether or not to give a new computer
to his coworker. When forced to decide, the worker may let his
coworker have the computer. Still, it is possible that he finds the
allocation unfair, and complains about it to his family or friends
outside of work or lodges an anonymous complaint to Human
Resources. He might therefore be dissatisfied with his peer’s better
computer. Moreover, as time goes by, he might become more and
more frustrated by his inferior computer.

Although this view seems plausible, we suggest that it is incor-
rect. Instead, we predict that giving people a sense of agency will
not only induce them to opt for policies that benefit others more
than them, but will actually reduce their negative reactions to
unfavorable inequity in the short and the long run. We base this
prediction on two complementary psychological mechanisms: that
agency increases the positive feelings associated with benefiting
other people, and that it reduces the negative feelings often asso-
ciated with inequity.

First, an employee who chooses to reward her coworker more
should gain satisfaction because she has chosen to actively benefit
her coworker. People generally experience empathy toward others
and feel happy when others are happy (Batson, Fultz, & Schoen-
rade, 1987; Batson et al., 1991). The good feeling about others’
good outcomes is enhanced when people are personally responsi-
ble for the good outcomes of others, a phenomenon referred to as
“warm glow” (e.g., Andreoni & Miller, 2002; Anik, Aknin, Nor-
ton, Dunn, & Quoidbach, 2013; Chernyak & Kushnir, 2014; Dunn,
Aknin, & Norton, 2008). For example, choosing to give someone

a reward is more gratifying than seeing the same person receive the
same reward independent of one’s choice (Harbaugh, Mayr, &
Burghart, 2007). Even when forced to give up money that can
benefit others (such as when paying taxes), people derive more
satisfaction from giving when they have voice or a feeling of
participation than when they do not (Lamberton, 2013; Lamberton,
De Neve, & Norton, 2017). This feeling of satisfaction is related to
a good feeling of being generous and kind to others and may be
reinforced by self-perception. If people have made an initial gen-
erous decision, then self-perception will prompt them to stick to
these favorable attitudes toward others, and they will keep feeling
good about being generous (Bem, 1972).

Second, choosing to reward a coworker more should reduce
dissatisfaction from the coworker’s better outcome because agency
has the potential to reduce the unfairness that is often associated
with inequity (Choshen-Hillel et al., 2015; Shaw et al., 2016). A
manager’s decision to reward one worker more than another for
the same work could signal favoritism and reflect badly on the
disfavored worker (Shaw, DeScioli, & Olson, 2012; Waytz, Dun-
gan, & Young, 2013). However, a worker’s decision to reward his
coworker more than himself is unlikely to signal favoritism or
unfairness; as a result, the worker should not find the allocation
unfair or disturbing (Choshen-Hillel & Yaniv, 2011, 2012).

This prediction about fairness and satisfaction is also supported
by a large body of literature on the organizational effects of
participation and voice. Participation and voice—expressing one’s
opinions in the decision process—have been generally connected
to greater work satisfaction and reduced reactance to undesirable
outcomes (Alexander & Ruderman, 1987; Folger, 1977; Lawler,
1968; McFarlin & Sweeney, 1996; Miller & Monge, 1986). For
example, workers react more positively to performance evaluation
in their organization when they are given the opportunity to
express their opinions in the evaluation process (Greenberg, 1986;
Greenberg & Tyler, 1987). Such effects have been explained by
people’s concern with procedural justice (Lind, Kanfer, & Earley,
1990; Thibaut & Walker, 1975; Tyler & Lind, 1992). Namely,
people judge the fairness of a given allocation not only by the
outcomes distributed to the parties (i.e., distributive justice), but
also by the procedure or the mechanisms used to determine the
allocation (Greenberg, 1986; Leventhal, Popp, & Sawyer, 1973;
Tyler, 2000; Tyler, Casper, & Fisher, 1989; van den Bos, Vermunt,
& Wilke, 1997). When people find the procedure to be more fair,
such as when they have voice in the process, they are more likely
to accept decisions that they would otherwise find unfair (e.g.,
negative performance evaluations). In our general discussion, we
return to the procedural justice literature to delineate the ways in
which our findings can qualify previous work on voice and extend
it by demonstrating how agency can ameliorate people’s dissatis-
faction with cases where equally deserving others receive more
than them.

We theorize that agency affects people’s feelings of generosity
and their negative reactions to unfairness, which results in less
negative reactions to unequal allocations. Just as giving myself the
small piece of the pie is much more acceptable than someone else
giving me the small piece, we predict that people will be less
dissatisfied with inequity they helped create than with inequity that
was imposed on them. Further, we expect that both mechanisms
triggered by agency—generosity and fairness—should persist over
time. Thus, we further predict that agency will make people more
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satisfied when they consider the resulting inequity not only at the
moment of decision, but also long after the decision has been
made. If these predictions are supported, then our findings will
reveal that inequity must not necessarily be linked to dissatisfac-
tion, and that agency can be used as a viable organizational tool to
allow works to be generous to their colleagues without the nega-
tive reactions that might normally accompany the resulting ineq-
uity.

Overview of Studies

To test our hypotheses, we designed a series of studies that elicit
participants’ satisfaction with inequitable allocations that benefit
others while placing themselves at a disadvantage. We measured
participants’ satisfaction in response to actual payments for work
conducted by participants in the lab and to scenarios describing
realistic organizational contexts (similar to our opening Walmart
example). In a typical study, participants were faced with a case in
which an extra resource (e.g., a financial bonus) was given to an
equally deserving person but not to the participant. We manipu-
lated participants’ agency; that is, whether or not they took part in
the allocation decision (e.g., by voting). We then measured par-
ticipants’ satisfaction with the unequal allocation. We predicted
that participants would be less dissatisfied with inequitable out-
comes when they were agentic in bringing them about than when
they were not.

The first studies tested the agency prediction in the lab, by
paying participants for real work. We used a longitudinal design to
track participants’ satisfaction over time (five weeks). We pre-
dicted that the effect of the procedure would be sustainable over
time (Studies 1–2). The next studies used scenarios that mimicked
real workplace dilemmas (Studies 3–7). These studies also com-
pared the effects of an agency-based procedure to procedures
involving no agency, for example, having management maintain
equity rather than giving the extra resource or creating inequity by
using an impartial device such as a coin flip to assign the extra
resource (Studies 4–6). According to our account, an agency-
based procedure should be at least as useful as these comparable
no-agency procedures.

Study 1

Study 1 investigated the basic effect of agency on people’s
satisfaction with inequitable allocations in which others received
more than them. To test this idea, Study 1 manipulated partici-
pants’ agency; participants were either asked to make a decision on
the actual pay of another participant in the study (agency condi-
tion), or they were told that the experimenter had already made this
decision (no-agency condition). The decision was presented as a
real decision on whether to pay the other participant the same, or
more than, the participant for completing the same task in the lab.
Upon making the decision, we examined how agency influenced
participants’ satisfaction with this allocation. We predicted that
participants would be more satisfied with an allocation that gives
another person a better outcome (while placing them at a relative
disadvantage) when they were agentic rather than nonagentic. We
also measured participants’ evaluation of the fairness of the even-
tual allocation. We predicted that agentic participants would find
the inequitable allocation less unfair than nonagentic participants.

Study 1 was designed also to test a temporal aspect of the
agency hypothesis, by tracking participants’ satisfaction over five
weeks. That is, in the first week, participants made a decision on
whether or not to pay the other participant more than them each
week (agency condition), or the experimenter made this decision
(no-agency condition). In the following four weeks, we tracked
how satisfied participants were with the outcome and the process
every week. If agency merely increases satisfaction due to an
immediate reward based on a feeling of control, or a good mood,
then its effect should quickly dissolve (Eitam, Kennedy, & Tory
Higgins, 2013; Karsh & Eitam, 2015). If, however, as we theo-
rized, agency changes how people think about this instance of
inequity so they are less concerned about what it signals, and are
genuinely happier about others’ good outcomes, then this differ-
ence in satisfaction should persist over time. Our account makes no
specific predictions about the overall level of satisfaction over
time, but it does suggest that the beneficial effect of agency on
satisfaction should persist beyond the initial decision to give more.

Method

Participants. One hundred twenty-two undergraduate stu-
dents participated in the first session of a marketing study in the
lab (63 in the agency condition and 59 in the no-agency condition).
They were told that the study will include five sessions, with one
session each week. They were promised a payment of $3 for each
session, and a bonus of $8 for completing all five sessions (i.e., a
total payment of $23). Ninety-six participants completed all five
sessions (48 in the agency condition and 48 in the no-agency
condition, 60% females, age ranged from 18 to 33, M � 20.06,
SD � 2.66). To ensure complete anonymity, we matched partici-
pants’ answers in the different sessions using personal codes.
Participants who failed to provide the correct code in any of the
sessions resulted in unmatched data. Consequently, we have the
full data for all five sessions for 76 participants (35 in the agency
condition and 41 in the no-agency condition), and partial data for
the rest. We conducted a post hoc power analysis (Faul, Erdfelder,
Lang, & Buchner, 2007), based on the 0.26 obtained effect size for
satisfaction with the other person’s pay (see below). The achieved
power was 0.61.

Procedure. This study and all the following studies were ap-
proved by the university’s ethics committee. At the beginning of
the first session, participants were told that every week they would
evaluate the prices of different products and be paid $3 for their
work. Before they began the first evaluation session, participants
were told they were being matched with another participant who
would evaluate the prices of the same set of products. The identity
of this participant was not revealed to them, and they were told that
their identity would not be revealed either. The participants then
completed the evaluation task; they estimated the prices of 10
products (e.g., a vacuum cleaner, an optical mouse) and answered
some questions about their shopping habits. Following the evalu-
ation task, participants read:

To remind you, you will be paid $3 for this session, as well as for the
next four sessions in the following weeks. However, we have some
extra budget for this study, so we can pay one participant in each pair
an additional dollar bonus for each session. We selected which par-
ticipant in each pair could potentially receive an extra bonus. You
were unfortunately not selected for this extra bonus.

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.

581AGENCY AMELIORATES NEGATIVE REACTIONS TO INEQUITY



The participants were randomly assigned to an agency or a
no-agency condition. In the agency condition, they were asked to
choose the pay per session for the other participant, who could
potentially receive a bonus. Specifically, they had to choose be-
tween paying the other participant $3 (the same as they received)
or $4 ($1 more than they received). They knew that their choice
would directly determine the other participant’s bonus. Partici-
pants in the no-agency condition were told instead that it was up to
the experimenter to choose between paying the other participant $3
or $4 per session, and that the experimenter is about to make this
decision. They were told that their preference would not affect the
experimenter’s decision in any way. Participants were then in-
formed about the experimenter’s decision. This decision was
matched to a decision made by a participant in the agency condi-
tion. Thus, if a participant in the agency condition chose to pay the
other participant $4, then a participant in the no-agency condition
was informed that the experimenter chose to pay the other partic-
ipant $4. The matching served to equalize the payments in the two
conditions, to allow comparison between them.

Finally, all participants were told that we were interested in how
they felt about the payment in this study, and were asked four
questions on a 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much) scale. Participants
were first asked about their satisfaction with their own outcomes:
“How satisfied are you with your payment for this session?” They
were then asked two questions that assessed their satisfaction with
the other participant’s payment, both “How satisfied are you with
the payment to the other participant for this session?” and “How
upset are you with the payment to the other participant for this
session?” Finally, we assessed how fair they found the payments:
“How fair do you find the payments in this session to be?” At the
end of the session, the survey program generated a personal code
for each participant as an anonymous identifier for the following
weeks.

A week after the first session, in Week 2, each participant
received by e-mail a link for participation in the next session.
Participants had to login using their personal code and complete
online the same type of evaluation task. Importantly, after finish-
ing the evaluation task, participants were reminded of their own
pay for the session ($3) and of the pay for the matched participant
that was determined by them (agency condition) or by the exper-
imenter (no-agency condition) in Week 1. The participants were
then asked the same four questions about satisfaction and fairness
that we detailed above. This procedure was repeated in Weeks 3
and 4. In Week 5, participants had to come back to the lab,
complete some general questions about the evaluation task, and
then report their satisfaction with the pay in the final session. They
were also asked the same satisfaction questions regarding the pay
for all five sessions. In addition, participants were asked how much
control they felt they had over the payments in the study. They
were also asked how happy they were, how much they enjoyed
taking the study, and to report their sex and age. These questions
also used a 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much) scale. We included these
measures to test whether our manipulation would impact people’s
overall enjoyment and happiness ratings (we did not expect that it
would). Finally, participants were told that we had one more
question for them. Specifically, we told them that we had some
extra budget left, and that we were considering paying the final 12
participants in the study a few dollars more than we paid the rest
of the participants. We asked them to vote to help us determine

whether we should pay the next participants a few dollars more
than previous participants, or the same amount. We did this to test
whether the initial agency manipulation would have a spillover
effect on participants’ final vote (in which they all had agency).

Our main prediction was that participants would be more satis-
fied, and find the allocation more fair, in the agency as compared
with the no-agency condition. We further predicted that this pat-
tern would persist across five weeks (we made no prediction for
changes in satisfaction over time).

Results

Manipulation check. Confirming the agency manipulation,
participants reported feeling more control over the outcomes when
they could determine their matched participant’s bonus for the
study (agency condition, M � 3.15, SD � 2.16) than when the
experimenter made this decision (no-agency condition, M � 1.29,
SD � 0.58), t(94) � 5.73, p � .001, d � 1.18. Note that even in
the agency condition, participants did not report a high level of
control over the outcomes. This might be because they could not
pick the level of the outcomes and were limited to choosing from
only two options (e.g., they could not take the money to them-
selves, or give others a higher amount).

Satisfaction. In the agency condition, 84% (53/63) of the
participants chose in the first session for the other participant to be
paid more than they were ($4 rather than $3). Accordingly, in the
no-agency condition, 85% of the participants (50/59) were told that
the experimenter chose to pay the other participants more than
them ($4 rather than $3). Thus, an inequitable allocation was
carried out in most cases. To investigate whether participants in the
agency condition were more satisfied with this allocation than
those in the no-agency condition, we conducted a mixed-model
analysis of variance (ANOVA) with condition (agency or no-
agency) as a between-participants factor and time (week 1–5) as a
within-participant factor. We ran a separate analysis for satisfac-
tion with one’s own pay and satisfaction with the other’s pay.
We included all participants in these analyses. See the ratings in
Figure 1.

Supporting our hypothesis, participants who had agency were
more satisfied with their own pay (M � 5.36, SD � 1.03) than
participants who had no agency (M � 4.74, SD � 1.32), F(1,
74) � 5.18, p � .026, �p

2 � 0.07. Over time, participants’ satis-
faction with their own pay changed, F(4, 296) � 3.45, p � .009,
�p

2 � 0.05, but, importantly, there was no significant interaction
between agency and time, F(4, 296) � 1.02, p � .396. This
suggests that agency increased satisfaction with one’s own pay
over and above the effect of time.

Next, we averaged participants’ responses to the questions about
how satisfied they would be with the other participant’s pay, and
how upset they would be with it (after reverse coding the latter; the
correlation between these factors ranged from r � .55 to r � .60
in the different weeks). Participants who had agency were more
satisfied with the other participant’s pay (M � 5.49, SD � 1.27)
than participants who had no agency (M � 4.00, SD � 1.27), F(1,
69) � 24.21, p � .001, �p

2 � 0.26. Time did not significantly affect
satisfaction with the other person’s pay, F(4, 276) � 1.96, p �
.101, and did not significantly interact with agency, F(4, 276) �
0.71, p � .585.
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We examined the results in both conditions also taking into
account the pay that was determined for the other participant ($3
or $4). Because the sample sizes were very small in some of the
conditions, we report the means and standard deviations in each
condition in the supplemental materials.

Participants who had agency did not rate their enjoyment in
taking the study (M � 4.48, SD � 1.25) as higher than participants
who had no agency (M � 4.37, SD � 1.20), F(1, 74) � 0.14, p �
.706. Participants who had agency also did not rate their happiness
on the day (M � 4.90, SD � 1.12 as higher than participants who
had no agency (M � 4.68, SD � 0.98), F(1, 74) � 0.82, p � .367.
This is in line with our argument that agency affects people’s view
of resource allocations, rather than their overall mood.

Finally, we tested whether participants’ original assignment to
an agency or no-agency condition affected their vote on a different
question that was presented to them at the final week: whether or
not to pay future 12 participants more for the same study. Note that
all participants had agency in answering this question, as they were
asked to make a consequential vote. We did not find a significant
difference between the conditions, although participants in the
agency condition were directionally more likely to vote in favor of
giving an extra bonus to future participants in this study (65%)
than participants in the no-agency condition (46%), �2(N � 96) �
3.41, p � .065, � � 0.19.

Fairness. According to our account, agency affects satisfac-
tion by increasing the perceived fairness of the allocation (and by
increasing warm glow). Thus, we expected agency to affect fair-
ness as well. Participants’ ratings of the fairness of the payments
were indeed higher in the agency (M � 4.95, SD � 1.64) than in
the no agency condition (M � 3.68, SD � 1.53), F(1, 74) � 12.19,
p � .001, �2 � 0.14. Time did not significantly affect fairness
perceptions, F(4, 296) � 0.66, p � .620, and did not significantly
interact with agency, F(4, 296) � 0.22, p � .930. See correlations
between the fairness measure and the satisfaction measures in
Table 1.

Discussion

Taken together, the results of Study 1 demonstrate a robust
effect of agency on participants’ satisfaction with inequitable pay-
ments for real work. Participants who could choose the outcomes
of another fellow worker not only tended to choose a higher
payment for them, but also reported being more satisfied with this
payment than workers who had no influence over the pay. Com-
pared with nonagentic participants, agentic participants were also
more satisfied with their own pay, and they thought the distribution
was more fair. These effects of agency emerged immediately after

Figure 1. Mean ratings and standard errors of satisfaction and fairness
ratings in Study 1.

Table 1
Correlations Between Main Variables by Condition in Study 1,
Averaged Across 5 Weeks

Variable

Agency No agency

1 2 3 1 2 3

1. Satisfaction with own pay — —
2. Satisfaction with other’s pay .72 — .59 —
3. Perception of fairness .72 .55 — .43 .62 —

Note. N � 76.
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the decision and persisted for five weeks. When participants had
agency, the allocation also seemed more fair to them. According to
our theory, this increased participants’ satisfaction with the out-
come.

Study 2

The results of Study 1 are consistent with our primary hypoth-
esis whereby agency increases people’s long-run satisfaction with
allocations in which others receive more than they do. According
to our account, agency affects satisfaction because it reduces people’s
concern about others’ better outcomes. However, these results
could have been driven by an alternative process. Namely, al-
though we matched the overall ratio of pay levels ($3 or $4) in the
no-agency condition to the agency condition, the outcome matched
the participant’s preference in the agency condition (because he or
she chose it), but did not necessarily match the participant’s
preference in the no-agency condition (because it was externally
assigned in a random manner). Study 2 was designed to rule out
the possibility that this difference in matching preference and
outcomes between conditions explains the different levels of sat-
isfaction we observed.

Study 2 used the longitudinal lab paradigm of Study 1, paying
undergraduate students $3 for each session they completed over
five weeks. To eliminate the matching problem, the pay to the
other participant was now independent of the participant’s choice
in both conditions: we always ended up paying the other partici-
pant more. To achieve this, in the agency condition we told
participants that the pay of the other participant was determined by
a vote of three people: the participant and two other participants.
We set up this condition in this way so that, even if the participant
voted to pay the other participant less, we could still pay the other
person more ($4) because this person’s vote could be overruled by
the other two (hypothetical) participants. The outcome in the
no-agency condition was the same ($4), because of the experi-
menter’s decision. We measured ratings of satisfaction and fair-
ness over five weeks, as in Study 1. If the matching explanation
accounts for the effect observed in Study 1, then there should be no
differences between the agency and no-agency conditions in Study
2. However, we predicted that participants should be more satis-
fied with the outcomes in the agency than in the no-agency
condition, because they would be less concerned about the other
person receiving more than them.

Method

Participants. One hundred twenty undergraduate students
participated in the first session of a marketing study in the lab (60
in the agency condition and 60 in the no-agency condition). One
hundred seven participants completed all five sessions (56 in the
agency condition and 51 in the no-agency condition; 65% females,
age ranged from 18 to 45, M � 20.21, SD � 3.88). Four of the
participants did not provide their personal code consistently, so we
have only partial data from them (of the 103 participants for whom
we had complete data, 52 were in the agency condition and 51
were in the no-agency condition). Participants were each paid a
total of $23 for completing all five sessions. We conducted a post
hoc power analysis, based on the 0.13 obtained effect size for
satisfaction with the other person’s pay (see below). The achieved

power was 0.26. To ensure that our studies are sufficiently pow-
ered, we use larger sample sizes in Studies 4–7.

Procedure. The procedure of Study 2 was identical to that of
Study 1, with the exception of the bonus allocation process. As in
Study 1, participants completed five price evaluation sessions over
five weeks, and were paid $3 per session. However, in Study 2,
participants in the agency condition were asked to vote (rather than
simply decide) on the pay per session for the participant matched
to them: either $3 (the same as they received) or $4 (more than
they received). Participants were told that two other participants
were also going to vote on this participant’s pay, and that the votes
of the three of them would determine the pay (by majority rule).
Participants in the no-agency condition were told, as in Study 1,
that it was up to the experimenter to decide whether the other
participant would be paid $3 or $4 per session. Importantly,
participants in both conditions were all informed that it had been
decided that their matched participant would be paid $4. This was
either determined by the outcome of the participants’ vote or by
the experimenter’s choice, depending on the condition. Note that
this design eliminated any selection effects, as all participants were
presented with the same outcome to the other participant. Finally,
all participants were asked to answer the same set of questions as
in Study 1. Participants completed the evaluation task, and an-
swered the same set of questions, in the four additional sessions.
We predicted that participants would be more satisfied, and find
the allocation more fair, in the agency as compared with the
no-agency condition.

Results

Manipulation check. Confirming the agency manipulation,
participants reported feeling more control over the outcomes when
they took part in the vote (agency condition, M � 2.32, SD � 1.55)
than when the experimenter made the decision (no-agency condi-
tion, M � 1.18, SD � 0.48), t(105) � 5.06, p � .001, d � 0.99.

Satisfaction. In the agency condition, 89% of the participants
voted in favor of paying the other participant more than they were
paid ($4 rather than $3). A binominal sign test revealed that this
percentage was greater than chance, p � .001. Note that in this
study, all participants, regardless of their vote, were informed that
it was decided to pay the other participant more than them.
Unsurprisingly, the six agentic participants who voted against
paying the other participant more were less satisfied with the
other’s pay (M � 3.70, SD � 1.12) than the 46 participants who
voted for it (M � 5.49, SD � 1.22), t(50) � 3.40, p � .001, d �
0.96. The participants who voted against the higher pay were also
less satisfied with their own pay (M � 4.13, SD � 1.55) than the
participants who voted for it (M � 5.39, SD � 1.26), t(50) � 2.24,
p � .030, d � 0.63. The dissatisfaction of these 6 people could be
driven by their initial aversion toward unequal outcomes, and also
by the fact that their vote has been overturned. Note that because
we wanted to test the overall effect of the agency-based allocation
procedure, we included in the following analyses the ratings made
by all participants in the agency condition—those who initially
voted in favor of paying more, and those who voted against. This
creates a conservative comparison between conditions, as we in-
clude in the agency condition participants who were confronted
with a decision that was not in line with their initial preferences.
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To assess the effect of agency on participants’ satisfaction with
their own pay and their satisfaction with the matched participant’s
pay, we conducted two mixed-model analyses of variance (ANOVA)
with condition (agency or no-agency) as a between-participants fac-
tor, and time (week 1–5) as a within-participant factor (see Figure
2). Supporting our hypothesis, participants who had agency were
more satisfied with their own pay across the five weeks (M � 5.25,
SD � 1.34) than participants who had no agency (M � 4.73, SD �
1.21), F(1, 101) � 4.13, p � .045, �p

2 � 0.04. Over time, partic-
ipants’ satisfaction with their own pay changed, F(4, 404) � 4.28,
p � .002, �p

2 � 0.41, but, importantly, there was no significant
interaction between agency and time, F(4, 404) � 0.89, p � .468.
This suggests that agency increased satisfaction with one’s own
pay over and above the effect of time.

Next, we averaged participants’ responses to the questions of
how satisfied they would be with the other participant’s pay and
how upset they would be with it (after reverse coding the latter; the
correlation between these factors ranged from r � .66 to r � .74
in the different weeks). Participants who had agency were more
satisfied with the other participant’s pay (M � 5.28, SD � 1.33)
than participants who had no agency (M � 4.27, SD � 1.38), F(1,
101) � 14.48, p � .001, �p

2 � 0.13. Time affected satisfaction with
the other person’s pay, F(4, 404) � 2.67, p � .032, �p

2 � 0.03, but,
importantly, time did not significantly interact with agency, F(4,
404) � 0.25, p � .912.

Participants who had agency did not rate their enjoyment from
taking the study (M � 4.52, SD � 1.14) any higher than partici-
pants who had no agency (M � 4.33, SD � 1.07), F(1, 99) � 0.14,
p � .405. The agentic participants also did not rate their happiness
on that day as higher (M � 4.58, SD � 0.89) than participants who
had no agency (M � 4.70, SD � 1.05), F(1, 99) � 0.37, p � .546.
This is in line with our idea that agency affects people’s view of
resource allocations, rather than their overall mood.

Finally, the agency condition did not have a significant effect on
participants’ final vote on giving an extra bonus to future partic-
ipants in this study; 66% voted in favor of the bonus in the agency
condition and 57% in the no-agency condition, �2(N � 107) �
0.96, p � .328.

Fairness. Unlike in Study 1, in Study 2, participants who had
agency did not rate the fairness of the payments as significantly
higher (M � 4.42, SD � 1.46) than participants who had no
agency (M � 3.95, SD � 1.69), F(1, 100) � 2.27, p � .135. Time
did not affect fairness evaluations, F(4, 400) � 0.91, p � .456, and
did not significantly interact with agency, F(4, 400) � 1.53, p �
.193. See correlations between the fairness measure and the satis-
faction measures in Table 2.

Discussion

The findings of Study 2 extended the findings from Study 1.
Even though the pay for the other participant was always better
than the participant’s own pay, we found once again that partici-
pants who had a sense of agency were more satisfied with the
allocation than those without a sense of agency. Specifically,
participants who could vote on the outcomes of another fellow
worker reported being more satisfied with this payment than
participants who had no influence over the pay. The agentic
participants were also more satisfied with their own pay and
thought the distribution was more fair than the nonagentic partic-

Figure 2. Mean ratings and standard errors of satisfaction and fairness
ratings in Study 2.
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ipants. These effects of agency on satisfaction persisted for five
weeks. Unlike in Study 1, and in contrast to our theory, agency did
not increase the perceived fairness of the allocation. We test
fairness perceptions in the following studies, and ensure that the
effect from Study 1 is robust.

Study 3

Studies 1 and 2 tested the agency effect by measuring the
satisfaction of participants in lab studies, in cases where other
participants were actually paid more than them over a period of
time. In the next studies, we wanted to test the effect of agency on
satisfaction using hypothetical scenarios that depict more realistic
organizational settings. In Study 3, following the Walmart exam-
ple described in the introduction, participants were asked to imag-
ine that they worked in a big company that was considering giving
new employees better benefits than existing employees. We ma-
nipulated participants’ agency (involvement in the company’s de-
cision) and measured their satisfaction with the decision to give the
new employees better benefits. We predicted that agency would
increase participants’ satisfaction with this allocation, and that
participants’ evaluations of how fair this decision is would account
for the effect.

Method

Participants. Participants were recruited online using the
Amazon Mechanical Turk website; participation was restricted to
participants from the United States. We decided to run 100 par-
ticipants in this study. One hundred two adults (52% females, age
ranged from 20 to 68, M � 35.25, SD � 11.72) participated in this
five-minute study for 25 cents. We specified ahead of time that we
would exclude any participants who failed to answer correctly the
comprehension questions. Ten participants were excluded from
any further analyses based on this decision rule. We conducted a
post hoc power analysis. We based the power analysis on the
obtained d of 0.45 (see below). The achieved power was 0.57. We
used larger samples in our next studies.

Procedure. Participants were asked to imagine the following
scenario:

Six months ago you started working as a computer programmer at
Google. Google is now looking to hire new computer programmers.
Changes in the demand for programmers have presented Google with
the following dilemma: if Google wants to attract the best program-
mers, they have to offer them slightly higher annual benefits than
those that are given to recently hired programmers. If Google doesn’t
offer these better terms, the best programmers will instead take jobs in

other rival companies, and Google might lose in its competition over
the market to the rival companies.

Participants were then randomly assigned to either the agency or
no-agency condition. In the agency condition, the vignette contin-
ued: “Imagine Google asked you and two other programmers who
were recently hired (i.e., within the last 6 months) to vote on
whether or not it should offer slightly higher benefits to new
programmers. The voting is confidential and anonymous.” Partic-
ipants were then asked to vote: “I would vote to give the new
programmers the same annual benefits and lose the best program-
mers,” or “I would vote to give the new programmers higher
annual benefits.” After they voted, they were told that, based on
the employees’ vote, it was decided that the new programmers
would get higher annual benefits than recently hired programmers
(note this occurred even if they had voted not to give the others
additional benefits, similar to Study 2). In the no-agency condition,
the vignette above instead continued “Imagine Google’s vice pres-
ident now has to decide on whether or not Google should offer
slightly higher benefits to new programmers.” They then found out
that the vice president decided that the new programmers would
get higher annual benefits than recently hired programmers. Thus,
in both conditions, the outcome was the same, but participants’
involvement in creating this outcome differed.

All participants were then asked three questions about this
outcome. First, they were asked: “Knowing that these new pro-
grammers will now make more than you, how satisfied would you
be with your own annual benefits?” Participants next indicated
how satisfied they would be with the new programmers’ benefits,
and then how fair they thought the company’s decision was.
Participants then indicated how much control they felt they had
over the company’s decision in the scenario. They made all of
these ratings on separate scales ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7
(very much). Finally, participants answered two comprehension
questions about the text and were asked to report their sex and age.

Results

Manipulation check. Confirming our manipulation, partici-
pants reported feeling more control over the outcomes when they
could vote on the company’s policy (agency condition, M � 3.18,
SD � 1.42) than when they could not (no-agency condition, M �
1.36, SD � 0.53), t(90) � 8.20, p � .001, d � 1.70.

Satisfaction. In Table 3, we report the correlations between
participants’ satisfaction with their own benefits, their satisfaction
with others’ benefits, and their perception of fairness. To assess the
effect of agency on satisfaction, we compared the ratings made by

Table 3
Correlations Between Main Variables by Condition in Study 3

Variable

Agency No agency

1 2 3 1 2 3

1. Satisfaction with own benefits — —
2. Satisfaction with others’ benefits .50�� — .45�� —
3. Perception of fairness .55�� .32� — .72�� .32� —

Note. N � 92.
� p � .05. �� p � .01.

Table 2
Correlations Between Main Variables by Condition in Study 2,
Averaged Across 5 Weeks

Variable

Agency No agency

1 2 3 1 2 3

1. Satisfaction with own pay — —
2. Satisfaction with other’s pay .69 — .62 —
3. Perception of fairness .57 .50 — .65 .73 —

Note. N � 103.

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.

586 CHOSHEN-HILLEL, SHAW, AND CARUSO



participants in the agency condition with those made by partici-
pants in the no-agency condition (see Figure 3). We did not find a
significant difference in participants’ satisfaction with their own
benefits, although participants who had agency were directionally
more satisfied with their own benefits (M � 3.36, SD � 1.60) than
participants who had no agency (M � 2.75, SD � 1.50), t(90) �
1.89, p � .061, d � 0.39. Participants with agency were signifi-
cantly more satisfied with the new programmers’ benefits (M �
4.20, SD � 1.65) than participants who had no agency (M � 3.36,
SD � 1.76), t(90) � 2.36, p � .021, d � 0.49.

In the agency condition, 80% of participants (36/45) voted in
favor of giving out extra benefits to new programmers. A binomi-
nal sign test revealed that the tendency to give the extra benefits
was greater than chance, p � .001. A t test did not reveal a
significant difference in participants’ satisfaction with their own
benefits between participants who initially voted in favor of giving
better benefits to new programmers (M � 3.53, SD � 1.66) and
participants who voted against it (M � 3.03, SD � 1.2; note that
only nine participants voted against), t(43) � 1.47, p � .150, d �
0.44. Yet, participants who voted in favor of giving extra benefits
were more satisfied with the new programmers’ benefits (M �
4.53, SD � 1.58) than participants who voted against it (M � 2.89,
SD � 1.27), t(43) � 2.89, p � .006, d � 0.88.

Fairness. According to our account, agency reduces the un-
fairness that is otherwise associated with inequitable allocations.
As expected, we found that agentic participants thought that the
company’s decision was more fair (M � 3.71, SD � 1.67) than
nonagentic participants (M � 2.85, SD � 1.69), t(90) � 2.45, p �
.016, d � 0.51.

Discussion

The findings from Study 3 extend the agency effect we observed
in Studies 1 and 2 to a workplace scenario that mimics an actual
decision that companies frequently face. Specifically, we found
that people were more satisfied with benefits given to other em-
ployees, and not to them, when they knew they had some control
over the benefit allocation than when they did not.

Study 4

In Studies 1–3, we measured participants’ satisfaction with an
allocation that gave other people better outcomes than their own.
In line with our main prediction, we found that agentic participants
were more satisfied with this result than nonagentic ones. Thus, if
an organization wants to give out some extra resources that cannot
be allocated equally, it can increase the satisfaction of the employ-
ees who would be disadvantaged by the allocation by involving
them in the decision process (i.e., giving them agency). Still, it
might be the case that the organization would be better off not
giving out the additional resources (e.g., sacrificing efficiency for
equity). This would be true if the satisfaction level of agentic
employees’ who were disadvantaged was much lower than it
would be had the organization decided not to give out any extra
resources, and thereby created no inequity. For the agency alloca-
tion procedure to be maximally useful, agentic workers who vote
to let others receive more than them should end up being no less
satisfied with their outcome than nonagentic workers are with an
allocation that keeps things equal.

To compare these cases, we used a two way design, with agency
(yes or no) and outcome (unequal or equal) as between-participants
factors. We created a new scenario inspired by an organizational
field study that examined satisfaction in the workplace in the face
of unequal allocations of office space (Greenberg, 1988). The
scenario informed participants that new offices were to be allo-
cated to two employees: the protagonist and another equally de-
serving employee named Allison, both of whom were using old,
windowless offices. The problem was that only one new office was
currently available, and the second office would only be ready in
a year. In the no-agency condition, participants were told that some
managers at the company voted on whether the office should be
given to one of the employees now. In the agency condition,
participants were told that they and some other employees who
used old offices were to vote on the allocation, and were asked to
cast their vote. In both conditions, the options were to give the
available new office to Allison now, or to give it to neither Allison
nor the protagonist now. Then, participants were either informed
that the result of the vote was to give the new office to Allison, and
give them a new office in a year (unequal condition), or that they
would both receive the new office next year (equal condition).

Finally, Study 4 started to test the mechanism underlying the
agency effect. Specifically, Study 4 tested whether agency makes
people perceive the inequity as more fair, and makes them feel
good due to their generous behavior.

Method

Participants. To determine the sample size of Study 4, we
conducted a power analysis (Faul et al., 2007). We based the
power analysis on the results of Study 3, where d ranged from 0.4
to 0.5. The recommended sample size was 320 participants (80 per
cell), so we aimed to run 360 participants, taking into account
about 10% drop out attributable to attention checks, as in Study 3.
We preregistered our hypothesis and the planned sample size (https://
aspredicted.org/b9nt9.pdf). Three hundred sixty-three American
adults participated in this five-minute study on Amazon Mechanical
Turk for 25 cents (55% females, age ranged from 18 to 86, M �
37.46, SD � 12.56). Forty-eight participants were excluded from any

Figure 3. Mean ratings and standard errors of satisfaction and fairness
ratings in Study 3.

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.

587AGENCY AMELIORATES NEGATIVE REACTIONS TO INEQUITY

https://aspredicted.org/b9nt9.pdf
https://aspredicted.org/b9nt9.pdf


further analyses because they failed to answer correctly at least one of
the two comprehension questions.

Procedure. All the participants read the following scenario:

Imagine that you are working at a large company. You and Allison,
another employee at the company, both do the same job, make the
same amount each year, and have received identical evaluations. Both
of you use relatively old offices with no windows, and you are both
in line for a new office.

The company has recently finished constructing some new office
space and one of the new offices is available for your department. The
construction of the other offices will take another year, at which time
there will be two offices available for your department. All the new
offices have windows.

Participants were then randomly assigned to one of four condi-
tions, according to a two-way design, with agency (yes or no) and
outcome (unequal or equal) as between-participants factors. In the
agency conditions, participants were told: “Some employees in
your department, who also use old offices, including you, have
been asked to vote on the allocation of the new office. The
employees can vote to (1) give the new office to Allison now and
give you a new office in a year, or (2) let neither of you use the
new office this year, and give Allison and you new offices in a
year.” They were then asked to vote. In the no-agency conditions,
participants were told instead: “Some managers at your department
have been asked to vote on the allocation of the new office.” They
were then presented with the same two allocation options as in the
agency condition.

Next, in the equal outcome conditions, participants were told:
“Now imagine that according to the voting, it was decided that
Allison and you will get a new office in a year.” In the unequal
outcome conditions, participants were instead told: “Allison will
get the new office now, and you will get a new office in a year.”
Participants were asked to rate “How satisfied would you be with
the outcome of the vote?” on a 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much) scale.
They were also asked to rate on 1–7 scales: “How fair is the
decision?,” “How generous would you feel?,” and “How much
control do you feel you had over the decision?” Finally, they had
to answer two comprehension questions and to report their sex and
age.

Results

Manipulation check. Confirming our manipulation, partici-
pants reported feeling more control over the outcomes when they
could vote on the office allocation (agency conditions, M � 3.51,
SD � 1.18) than when they could not (no-agency conditions, M �
1.85, SD � 1.30), t(313) � 9.36, p � .001, d � 1.06.

Satisfaction. To assess the effect of agency on satisfaction of
disadvantaged parties, we conducted a two-way ANOVA with
agency (yes or no) and outcome (equal or unequal) as between-
participants factors. The dependent measure was ratings of satis-
faction with the outcome. Consistent with our hypothesis, partic-
ipants with agency were more satisfied with the outcome (M �
4.95, SD � 1.67) than participants who had no agency (M � 4.39,
SD � 1.89), F(1, 311) � 8.85, p � .003, �p

2 � 0.03 (see Figure 4).
Additionally, participants who found out that Allison would get the
office this year were less satisfied (M � 4.15, SD � 1.78) than
participants who were told that neither Allison nor them would get

the office (M � 5.17, SD � 1.70), F(1, 311) � 27.11, p � .001,
�p

2 � 0.08. Importantly, these results were qualified by a signifi-
cant interaction between agency and outcome, F(1, 311) � 7.23,
p � .007, �p

2 � 0.02.
We followed up on the interaction with planned comparisons.

We found that when the office was given to no one (equal out-
come), participants with agency were not more satisfied (M �
5.20, SD � 1.64) than participants with no agency (M � 5.14,
SD � 1.75), t(311) � 0.20, p � .843. Yet, when the office was
given to Allison (unequal outcome), participants with agency were
more satisfied (M � 4.71, SD � 1.66) than participants with no
agency (M � 3.63, SD � 1.73), t(311) � 4.04, p � .001, d � 0.64.

These results align with our previous experiments in suggesting
that employees are more satisfied with inequity when they have
agency in creating the allocation than when they do not. It is also
important to see whether agency can make participants just as
satisfied with an unequal allocation, as nonagentic participants
would be with an equal allocation. To answer this question we
compared participants’ satisfaction in the agency unequal condi-
tion and the no-agency equal condition. Participants who had
agency and found that Allison will get the new office were not
significantly less satisfied (M � 4.71, SD � 1.66) than participants
who had no agency and found that the office will not be given to
anyone (M � 5.14, SD � 1.75), t(311) � 1.60, p � .111. This final
result suggests that the agency based intervention does not have a
significantly negative impact on worker satisfaction: participants
who had agency in the decision to give the new office to Allison
were no less satisfied than those who merely found out that the
managers did not give the new office to anyone.

Fairness. To assess the effect of agency on the perceived
fairness of the allocation, we conducted a two-way ANOVA with
agency (yes or no) and outcome (equal or unequal) as between-
participants factors. The dependent measure was ratings of fair-
ness. There was no main effect of agency, such that participants
with agency found the outcome just as fair (M � 4.86, SD � 1.79)
as participants who had no agency (M � 4.69, SD � 2.02), F(1,
311) � 1.15, p � .285. Participants who found out that Allison
would get the office this year found the allocation less fair (M �
3.95, SD � 1.81) than participants who were told that neither

Figure 4. Mean ratings of satisfaction by agency and outcome in Study 4.
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Allison nor them would get the office (M � 5.62, SD � 1.63), F(1,
311) � 72.79, p � .001, �p

2 � 0.19. Importantly, these results were
qualified by a significant interaction between agency and outcome,
F(1, 311) � 5.20, p � .023, �p

2 � 0.02.
We followed up on the interaction with planned comparisons.

When the office was given to no one (equal outcome), participants
with agency did not find the allocation more fair (M � 5.49, SD �
1.59) than participants with no agency (M � 5.73, SD � 1.66),
t(311) � 0.85, p � .398. Yet, when the office was given to Allison
(unequal outcome), participants with agency found the allocation
more fair (M � 4.29, SD � 1.78) than participants with no agency
(M � 3.64, SD � 1.79), t(311) � 2.39, p � .017, d � 0.36. Thus,
it appears that agency affected perceptions of fairness only when
the allocation was unequal. See correlations between the fairness,
generosity and satisfaction measures in Table 4.

Generosity. To assess the effect of agency on participants’
feeling of generosity, we conducted a two-way ANOVA with
agency (yes or no) and outcome (equal or unequal) as between-
participants factors. The dependent measure was ratings of gener-
osity. There was a main effect of agency, such that participants
with agency felt more generous (M � 4.51, SD � 1.83) than
participants who had no agency (M � 3.84, SD � 1.92), F(1,
311) � 10.02, p � .002, �p

2 � 0.03. Outcome did not have a
significant effect on participants’ feeling of generosity, but partic-
ipants who found out that Allison would get the office this year felt
directionally more generous (M � 3.96, SD � 1.96) than partici-
pants who were told that neither Allison nor them would get the
office (M � 4.36, SD � 1.83), F(1, 311) � 72.79, p � .063, �p

2 �
0.01. Importantly, these results were qualified by a significant
interaction between agency and outcome, F(1, 311) � 5.65, p �
.018, �p

2 � 0.02.
We followed up on the interaction with planned comparisons.

When the office was given to no one (equal outcome), participants
with agency did not feel more generous (M � 4.45, SD � 1.80)
than participants with no agency (M � 4.29, SD � 1.87), t(311) �
0.55, p � .581. Yet, when the office was given to Allison (unequal
outcome), participants with agency did feel more generous (M �
4.56, SD � 1.87) than participants with no agency (M � 3.40,
SD � 1.88), t(311) � 3.96, p � .001, d � 0.62. Thus, it appears

that agency affected feelings of generosity only when the alloca-
tion was unequal.

Discussion

Study 4 replicated the effect of agency on satisfaction in an
office allocation scenario, demonstrating that when a new office is
given to another equally deserving employee, participants are more
satisfied if they were allowed to take part in the decision (i.e., had
agency through voting) than if they were not. Study 4 provided
further evidence for our account that agency affects both percep-
tion of fairness and feelings of generosity.

Importantly, Study 4 also showed that our proposed allocation
procedure did not negatively impact participant satisfaction when
comparing this procedure to the likely status quo—that the orga-
nization would waste the resource and maintain equity. Indeed,
participants’ satisfaction from a decision giving the new office to
someone else, when they had agency, was not lower than their
satisfaction from the decision not to give the office to anyone,
when they had no agency. Thus, if an organization prefers to give
out some extra resources (but cannot allocate them equally), it can
use an agency-based allocation procedure to do so without nega-
tively impacting the disadvantaged employees’ satisfaction.

Study 5

Studies 1–4 tested the agency hypothesis in settings where
participants’ own outcomes were fixed and other people’s out-
comes could be the same or better than their outcome. In real life,
however, it is often the case that other people’s better outcomes
come at one’s own expense. Would agency still increase satisfac-
tion with others’ better outcomes when the self could have re-
ceived the potential benefit? Study 5 tested this question. We used
the unequal conditions of the office allocation scenario from Study
4, and added a selfish allocation option. Specifically, the new
office could now be given to another employee, to the self, or to
neither one. We also made the “give to neither” option more
realistic by stating that in this case, the new office will be given to
an employee in another department (and thus will not remain
empty as in our previous studies). Agency was manipulated as in
Study 4, such that participants were either asked to vote on these
three office allocation options themselves, along with other em-
ployees who used an old office (agency condition), or they were
told that some managers had to vote on these options (no-agency
condition). In both conditions, participants were then told that
according to the voting, it has been decided to give the new office
to Allison. We predicted that participants would be more satisfied
with an allocation that gives someone else a better outcome if they
had agency in the decision process, even if this outcome would
come at their own expense.

Method

Participants. As in the previous study, we aimed for 80
participants per cell (and to account for drop out, we aimed to
recruit 90 participants per cell, and a total of 180). We preregis-
tered our hypothesis and the planned sample size (https://aspredicted
.org/pa7f3.pdf). One hundred eighty-three American adults partic-
ipated in this five-minute study on Amazon Mechanical Turk for

Table 4
Correlations Between Main Variables by Condition in Study 4

Variable

Agency – Equal
outcomes

No agency – Equal
outcomes

1 2 3 1 2 3

1. Satisfaction — —
2. Perception of fairness .63�� — .69�� —
3. Feeling of generosity .33�� .11 — .60�� .42�� —

Variable

Agency – Unequal
outcomes

No agency –
Unequal outcomes

1 2 3 1 2 3

1. Satisfaction — —
2. Perception of fairness .69�� — .74�� —
3. Feeling of generosity .53�� .35�� — .63�� .48�� —

Note. N � 315.
�� p � .01.
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25 cents (49% females, age ranged from 22 to 69, M � 36.86,
SD � 10.47). Thirty-nine participants were excluded from any
further analyses because they failed to answer correctly at least one
of the two comprehension questions.

Procedure. All the participants read the opening of the office
allocation scenario as in Study 4. Specifically, they were told that
they and another equally deserving employee named Allison were
eligible to receive a new office, but that only one office was
available this year, and the second office would be available in a
year from now. Participants were then randomly assigned to either
the agency condition or the no-agency condition. In the agency
condition, participants were told: “Some employees in your de-
partment, who also use old offices, including you, have been asked
to vote on the allocation of the new office. The employees can vote
to (1) give the new office to Allison now and give you a new office
in a year, (2) give the new office to you now and give Allison a
new office in a year, or (3) let another department use the new
office this year, and give Allison and you new offices in a year.”
They were then asked to vote. In the no-agency condition, partic-
ipants were told instead: “Some managers at your department have
been asked to vote on the allocation of the new office.” They were
presented with the same three allocation options as in the agency
condition. Then, in both conditions, participants were told “Now
imagine that according to the voting, it was decided that Allison
will get the new office now, and you will get a new office in a
year.” Participants were asked to rate “How satisfied would you be
with the outcome of the vote?” on a 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much)
scale. They were also asked to rate on 1–7 scales: “How fair is the
decision?,” “How generous would you feel?,” and “How much
control do you feel you had over the decision?” Finally, they had
to answer two comprehension questions and to report their sex and
age.

Results

Manipulation check. Confirming our manipulation, partici-
pants reported feeling more control over the outcomes when they
could vote on the office allocation (agency condition, M � 3.19,
SD � 2.01) than when they could not (no-agency condition, M �
1.57, SD � 1.00), t(142) � 6.19, p � .001, d � 1.04.

Satisfaction. To assess the effect of agency on satisfaction,
we compared the ratings made by participants in the no-agency
condition to those made by participants in the agency condition.
Consistent with our hypothesis, participants with agency were
more satisfied with the outcome of the vote (M � 3.89, SD � 1.95)
than participants who had no agency (M � 3.27, SD � 1.57),
t(142) � 2.11, p � .037, d � 0.35.

Note that because we wanted to test the overall effect of the
agency allocation procedure, we included the satisfaction ratings
made by all participants in the agency condition—regardless of
their vote. In the agency condition, 27% voted to give the new
office to Allison, 27% voted to give the new office to themselves,
and 45% voted to give the new office to another department. As
could be expected, an ANOVA revealed that agentic participants’
initial preference affected their satisfaction with the final decision
to give the new office to Allison, F(2, 61) � 21.15, p � .001, �p

2 �
0.42. According to a Tukey post hoc test, participants who initially
voted in favor of giving the new office to Allison were more
satisfied with this decision (M � 5.88, SD � 1.27) than partici-

pants who voted to give the office to themselves (M � 2.76, SD �
1.64), p � .001, d � 2.13, and also more satisfied than participants
who voted to give the office to another department (M � 3.36,
SD � 1.57), F(2, 61) � 21.15, p � .001, d � 1.76. There was no
significant difference in satisfaction between participants who
chose to give to self and those who chose to give to another
department, p � .416

Fairness and generosity. As in Study 4, we tested whether
agency reduced the perception of unfairness and increased feelings
of generosity. See correlations between the fairness, generosity
and satisfaction measures in Table 5. In line with our account, we
found that agentic participants thought that the decision to give
Allison the new office was more fair (M � 4.34, SD � 1.78) than
nonagentic participants (M � 3.55, SD � 1.78), t(142) � 2.64,
p � .009, d � 0.44. Agentic participants also felt more generous
(M � 3.85, SD � 2.08) than nonagentic participants (M � 3.12,
SD � 1.77), t(142) � 2.28, p � .024, d � 0.38.

Discussion

The findings of Study 5 extend the previous findings by dem-
onstrating the effect of agency on satisfaction in a realistic setting,
where an extra resource can go either to the self, to another person,
or to another department. Indeed, we found that when participants
find out that their peer is about the get the new office, they are still
more satisfied with this result when they could vote on this
decision than when they could not, even when they could have
potentially received the office themselves.

Study 6

Our studies so far provide support for the idea that agency
increases satisfaction with allocations where others get a better
outcome than the self. According to our account, the agency effect
is brought about by two mechanisms: enabling people to perceive
the inequitable allocation as more fair, and enabling them to feel
good about helping others achieve good results. If this is true, then
agency should increase satisfaction just as much as—and possibly
even more than—other fair procedures, such as random allocation
devices. Specifically, agency might lead people to greater satis-
faction than fair procedures, such as random allocation, because
these latter devices do not elicit generous feelings about helping
others (Folger, 1977; Shaw & Olson, 2014; Tyler, Huo, & Lind,
1999). Study 6 was designed to investigate this question.

Study 6 employed the office scenario from Studies 4 and 5.
However, in this case the only options for allocating the new office
were to give the office to the protagonist or give it to Allison.

Table 5
Correlations Between Main Variables by Condition in Study 5

Variable

Agency No agency

1 2 3 1 2 3

1. Satisfaction — —
2. Perception of fairness .63�� — .65�� —
3. Feeling of generosity .75�� .42�� — .58�� .65�� —

Note. N � 144.
�� p � .01.
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There were three between-participants conditions. The agency
condition and the no-agency unfair condition were the same as in
Study 5. That is, participants were told that some employees
including them (agency), or some managers at the company (no-
agency unfair), voted on the office allocation. In the new no-
agency fair condition, participants were told that the managers
decided to flip a coin and give the new office according to the
result. In all conditions, the process resulted in giving the new
office to Allison. We predicted that participants would be more
satisfied when the new office is given to Allison following a fair
procedure (agency condition and no-agency fair condition) than an
unfair procedure (no-agency unfair condition). However, we fur-
ther predicted that participants would be most satisfied when the
inequity resulted from a fair procedure involving agency as com-
pared with a fair procedure not involving agency.

Method

Participants. As in the previous studies, we aimed to run 80
participants per cell (we thus ran a total of 270 participants, to
allow exclusion of about 10% of participants, based on the com-
prehension questions). We preregistered our hypothesis and the
planned sample size (https://aspredicted.org/bi6mm.pdf). Two
hundred sixty-nine American adults participated in this five-
minute study on Amazon Mechanical Turk for 25 cents (35%
females, age ranged from 19 to 81, M � 34.45, SD � 11.48).
Sixteen participants were excluded from any further analyses be-
cause they failed to answer correctly at least one of the two
comprehension questions.

Procedure. All the participants read the opening of the office
allocation scenario as in Studies 4 and 5. Specifically, they were
told that they and another equally deserving employee named
Allison were eligible for receiving a new office, but that only one
office was available this year, and the second office would be
available in a year from now. Participants were then randomly
assigned to either the agency condition, the no-agency fair condi-
tion, or the no-agency unfair condition.

In the agency condition, participants were told: “You and two
other employees in your department, who also use old offices,
have been asked to decide on the allocation of the new office. The
employees can decide to either (1) give the new office to Allison
now and give you a new office in a year, (2) give the new office
to you now and give Allison a new office in a year.” They were
then asked “Which option would you vote for?” In the no-agency
unfair condition, participants were told instead: “Three managers
at your department have been asked to decide on the allocation of
the new office. The managers can decide to either (1) give the new
office to Allison now and give you a new office in a year, (2) give
the new office to you now and give Allison a new office in a year.
Now imagine that the managers decided to vote.” In the no-agency
fair condition, participants read the same text, except that the last
sentence was replaced with the following sentence: “Now imagine
that the managers decided to flip a coin.”

Then, in the agency and in the no-agency unfair conditions,
participants were told “Now imagine that according to the vote, it
was decided that Allison will get the new office now, and you will
get a new office in a year.” In the no-agency fair condition, they
were told instead: “Now imagine that according to the outcome of
the coin flip, it was determined that Allison will get the new office

now, and you will get a new office in a year.” Participants were
asked to rate “How satisfied would you be with the outcome of the
vote?” on a 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much) scale. They were also
asked to rate on 1–7 scales: “How fair is the decision?,” “How
generous would you feel?,” and “How much control do you feel
you had over the decision?” Finally, they had to answer two
comprehension questions and to report their sex and age.

Results

Manipulation check. Confirming our agency manipulation,
participants reported feeling more control over the outcomes when
they could vote on the office allocation (agency condition, M �
3.72, SD � 1.76) than when they could not (no-agency fair and
no-agency unfair conditions, M � 1.61, SD � 1.21), t(251) �
11.24, p � .001, d � 1.42.

Satisfaction. To compare the satisfaction ratings in the three
conditions, we conducted a one-way ANOVA with two planned
contrasts. The analysis revealed that satisfaction differed among
the conditions, F(2, 250) � 7.05, p � .001, �p

2 � 0.05. In line with
our predictions, according to the first planned contrast, participants
in the fair conditions (agency condition and no-agency fair condi-
tion) were more satisfied with Allison receiving the new office
(M � 4.37, SD � 1.62) than participants in the no-agency unfair
condition (M � 3.53, SD � 1.60), t(250) � 3.75, p � .001, d �
0.47. However, according to the second planned contrast, there
was no significant difference in satisfaction between the agency
condition, where participants could vote on the outcome (M �
4.30, SD � 1.60), and the no-agency fair condition, where the
managers’ made the decision by flipping a coin (M � 4.37, SD �
1.65), t(250) � 0.29, p � .774.

Note that because we wanted to test the overall effect of the
agency allocation procedure, we included the satisfaction ratings
made by all participants in the agency condition—regardless of
their vote. In the agency condition, 61% of participants voted to
give the new office to Allison and 39% voted to give the new
office to themselves. As expected, a t test revealed that participants
who initially voted in favor of giving the new office to Allison
were more satisfied with this decision (M � 5.14, SD � 1.24) than
participants who voted to give the office to themselves (M � 3.03,
SD � 1.24), p � .001, F(1, 91) � 8.06, p � .001, d � 1.79.

Fairness. As in Studies 4 and 5, we tested the role of fairness
and generosity in participants’ satisfaction with allocations giving
others better outcomes. See correlations between the fairness, gener-
osity, and satisfaction measures in Table 6. A one-way ANOVA
revealed that fairness evaluations differed among the conditions, F(2,

Table 6
Correlations Between Main Variables by Condition in Study 6

Variable

Agency No agency fair
No agency

unfair

1 2 3 1 2 3 1 2 3

1. Satisfaction — — —
2. Perception of fairness .33�� — .53�� — .44�� —
3. Feeling of generosity .72�� .14 — .51�� .24� — .44�� .24� —

Note. N � 253.
� p � .05. �� p � .01.
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250) � 18.05, p � .001, �p
2 � 0.13. A planned contrast revealed that

participants in the agency condition, who could vote on the allocation,
rated the decision to give Allison the new office as more fair (M �
4.87, SD � 1.22) than participants in the no-agency unfair condition,
who could not vote (M � 4.24, SD � 1.64), t(250) � 2.80, p � .006,
d � 0.35. Yet, participants in the agency condition rated the decision
to give Allison the new office as less fair than participants in the
no-agency fair condition who knew that the managers made this
decision by tossing a coin (M � 5.64, SD � 1.62), t(250) � 3.28, p �
.001, d � 0.41.

Generosity. A one-way ANOVA revealed that feelings of
generosity differed among the conditions, F(2, 250) � 15.48, p �
.001, �p

2 � 0.11. A planned contrast revealed that participants in
the agency condition, who were involved in the decision process,
felt more generous (M � 4.61, SD � 1.88) than participants in the
no-agency unfair condition, where the managers voted (M � 3.14,
SD � 1.67), t(250) � 5.48, p � .001, d � 0.69. Participants in the
agency condition also felt more generous than participants in the
no-agency fair condition, where the decision was made by a coin
flip (M � 3.64, SD � 1.78), t(250) � 3.50, p � .001, d � 0.44.

Discussion

The results of Study 6 support our prediction, whereby fair
procedures lead to more satisfaction with allocations that give
more to others. Yet, the results do not support our second predic-
tion, whereby fair procedures that involve agency lead to greater
satisfaction than fair procedures that do not. We replicated the
same pattern of results in a similar study, where we compared the
agency and no-agency unfair conditions to a slightly different
no-agency fair condition, where the decision was made by three
other disadvantaged employees (see S1 in the supplemental mate-
rials). We speculate that the reason that participants in both studies
were not more satisfied in the agency condition than in the no-
agency fair condition may be that participants in the agency
condition felt more generous, but perceived the allocation as less
fair. Apparently, a vote by a group of disadvantaged employees
seemed to participants as a less fair procedure than a coin flip, and
this overcame the positive effects of generosity associated with the
agentic experience. Still, the agentic participants were just as
satisfied as participants in the no-agency condition where a coin
was flipped, suggesting that these two procedures are similarly
useful in terms of satisfaction with allocations that give others
better outcomes. The agency procedure can be especially useful in
cases where using a random device is not possible (as in the
Walmart case, where the extra resources can be only given to one
group) or is not seen as acceptable (Keren & Teigen, 2010;
Oberholzer-Gee, Bohnet, & Frey, 1997).

Study 7

Studies 4–6 provided support for the agency hypothesis, and
started testing the mechanism underlying it: These studies showed
that an experience of agency increased participants’ personal feel-
ings of generosity and the perceived fairness of unfavorable allo-
cations. Were these altered feelings and perceptions responsible
for participants’ increased satisfaction with unfavorable outcomes?
To test whether generosity and fairness indeed affect satisfaction,
in Study 7 we elicited feelings of generosity and fairness before we

elicited participants’ satisfaction. Additionally, to ensure the reli-
ability of our measures, in Study 7 each construct was measured
using two items (rather than one). We expected to find a main
effect of agency on satisfaction, mediated by feelings of generosity
and perception of fairness.

Method

Participants. As in the previous studies, we aimed to run 90
participants per cell. We preregistered our hypothesis and the
planned sample size (https://aspredicted.org/vd4n3.pdf). Two hun-
dred and one American adults ended up participating in this
five-minute study on Amazon Mechanical Turk for 25 cents (54%
females, age ranged from 18 to 71, M � 39.83, SD � 12.74).
Twenty-one participants were excluded from any further analyses
because they failed to answer correctly at least one of the two
comprehension questions.

Procedure. Participants were randomly assigned to an agency
or a no-agency condition. The participants read the office alloca-
tion scenario from the respective unequal-outcome conditions in
Study 4 (agency or no-agency). Thus, in the agency condition, they
could vote on the new office allocation, and in the no-agency
condition they could not. The only difference from the scenario in
Study 4 was that the name of the other employee was now Nick
instead of Allison (to ensure that the results hold when participants
consider male recipients). All the participants were then told that,
according to the voting, it was decided that Nick will get the new
office now, and they will get the office in a year. Participants were
asked to answer two pairs of questions. The first pair of questions
concerned generosity, and the second pair concerned fairness. The
order of the pairs was randomized and the order of questions
within each pair was kept constant. The first question in the
generosity pair was “How generous would you feel?” on a 1 (not
generous at all) to 7 (completely generous) scale. The second
question in this pair was “How unselfish or selfish would you
feel?” on a 1 (very selfish) to 7 (completely unselfish) scale. The
first question in the fairness pair was “How fair or unfair is the
decision?” on a 1 (completely unfair) to 7 (completely fair) scale.
The second question in this pair was “How impartial or partial is
the decision?” on a 1 (completely partial) to 7 (completely impar-
tial) scale. Participants were then reminded that according to the
voting, it was decided that Nick would get the new office now, and
they would get a new office next year. They were asked to answer
two questions: “How satisfied or dissatisfied would you be with
the outcome of the vote?” on a 1 (very dissatisfied) to 7 (very
satisfied) scale, and “How happy or sad would you be about the
outcome of the vote” on a 1 (very sad) to 7 (very happy) scale.
Finally, participants were asked “How much control do you feel
you had over the decision?” on a 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much)
scale. We report the correlations between the six items used to
measures participants’ satisfaction with the decision, perception of
fairness and feelings of generosity, in Table 7. Participants also
had to answer two comprehension questions and to report their sex
and age.

Results

Manipulation check. Confirming our agency manipulation,
participants reported feeling more control over the outcomes when
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they could vote on the office allocation (agency condition, M �
3.51, SD � 1.85) than when they could not (no-agency condition,
M � 1.66, SD � 1.30), t(178) � 7.84, p � .001, d � 1.18.

Satisfaction. To compute participants’ satisfaction score, we
averaged their answers to the questions that asked how satisfied or
dissatisfied they were, and how happy or sad they were with the
decision to give Nick the new office (r � .81). Replicating the
findings from our previous studies, we found that participants who
had agency were more satisfied with the decision to give the new
office to Nick (M � 4.30, SD � 1.34) than participants who had
no agency (M � 2.95, SD � 1.45), t(178) � 6.42, p � .001, d �
0.96.

In the agency condition, 71% of participants (60/84) voted in
favor of giving the new office to Nick. A binominal sign test
revealed that the tendency to give the new office to Nick was
greater than chance, p � .001. A t test revealed that agentic
participants who initially voted in favor of giving the new office to
Nick now were more satisfied with this decision (M � 4.68, SD �
1.21) than agentic participants who voted to give the office to Nick
next year (M � 3.33, SD � 1.19), p � .001, t(82) � 4.64, p �
.001, d � 1.02.

Fairness. Next, we tested whether the effect of agency on
satisfaction with unequal allocations is driven by a reduction in the
perception of unfairness and an increase in feelings of generosity,
both of which were measured before satisfaction. We computed
the fairness score by averaging participants’ ratings of how fair or
unfair they thought the decision was, and how impartial or partial
they thought it was (r � .54). In line with our account, we found
that agentic participants thought that the decision to give Nick the
new office was more fair (M � 4.48, SD � 1.29) than nonagentic
participants (M � 3.63, SD � 1.46), t(178) � 4.15, p � .001, d �
0.62.

Generosity. We computed the generosity score by averaging
participants’ ratings of how generous or not generous they felt, and
how unselfish or selfish they felt (r � .61). Agentic participants
felt more generous (M � 5.06, SD � 1.42) than nonagentic
participants (M � 3.78, SD � 1.50), t(178) � 5.87, p � .002, d �
0.88.

Mediation. To test whether the different evaluations of fair-
ness and feelings of generosity drive the differences in satisfaction

between the agency and the no-agency conditions, we conducted a
mediation analysis (Hayes, 2013; Preacher & Hayes, 2008). As
noted before, agency affected satisfaction with the decision, (b �
1.34, p � .001). The fairness score was affected by agency (b �
0.86, p � .001), and so was the generosity score (b � 1.28, p �
.001). Agency was still a significant predictor of satisfaction when
mediators (fairness and generosity) were entered into the analysis
(b � 0.46, p � .008), suggesting partial mediation. The 95%
bias-corrected confidence interval for the size of the total indirect
effect of condition on satisfaction through fairness excluded zero
[0.18, 0.58], and so did the indirect effect through generosity [0.33,
0.81], suggesting that both factors are significant mediators.

Discussion

The results of Study 7 support our main prediction, whereby
agentic decision makers are more satisfied with allocations that
give more to others. We have further claimed that the effect of
agency on satisfaction is brought by increased feelings of gener-
osity from helping the other person, as well as by greater feelings
of fairness because inequality is created by oneself and not by a
partial party. Indeed, we found that feelings of generosity and
perception of fairness both mediated the effect of agency on
satisfaction.

General Discussion

Whether one is a cashier at Walmart, a university professor, or
a veteran pitcher for the Yankees, it is not uncommon to find that
newly hired employees are offered better terms than existing ones.
Such inequity spurs dissatisfaction. The present research examines
a procedure designed to reduce employees’ dissatisfaction in cases
where others receive benefits that they do not. Our main argument
is that giving potentially disadvantaged employees some degree of
agency or involvement in the decision about the other employees’
outcomes can reduce their dissatisfaction with a resulting unequal
allocation.

The results of seven studies supported our hypothesis: Agency
significantly reduced participants’ dissatisfaction with allocations
that gave others more than them. For example, in Study 3, partic-
ipants were asked to imagine that they worked for a high-tech
company, and that because of changes in the market, the company
had to offer better terms to attract the best employees. Participants
who had agency (i.e., could vote on the new employees’ terms)
were more satisfied with the decision to give the new employees
better terms than them, compared with those who had no agency
(i.e., the management made this decision). Agency reduced em-
ployees’ dissatisfaction even when the extra benefit given to others
was clearly at their own expense (Studies 5 and 6). Importantly,
the effect of agency improved worker satisfaction in a lab-based
setting where actual work and pay were involved (Studies 1 and 2).
We paid participants each week (for five weeks) to complete a task
and each week they knew that another participant was paid more
than them for completing the same task. We varied whether the
inequality occurred in a situation where participants had agency in
this decision or not. We found that the agentic participants were
more satisfied than nonagentic ones with the other employee
receiving more. These findings also importantly document that
agency can have long-term positive impact on worker satisfaction

Table 7
Correlations Between Main Variables by Condition in Study 7

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6

Agency
1. Satisfaction —
2. Happiness .67�� —
3. Fairness .66�� .50�� —
4. Impartiality .35�� .16 .49�� —
5. Generosity .54�� .43�� .32�� .08 —
6. Unselfishness .50�� .30�� .25� .08 .70� —

No agency
1. Satisfaction —
2. Happiness .85�� —
3. Fairness .58�� .63�� —
4. Impartiality .32�� .25�� .45�� —
5. Generosity .57�� .56�� .33�� .36�� —
6. Unselfishness .39�� .45�� .34�� .13 .47�� —

Note. N � 180.
� p � .05. �� p � .01.
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with inequitable allocations. Dissatisfaction was reduced not only
immediately after the decision, but also some significant time later
(Studies 1 and 2).

Our studies also examined the potential consequences of imple-
menting an agency-based allocation procedure, and compared
them with other prominent procedures. In Study 4, we examined
worker satisfaction in response to the two most “fair” strategies for
allocating resources in such contexts: having potentially disadvan-
taged employees decide to give more benefits to other employees,
and having the management decide not to give the extra benefits to
anyone. We found that satisfaction rates of disadvantaged employ-
ees were not significantly different for these two possible cases.
This result suggests that if organizations want to give out some
extra resources that cannot be allocated equally, they can do so
without negatively impacting those who do not receive these
benefits. This finding has important implications because giving
out the extra resources could have other benefits, such as increas-
ing the satisfaction and possibly productivity of the employees
who do receive the extra benefits.

Study 6 further compared people’s satisfaction with an agency
procedure and with an allocation using an impartial device such as
a coin flip. We found that both of these procedures increased
satisfaction with inequality to a similar extent, suggesting that both
can be used successfully. An agency procedure might be especially
useful in cases where using a random device like a coin flip is not
possible (as in the Walmart case, where the extra resources can be
only given to one group) or when a random allocation is not seen
as acceptable (Keren & Teigen, 2010; Oberholzer-Gee et al.,
1997).

Note that whereas the results of Studies 3–7 are based on
participants’ responses to hypothetical scenarios, our main finding
whereby agency reduces dissatisfaction with inequitable allocations
could not simply be the result of an affective forecasting error.
Importantly, in Studies 1 and 2, participants actually experienced
being paid less than others, and either experienced having agency in
making this decision or not. This incentivized behavioral paradigm
validates the findings from the hypothetical scenarios studies; the
hypothetical studies, in turn, allow us to test the mechanism underly-
ing the effect in a more nuanced way.

Previous research has demonstrated that agency leads people to
be more likely to give others the bigger piece of pie (Choshen-
Hillel & Yaniv, 2011, 2012; Shaw et al., 2016). However, it did
not test a critical question from an applied perspective of whether
people end up being dissatisfied with the inequity they created.
This could happen if people prefer that the resources are allocated
equally, but they begrudgingly allow others to have more than
them, because they want to appear generous or to avoid appearing
petty. The current findings refute this possibility by showing that
empowering people with agency in making unequal allocations
makes them more—not less—satisfied, in both the short term and
the long term. The findings also show that the agency procedure
has other benefits, and seems equivalent to other fair procedures.
Along with the advantages of the agency procedure, our findings
also document its limitations: even though agency reduced partic-
ipants’ dissatisfaction with unequal allocations, it did not make
them completely satisfied with the resulting inequality. Organiza-
tions that can distribute limited resources and must navigate
equity-efficiency tradeoffs likely cannot completely please every-
one. Nevertheless, our results reveal that certain decisions are

more surefire ways to dissatisfy employees (e.g., creating inequity
through nonagentic procedures). Thus, we make an important
contribution by providing a potentially useful tool that organiza-
tions can use to give out resources to some workers while mini-
mizing harm to other workers’ satisfaction.

Fairness and Generosity

Why does an experience of agency make people more favorable
toward options that give others the bigger piece of the pie? Prior
research has suggested two complementary mechanisms (Choshen-
Hillel & Yaniv, 2011, 2012). The current research provides the first
empirical test of these mechanisms. The first mechanism suggests
that agency improves satisfaction through increasing participants’
happiness by allowing them to feel generous. This mechanism
builds on the notion of warm glow whereby people derive more
satisfaction from the good fortune of others when they are person-
ally responsible for helping them than when they are not (Aknin et
al., 2013; Andreoni & Miller, 2002; Harbaugh et al., 2007). The
second mechanism suggests that agency improves satisfaction
through reducing people’s dissatisfaction with inequity by remov-
ing the negative social signal that is often associated with inequity
(Shaw, 2013, 2016). This mechanism builds on the finding that
people who have no agency view a decision to give others more
than them as unfair, because it is a signal of the decision-maker’s
unjustified favoritism toward others or the disadvantaged recipi-
ent’s lower value (Festinger, 1954; Loewenstein et al., 1989;
Shaw, 2013, 2016). In contrast, people who do have agency are
expected to view the other person’s superior outcome as a conse-
quence of their own deliberate choice rather than a negative social
signal, and therefore view the allocation as more fair and less
dissatisfying (Choshen-Hillel & Yaniv, 2011, 2012).

The current research provided empirical support for both of
these mechanisms. In Studies 4–7, participants were asked to rate
how generous they felt after they made their decision. Consistent
with the suggested warm-glow mechanism, participants who had
agency in the decision to give the other person some benefit
reported feeling more generous than participants who had no
agency. Furthermore, this feeling of generosity mediated the effect
of agency on satisfaction (Study 7). Thus, participants seemed to
gain some good feeling about being generous and helping the other
person, and this increased their satisfaction. Second, and in line
with a fairness mechanism, agentic participants rated the decision
to give the other person some benefit as more fair than participants
who had no agency (Studies 1 and 3–7, but not Study 2). The
increased perception of fairness still mediated the effect of agency
on satisfaction above and beyond generosity (Study 7). Together,
feelings of generosity and fairness evaluations partially mediated
the agency effect (Study 7), suggesting that agency affect satis-
faction through these two different routes.

The processes through which our two proposed mechanisms
contribute to increased satisfaction warrant further exploration.
Our current studies do not specify how much of the satisfaction
associated with agency is tied to the private warm glow of bene-
fitting others compared with reducing the negative social signal of
inequity. Consider an employee who had voted in favor of new
employees’ better benefits, but a year later another firm evaluates
her value and does not know that she took part in this decision.
This employee would feel agentic and generous and have the
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private knowledge that she helped others, but this other firm would
not know that she did and might make negative inferences about
her because she makes less than other employees. How would the
employee respond to this situation? Knowing the answer to this
question would help further elucidate the relative contribution of
our two proposed mechanisms and suggest steps one may need to
take to see the benefits of our proposed agency procedure. If the
employee feels good even when others do not know she played a
role, then this would make agency an especially robust procedure.
Yet if she feels bad, then strategies that restore her social status
would be necessary to preserve the benefits of our proposed
procedure.

Implementing an Agency-Based Procedure

Can organizations apply an agency procedure? Specifically, is it
feasible for managers to hand over decisions on bonus allocations
or salary raises to employees? We believe that it is. One such
example is a prominent U.S. business school that, because of
changes in the market, had to decide whether or not to give new
faculty members higher salaries than current junior faculty. Instead
of making the decision themselves, the school administration
asked the junior faculty to vote on the salary for the new faculty.
Just like in our studies, the current faculty could not receive the
pay raise themselves, yet they voted to give higher pay to others.
According to our current research, such a simple voting procedure
should lead to higher satisfaction of those who cannot get the raise,
and this satisfaction can be maintained over time.

Further, in recent years, new platforms and applications have
been developed to allow companies to more easily allow employ-
ees to make such decisions. Philip Rosedale, the founder of the
virtual world “Second Life,” describes in an interview such an
innovative approach he took in allocating a bonus: “Using a simple
piece of software built in-house, Linden Lab divided the total
bonus money and handed out an equal share to each employee.
Employees then anonymously gave it away to anyone in the
company they pleased, keeping none for themselves. It could all go
to their best buddy, be spread evenly around the company’s couple
hundred employees, or any allocation in between—whatever they
decided” (Stillman, 2012). According to Rosedale’s report, the
bonus allocation chosen by employees was fair and enhanced their
satisfaction. The experience of these agentic employees anecdot-
ally supports our findings.

Our findings are promising in suggesting a viable way to over-
come dissatisfaction with inequity in certain situations. Yet, it is
clear that people will not always be satisfied when others make
more than them, even if they are agentic. Some limits of the
effectiveness of the agency allocation procedure are therefore in
order. First, although our agency procedure is a helpful tool that
management can use, we do not expect that it will make employees
more accepting of glaring inequality in the workplace. Namely,
agency should reduce dissatisfaction with inequity only in situa-
tions where the resulting allocation is seen as fair. For example,
previous work has found that people will not vote to arbitrarily
advantage others when the resources can be split evenly (van den
Bos, Wilke, Lind, & Vermunt, 1998; van den Bos, Lind, et al.,
1997). Similarly, if another employee is clearly not deserving of a
bonus, we do not predict that agentic employees would vote to give
such employee a bonus and would not be satisfied if the other

employee receives it. Indeed, the agency procedure may be most
efficacious at reducing dissatisfaction that is rooted in envy, but
not dissatisfaction that is based on unfairness (for a discussion of
the difference, see Shaw & Choshen-Hillel, 2017).

Second, decision-makers are expected to be more satisfied with
outcomes that place them at a disadvantage when they have
agency, but this should hold true only as long as the disadvantage
is not too large. In our studies, the disadvantage was always
limited; it either did not come at their own expense (Studies 1–4),
or was relatively low (receiving a new office later rather than
immediately, Studies 5–7). Indeed, there is evidence in the litera-
ture that people are sometimes willing to pay a token cost to
benefit others more than them (Charness & Rabin, 2002; Choshen-
Hillel et al., 2015; Choshen-Hillel & Yaniv, 2011). However, we
suspect that as the cost to the self increases, so will dissatisfaction,
and the differences between agentic and nonagentic decision-
makers will shrink. Some clue into this can be found in the
dissatisfaction of agentic participants who voted against the option
that benefited the other employee. As the cost to the self increases,
so will the rate of people who oppose the generous option, and
satisfaction will decrease accordingly.

Another practical question for future research is whether poten-
tially disadvantaged employees actually want to make decisions on
extra benefits to other employees. Even if these employees are
quite satisfied when they decide to give extra benefits to others,
they might not expect to be so satisfied, and might want to abdicate
such decisions to a third party (who would be less likely to give out
the extra benefit). This prediction stems from recent work arguing
that people generally prefer to avoid the responsibility for difficult
choices, and would rather delegate them to others (Steffel &
Williams, in press), and that they specifically wish to avoid the
responsibility for creating unequal allocations (Gordon-Hecker,
Rosensaft-Eshel, et al., 2017). Note that other research finds that
people would prefer to make decisions about allocations to self and
others (rather than defer, even when making these decisions leads
to dissatisfaction; Berman & Small, 2012), so it seems that there
are contexts in which people do and do not want to enact such
allocations. Our research suggests that when people do end up
making these allocation decisions (either because they chose to
make them, or because they were forced to) they often end up
being satisfied with such decisions.

Agency and Power

The notion of agency, defined here as involvement or control
over the self and other people’s outcomes, is highly related to the
notion of power, defined as the capacity to influence and control
other people (e.g., Galinsky et al., 2006). At first glance, our
findings may seem inconsistent with a large class of findings in the
power literature. For several decades, power researchers have argued
for the corruptive nature of power (Kipnis, 1972). To give just a
few examples, power has been shown to lead people to be less
sensitive to other people’s perspectives (Galinsky et al., 2006) and
more likely to stereotype others (Fiske, 1993). Higher social class,
which is related to high power, has also been shown to decrease
engagement in pro-social behavior (Piff, Kraus, Côté, Cheng, &
Keltner, 2010). Yet, according to the approach/inhibition theory of
power, power does not necessarily lead to antisocial behavior
(Keltner, Gruenfeld, & Anderson, 2003). This theory argues that
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power makes people more ready to take action and can lead people
to ignore social norms and to act on their preexisting personal
goals (Keltner et al., 2003). Thus, if people are oriented toward
selfishness, then power will make them more selfish (i.e., less
prosocial), whereas if they are oriented toward helping others, then
power can lead to help others more (i.e., be more prosocial; Chen,
Lee-Chai, & Bargh, 2001; Galinsky, Gruenfeld, & Magee, 2003).

A complex relation between power and prosocial behavior is
also reflected in studies examining the effect of power on resource
allocation behavior. These studies found that having more power
over allocations (in a variant of the ultimatum game) makes
allocators more selfish, as measured by allocators proposing more
unequal offers that favor the self. Yet, having full, dictator-like
power over the allocation actually makes allocators more proso-
cial, as measured by more generous, equal offers (Handgraaf, Van
Dijk, Vermunt, Wilke, & De Dreu, 2008; van Dijk & Vermunt,
2000). These studies suggest that when bargaining with others,
people take advantage of their power and use their power for their
own benefit. However, when allocating resources to others in a
nonbargaining context, people feel responsible for others and take
their benefits into account as well. These latter findings are con-
sistent with our findings in our more dictator-like game, whereby
participants tended to behave generously in a case where they had
some power over the allocation, and the other party had none. Our
findings demonstrate an even more extreme case of generosity of
powerful decision makers that not only opt for equal allocations
that are prosocial, but actually opt for prosocial unequal allocations
that place the allocator at a disadvantage. Our findings further
advance this literature by measuring the subsequent satisfaction of
these decision makers, showing that they are satisfied with such
decisions and remain satisfied for several weeks after their deci-
sion.

Agency, Voice, and Procedural Justice

The current work also extends previous research on procedural
justice and voice (e.g., Folger, Rosenfield, Grove, & Corkran,
1979; Lind et al., 1990; van den Bos et al., 1998). As noted in the
introduction, the agency hypothesis builds on the findings that
giving people the opportunity to express their opinions in a deci-
sion making process can mitigate their negativity toward an unfa-
vorable outcome by making the procedure seem more fair. This
has been demonstrated in a wide range of contexts, from reactions
to performance evaluation at the office (Greenberg, 1986) to
citizens’ reactions to government policies that are not favorable to
them (Smith & Tyler, 1996). Voice has also been found to reduce
dissatisfaction in cases of unequal allocations. In one study, par-
ticipants were either given the opportunity to send a message to a
manager who was in charge of allocating resources to them and to
a slightly more deserving participant (i.e., they had voice) or not.
Having voice reduced their resentment toward the manager’s de-
cision to give more (rather than the same) to the slightly more
deserving person (Folger et al., 1979). Still, in this study and in
similar other studies, participants primarily voiced their strong
desire that the other person not be paid more than them (Folger,
1977; van den Bos et al., 1998). Other studies investigated cases
where there were no differences in deservingness between the self
and other. Here, voice was not found to reduce participants’
dissatisfaction with unequal allocations (van den Bos et al., 1997).

Indeed, one of the most common utterances from participants who
were given voice in previous work is their desire not to receive less
than equally deserving others (e.g., Folger, 1977; see also van den
Bos et al., 1998; van den Bos, Lind, et al., 1997). This line of
research concludes that when a clear social comparison is avail-
able, a fair procedure would not be enough to increase satisfaction
with an inequitable allocation (van den Bos et al., 1998).

Our current work goes beyond previous work on voice in
demonstrating that the proposed agency procedure can actually
encourage participants to vote for others to have more and to be
more satisfied with this outcome. Why is agency able to do this?
We argue that our agency procedure made people opt for unequal
allocations that favored others over themselves, and reduced their
dissatisfaction with these inequitable allocations, because the
agency procedure—unlike the voice procedure—highlights the
participant’s responsibility for the other person’s outcome. When
one expresses one’s opinion to affect a manager’s decision, the
responsibility for the decision is primarily the manager’s. Yet,
when one makes an independent decision, one feels personally
responsible. This responsibility is tied to both mechanisms for
reducing dissatisfaction that we discussed above. First, it elicits
warm glow from the good outcome of the other person. Second, it
eliminates negative social signals (e.g., that one is worth less than
the other employee) that would result from partial decisions made
by others. These findings carry important implications for the field
by revealing that management can defer allocation decisions to
disadvantaged workers, rather than merely let them express their
opinions.

Relatedly, recent research suggests that allocators often mispre-
dict how much fairness concerns will impact satisfaction. Specif-
ically, allocators of resources tend to overestimate the extent to
which the fairness of the allocation procedure matters to the
recipients. That is, allocators believe that recipients will be much
more satisfied with receiving less than others if this allocator uses
a fair as opposed to unfair procedure; in reality, the fairness of the
procedure only has a moderate influence on recipients’ satisfaction
(Cooney, Gilbert, & Wilson, 2016). These findings raise an inter-
esting question of whether allocators might also overpredict the
effect of agency on receivers’ satisfaction. Our speculation is that
the effect of agency is not intuitive and that allocators may actually
underpredict its effect. For example, managers would not expect
their employees to vote in favor of giving better benefits to their
peers because they would expect them to feel more envy than they
actually do in agentic cases. They also may anticipate that, even if
employees do vote for such policies, they would still end up
dissatisfied with being at a relative disadvantage.

Final Remark

In a recent article about the ethics of nudges, Nobel laureate
Richard Thaler explained how behavioral interventions could be
used to sway people to the good, helping them make decisions that
are better for them, but also to the bad, directing them toward
decisions that are in other parties’ best interests. On a personal
note, Thaler adds: “Whenever I’m asked to autograph a copy of
Nudge . . . I sign it, ‘Nudge for good.’ Unfortunately, that is meant
as a plea, not an expectation” (Thaler, 2015). In the same way, the
allocation procedure that we have examined here may be used
toward different goals. Organizations may exploit the agency
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allocation procedure to reach decisions that are better for the
management and not necessarily for the employees. Yet, given the
agency allocation procedure’s potential benefits for all the parties
involved, we believe that organizations and policymakers would
use it for the good—to allow for efficient allocations that improve
the well-being of some, without hurting others.
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