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Abstract: This study aims to revise the Belief in a Just World Scale (BJWS) for Chinese college students and test its reliability and validity (construct validity, convergent and divergent validity). Two samples of 546 and 595 college students were selected, respectively, using stratified cluster random sampling. Item analysis, exploratory factor analysis (EFA), confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), reliability analysis and convergent and divergent validity tests were carried out. The results showed that the 13 items of the BJWS have good item discrimination. The corrected item–total correlation in the general belief in a just world subscale was found to range from 0.464 to 0.655, and that in the personal belief in a just world subscale was 0.553 to 0.715. The internal consistency coefficients of the revised version of the BJWS and its subscales are good. The EFA and CFA results show that the structure and items of the revised scale are the same as those of the original scale. Belief in a just world was found to have significant positive correlations with gratitude and empathy, and has a significant negative correlation with anxiety, thereby exhibiting good convergent and divergent validity. Therefore, the Chinese revised version of the BJWS has good reliability and validity.
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Introduction

Belief in a just world (BJW) refers to the belief that “People need to believe that the world they live in is just and orderly. People get what they deserve, and what they get is what they deserve” [1]. If this belief is absent, then individuals will experience difficulty in committing themselves to the pursuit of long-term goals and following social norms. Dalbert posited that BJW is a type of personal resource that enables individuals to deal with unfair situations, reduces the negative impact of unfair events, and maintains mental health [2]. Given that BJW plays an important role in individual adaptation, people are extremely reluctant to relinquish this belief [3]. Dzuka et al. found significant positive correlations between the level of BJW of study participants and life satisfaction, positive emotion, and self-esteem [4]. The preceding studies have shown that BJW is significantly related to individual mental health [2]. Accordingly, the research on BJW should be further strengthened.

Numerous related studies have presented two dimensions of the psychological structure of BJW. Rubin et al. first compiled the Just World Scale, which is mainly based on the two-dimensional structure of BJW [5]. Maes et al. compiled a BJW scale that divides BJW into two dimensions: immanent justice and ultimate justice [6]; immanent justice refers to individuals’ sense of instance justice, whereas ultimate justice refers to whether individuals believe that justice will be realized in the future. Although some subsequent studies followed and used this BJW scale, its structure and internal reliability are widely questioned. At present, the BJWS developed by Dalbert is widely used and has been proven to have high reliability and validity [7]. Dalbert used the object of justice as a basis to divide BJW into two components: (1) personal BJW (PBJW) and (2) general BJW (GBJW). The BJWS was originally developed in German (Cronbach’s α of 0.82 for PBJW and 0.68 for GBJW), and has been widely used in other cultures with acceptable reliability and validity; other versions include the Urdu (Cronbach’s α of 0.93 for PBJW and 0.66 for GBJW) [8], Portuguese (Cronbach’s α of 0.83 for PBJW) [9], Brazilian (Cronbach’s α of 0.82 for PBJW and 0.71 for GBJW) [10], Italian (composite reliability of 0.798 for PBJW and 0.787 for GBJW in national sample) [11], Russian (Cronbach’s α of 0.89 for PBJW and 0.78 for GBJW) [12], and Polish (Cronbach’s α of 0.92 for PBJW and 0.84 for GBJW) [13] versions. Wu et al. also developed a revised Chinese adult version of the BJWS, with reliability coefficients (Cronbach’s α) of 0.86 and 0.84 for GBJW and PBJW, respectively [14].

Previous studies have shown that BJW is positively correlated with the positive emotion of empathy [15]. In a survey of college students, Zhu found that the stronger a person’s BJW, the stronger his or her ability to empathize [16]. When individuals have positive empathy for others (especially those in difficult situations), their BJW will also change. The results of experiments by Cui demonstrated that individual empathic priming can have a positive impact on individuals’ BJW, and can also indirectly affect individual helping behavior [17]. Another study also found that the stronger an individual’s ability to empathize, the more easily the individual experiences and understands the emotions and feelings of others [18]. Thus, the more one is able to feel the pain caused by social injustice and equality, the more one is likely to recognize the importance of a just world, i.e., the ability to empathize can have a certain impact on BJW. Individuals with a high level of BJW believe that society is just, and that good people receive good rewards, a belief that has an impact on individual emotions. Moreover, this idea will guide individuals to be good people, thereby enabling them to sensitively perceive the plights of others and place themselves in other people’s shoes.

Previous research has found that a significant positive correlation exists between BJW and gratitude [19]. People with high BJW may be likely to perceive the goodness in others and generate gratitude [15]. Strelan posited that individuals with a higher level of BJW are more likely to perceive or respond to just treatment with gratitude [20]. Individuals with high BJW believe that people deserve what they get, and after receiving help from others, they reciprocate and appreciate those who help them; this reciprocal behavior can promote the development of individual gratitude. In terms of empirical research, Chen et al. found that BJW, as a cognitive factor, can stimulate the gratitude motivation of college students [21]. Song et al. investigated 1049 high school students and found that the higher the level of BJW, the higher the tendency of gratitude [22]. Therefore, in the current study, it is hypothesized that empathy and gratitude can be used as convergent validity indicators of BJW.

As for convergent validity, according to the theory of personal resources [23], BJW can not only play a positive role when an individual is in a specific predicament or adverse condition but can also affect the effort level of an individual to cope with challenges and stressful events in daily life [24,25]. BJW is conducive to the improvement of adaptability and problem-solving abilities, as well as the reduction of negative emotions. Otto’s survey of flood victims revealed negative correlations of BJW with anxiety and psychological distress after controlling for age, gender, pressure, and personal loss [26]. Nartova-Bochaver et al. found that a high level of BJW can reduce the anxiety levels of individuals and improve positive emotion and subjective well-being [27]. Therefore, BJW may have a negative predictive effect on the anxiety of college students.

Numerous empirical studies have shown that the level of BJW affects the psychological development of college students to some extent. For example, college students with a higher level of BJW are more likely to believe that their efforts will be rewarded. This is conducive to students developing long-term goals and clear life planning. Such students are also more inclined to face academic burnout and academic pressure in a positive way, which is conducive to the mental health of college students [28]. In summary, the cultural differences in BJW and the positive significance of the research on BJW for individual mental health have prompted the current exploration and revision of the structure of the BJWS [2,29]. Therefore, in this study, the Chinese version of the BJW is revised to be suitable for college students.

Materials and Methods

Participants

Sample 1. A total of 600 questionnaires were sent to college students from a university in Liaoning Province in March 2023, among which 546 were valid. Cases were excluded if they met one or more of the following criteria: (a) the answers are regular or the same, (b) who completed less than 80% of the survey, and (c) who did not provide the informed consent.

Sample 2. A total of 650 questionnaires were distributed to college students from the same university in Liaoning Province in April 2023, among which 595 were valid. To assess the test–retest reliability, one month after the initial survey, a subsample of 86 participants from sample 2 was randomly selected to re-take the survey.

Informed consent was obtained from all participants. The study protocol was approved by the Research Ethics Committee of the University of Science and Technology Liaoning (China) (Ref. No. 20210193).

Measures

Belief in a just world scale (BJWS)

The BJWS compiled by Dalbert consists of two dimensions, including six items in the GBJW subscale and seven items in the PBJW subscale [6]. The Chinese revised version of the BJWS is presented in Table 1. Overall, the 13 items are scored using a 6-point Likert-type scale (1 = Strongly disagree; 2 = Disagree; 3 = Slightly disagree; 4 = Slightly agree; 5 = Agree; and 6 = Strongly agree).

[image: images]

Basic empathy scale (BES)

The Basic Empathy Scale (BES) was developed by Jolliffe et al. [30] and has been validated in Chinese college students [31]. The BES scale is divided into two dimensions, namely (1) emotional empathy, which includes 11 items (e.g., “1. My friends’ emotions don’t affect me much”), and (2) cognitive empathy, which includes nine items, for a total of 20 items (including eight reverse-scored items, e.g., “6. I find it hard to know when my friends are frightened”). A 6-point Likert-type scale is used for the scoring standard (1 = Totally disagree; 5 = Completely agree). In sample 1, the internal consistency coefficient (Cronbach’s α) of the total scale was 0.770, while those of the emotional and cognitive empathy subscales were 0.722 and 0.717, respectively.

Gratitude questionnaire-6 (GQ-6)

The six-item Gratitude Questionnaire-6 (GQ-6) compiled by McCullough et al. was used in this study [32]. Feng et al. validated this scale in a Chinese population [33]. A 7-point Likert-type scale is used (1 = Strongly disagree; 7 = Strongly agree), and the questionnaire includes the reverse-scored item of “3. When I look at the world, I don’t see much to be grateful for.” After reverse-scoring, the average score of the six items was calculated. The internal consistency coefficient (Cronbach’s α) of the scale in sample 1 was found to be 0.847.

Zung self-rating anxiety scale (SAS)

The Zung Self-Rating Anxiety Scale (SAS) was compiled by Zung [34], and includes a total of 20 questions (e.g., “1. I feel more nervous and anxious than usual”) scored on a 4-point Likert-type scale (1 = No or very little of the time; 4 = Most or all of the time). The total score of all items is summed to get a standard score, the higher the standard score, the more serious the anxiety symptom. In this study, the internal consistency coefficient (Cronbach’s α) of the SAS in sample 2 was found to be 0.886.

Procedure

First, a psychology professor independently translated the BJWS into Chinese. Another American psychology professor was then invited to translate the Chinese version of the BJWS back into English. Then, the similarities and differences between the translated English BJWS and the original BJWS were compared, and the items with substantial differences (items 5 and 11, respectively) were modified to further improve the accuracy of the questionnaire translation. For example, according to Chinese culture and semantics, the words “exception” and “rule” were respectively replaced with “occasionality” and “inevitability” in items 5 and 11. Next, a Chinese psychology professor and several psychology graduate students were invited to evaluate the validity of the content. The purpose was to make the questionnaire conform to Chinese culture and semantics in terms of expression habits and life customs, thereby facilitating the understanding of the questionnaire by Chinese college students. The final questionnaire was ultimately developed, and the number and order of the items were consistent with those of the original questionnaire.

Stratified cluster random sampling was adopted to select the participants. The questionnaires and informed consent forms were distributed to participants in self-study classrooms through counselors. Participants of different majors, genders, and grades were asked to fill out the questionnaire and the informed consent form, which were then retrieved by counselors. To avoid the repetition of the two samples, different classes were selected for the second measurement. There is no pay for participants to take the test. The participants in sample 1 filled out the BJWS, BES, and GQ-6, while the participants in sample 2 filled out the BJWS and SAS.

Statistical method

SPSS 24.0 was used for descriptive statistical analysis, item analysis, EFA, reliability analysis, and correlation analysis, and Mplus version 8.3 was used for CFA. Item analysis was used to test item discrimination [35]. EFA and CFA were used for verifying factor structure. The internal consistency of the scales and subscales were tested by using reliability analysis. The aim to use correlation analysis is to check test-retest reliability, convergent and divergent validity.

According to Nunnally et al., reliability coefficient was above 0.7 is accepted [36]. To determine the fitting degree of the model, some commonly used fit indices were selected, including the chi-square goodness-of-fit statistic (χ²), the Tucker–Lewis index (TLI), the comparative fit index (CFI), the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), and the standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) [37]. A value of 0.90 or higher for CFI and TLI implies an acceptable fit, while RMSEA and SRMR values of less than 0.08 are regarded as a good fit [37]. MacCallum et al. considered values within the range of 0.08 to 0.10 to indicate a mediocre fit [38]. The correlation coefficient of convergent and divergent validity should be moderately significant correlations [13].

Results

Sample analysis

Using descriptive statistical analysis, demographic variables were analyzed, such as age, gender, and major. Mean and standard deviation of samples and subsample were also calculated. The results were in Table 2.
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Item analysis

First, sample 1 was used to calculate the corrected item–total correlations, which refer to the correlation coefficients between the score of each item and the total score of the remaining items in the subscale. The corrected item–total correlations in the GBJW subscale ranged from 0.464 to 0.655, whereas those in the PBJW subscale ranged from 0.553 to 0.715 (see Table 1).

EFA

As indicated by the EFA, the KMO value was 0.908 and the Bartlett value was 3088.136 (df = 78, p < 0.001), thus signifying that the data are suitable for factor analysis. The maximum likelihood method was used to extract the factors, and the results revealed that the two factors had an eigenvalue above 1; the eigenvalue value of factor 1 was 5.873 and the variance contribution rate was 45.175%, whereas the eigenvalue value of factor 2 was 1.256 and the variance contribution rate was 9.663%. The cumulative interpretation of the total variance was determined to be 54.838%. The structure of the factors obtained after varimax skew rotation is shown in Table 3.
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CFA

Sample 2 was used to analyze the internal structure of the BJWS. Table 3 reports the fitting index of the CFA model. Although the RSMEA exceeded the threshold level, the other fit indices of the two-factor model were found to be ideal (χ² = 377.152***, df = 64, CFI = 0.944, TLI = 0.931, RMSEA = 0.091, SRMR = 0.038). The standardized factor loadings were all found to be significant and ranged from 0.653 to 0.876 (see Fig. 1). All standardized factor loadings exceeded 0.40.

[image: images]

Figure 1: CFA of BJW.
Note: ***p < 0.001.

Reliability analysis

The internal consistency of the scale for sample 1 was tested. The internal consistency coefficient (Cronbach’s α) of the total scale was 0.897, while those of the GBJW and PBJW subscales were 0.800 and 0.865, respectively. In sample 2, the Cronbach’s α value of the total scale was 0.945, while those of the GBJW and PBJW subscales were 0.897 and 0.923, respectively. Test-retest reliability was assessed using Pearson correlation coefficient. The Pearson correlation coefficient of the GBJW and PBJW subscales were found to be statistically significant at 0.859 (p < 0.001) and 0.897 (p < 0.001), respectively, indicating good temporal stability.

Convergent and divergent validity

In this study, the BES, GQ-6, and SAS were used to test the convergent and divergent validity of the BJWS. Table 4 reports the results of the correlation analysis. The GBJW and PBJW were found to be positively correlated with empathy and gratitude and negatively correlated with anxiety, thereby demonstrating good convergent and divergent validity.
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Discussion

Although Wu et al. investigated the construct validity of the GBJW and PBJW subscales among normal Chinese adults, the test-retest reliability and content validity were not analyzed [14]. Rubin et al. argued that BJW would vary across individual correlates and would even grow stronger among older people; in particular, those nearing death might derive much-needed comfort from the belief [5]. Considering that there may exist heterogeneity in different age groups, the Chinese version of the BJWS was revised for applicability to college students. Based on an item analysis, the 13 items of the questionnaire were found to have good item discrimination. In the two groups of samples, the internal consistency coefficients and the Pearson correlation coefficients of the BJWS for Chinese college students and its subscales were all found to be above 0.700 [36]. Hence, the revised version of the BJWS has good reliability and meets the psychometric requirements.

The EFA results show that the two-dimensional structure of the BJWS is clear, and accounts for 54.839% of the total variance. Each factor has a clear meaning and strong explanatory ability. Although the load of item 2 on both factors was found to be above 0.4 (given that EFA is data-driven), this item is still classified as belonging to the GBJW subscale according to its meaning. The CFA results showed that the internal structure and number of items of the revised scale were the same as those of the original questionnaire. The standardized load coefficients of the items on the corresponding subscale were found to be above 0.40, the CFI and TLI values were approximately 0.90, and the SRMR value was below 0.08 [37]. The RMSEA value was above 0.08. The possible reason may be the result of highlighted low factor loadings for the first item of the PBJW (item 7 in this study), which also be found in other adaptation studies of the BJWS [11,13]. Even so, the RMSEA value was lower than 0.10. MacCallum et al. considered values in the range of 0.08 to 0.10 to indicate a mediocre fit [38]. The results indicate that the structure of the revised scale is the same as that of the original scale.

The BES and GQ-6 were used to test the convergent validity of the revised scale. The results showed significant positive correlations between the GBJW and PBJW subscales, gratitude, and empathy. Lerner et al. first proposed the concept of BJW, which comprises its influence on gratitude, i.e., others should be rewarded for their own efforts, and individuals should be grateful to others [1,10,39]. The stronger the BJW of college students, the more strongly they embrace the concept of “good people have good returns.” This concept also means that when others pay for themselves, they should also be rewarded and grateful to those who help themselves. Li et al. indicated that BJW is significantly positively related to empathy [39]. Individuals with a high level of BJW believe that society is just, and that good people will receive good returns, a belief that also has an impact on individual emotions. Moreover, this idea will guide individuals to be good people, thereby enabling them to be considerably sensitive to the plights of others and to be considerate of others [40]. In summary, individuals with a high level of BJW may have higher empathy and considerably grateful behavior. In our case, the positive and significant correlation coefficients of gratitude and empathy onto the BJW factor lend support to the convergent validity of the BJWS.

Regarding divergent validity, a negative correlation was found between the BJW of college students and anxiety, which is consistent with the personal resource theory of BJW [19]. BJW helps to improve the emotional regulation ability of individuals; those with a higher BJW tend to view various social events from a positive perspective, pay more attention to social fairness and justice, and believe that current efforts can yield good returns in the future. This is conducive to the enhancement of trust and the sense of order, control, and security, thus allowing such individuals to maintain a high level of hope and reduce excessive worries [41], suggesting that college students would report higher levels of BJW with increased anxiety. Therefore, BJW, as an important psychological resource, can promote the acquisition of good emotions and the maintenance of mental health. This finding provides strong support for the divergent validity of the BJWS in the Chinese context.

The revised questionnaire was found to have good reliability and validity and can be used as an effective evaluation tool for college students in China. However, this study was characterized by several limitations. First, the search for participants was limited to only one province, which could lead to problems in terms of the generalizability of the scale to other Chinese provinces. To alleviate this issue, the sampling range can be expanded in the future. Second, although the RMSEA value was acceptable, further models should be developed to obtain better fit indices following the indications in the modification indices. Finally, the magnitude of the relationship between the BJW score and empathy was positive, but not high. As such, other variables, e.g., subjective well-being [11,42,43], should be selected to evaluate convergent validity.

Conclusions

Although research methods for BJW are being increasingly developed in China, the main research tools continue to be questionnaires. In this study, the Chinese version of the BJWS was revised to be applicable to college students. via the revised scale, the cultural adaptation problem caused by the direct application of foreign scales is avoided, and domestic research can be conveniently compared with international research. It was found that the Chinese revised version of the BJWS has good reliability and validity. The use of this scale could also be of great value in understanding the reasons for the conflicting results of the significant differences between the GBJW and PBJW of college students in different regions [7,44]. In addition to the impact of BJW on the positive mental health of individuals, studies have also indicated that stronger feelings about the injustices of the world by students, i.e., belief in negative surrounding environmental factors, often lead to anti-social behaviors of individuals. The Chinese version of the BJWS may be useful for studying the relationships between justice, mental health, social behavior, and other socio-psychological variables. This will provide an effective evaluation tool for the further study of college students’ perceptions of justice in the Chinese context.
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TABLE 2

Demographic characteristics of samples and subgroup

Sample 1 Sample 2  Subsample (n = 86)
(n = 546) (n = 595)

Average age 20.39 years 20.42 2041 (SD = 1.41)
(SD = 1.49)  (SD = 1.41)

Gender

Female 211 (38.6%) 194 (32.6%) 29 (37.7%)

Male 335 (61.4%) 401 (67.4%) 57 (66.3%)

Major

Engineering 308 (56.4%) 310 (52.1%) 41 (47.7%)

Science 107 (18.5%) 68 (11.4%) 12 (13.9%)

Liberal arts 137 (25.1%) 217 (36.5%) 33 (38.4%)

Mean Time 1/Time 2

scores

General — 3.43 3.96 3.83 (SD = 1.08)/3.65

BJW (SD =0.84) (SD=1.05) (SD=0.97)

Personal 3.75 4.24 4,13 (SD=0.98)/4.22

BJW (SD = 0.85) (SD =0.96) (SD =0.94)
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TABLE 1

The corrected item-total correlations r and standardized factor loading for items

Item Item (Chinese item) r

number

1 I think basically the world is a just place. (FIAA XA FEEA |2 A 1ERY) 0.464

2 I believe that, by and large, people get what they deserve. (FEAR KFRJE b, FeAHE ATIFE] T MhATTNAR 1) 0.523%**

3 I am confident that justice always prevails over injustice. (A2 1E &2 AT LLAEHEA 2 1F) 0.640**

4 I am convinced that in the long run people will be compensated for injustices. (M KL KT, MANVFIESZA A LM 06554
N3 ERME)

5 I firmly believe that injustices in all areas of life (e.g., professional, family, politics) are the exception rather than the 0.584***
rule. (FRARME 7EAR IR 25 AU (BLFE IR, FEE, BUASE S )T, A2 IR HRARM, A& %4R)

6 I think people try to be fairly when making important decisions. (FIA A A TEEMEE R P B I < J13K A 1E) 0.487*
(I believe that, by and large, I deserve what happens to me. (FE/R KFLE I, BRANEER G LR A HERZINY. 0.5530*
319)
I am usually treated fairly. (FRZH Bl 20 1F X £5) 0.715%%*

9 I believe that I usually get what I deserve. (FAH T H 13 51 7 TN AZH) 0.679%+*

10 Overall, events in my life are just. (e FRISR UL, 728 B A= 00 H R 2B I 2 A IE ) 0.711%%*

11 I;( Ell,;y life injustice is the exception rather than the rule. (7EFAETE TR AR D IEFAR RN, MALL  0.558%
ZN:f))

12 I believe that most of the things that happen in my life are fair. (FAHE FEFRA TG H & A IR > S 2 A IE) 0681+

13 I think that important decisions that are made concerning me are usually just. (FIAA FLEW KB ITEKHRE  0.5800
W &N IER)

Note: ***p < 0.001, General belief in a just world: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6. Personal belief in a just world: 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13.
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TABLE 3

Factor loading after rotation of EFA

Items Factor
Personal belief in a just General belief in a just
world world

1 0.233 0.449

2 0.460 0.452

3 0.190 0.728

4 0.224 0.707

5 0.304 0.607

6 0.379 0.447

7 0.575 0.258

8 0.741 0.272

9 0.719 0.228

10 0.740 0.234

11 0.456 0.467

12 0.617 0.396

13 0.539 0.304
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TABLE 4

Correlation coefficient between BJWS-C, BES, GQ-6, and SAS

Dimension Empathy Gratitude Anxiety
General BJW 0.291* 0.360*** —0.299***
Personal BJW 0.261** 0.384*** —0.348***

Note: ***p < 0.001.
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