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The Frustration Effect: Behavioral and Emotional Reactions to Unanswered Voice 

  

Abstract 

The frustration effect refers to situations in which, despite an individual’s option to 

express an opinion, the decision maker does not take that opinion into consideration. 

Theories of justice predict that, compared with having no voice, an unanswered voice 

will result in more frustration, dissatisfaction, and negative evaluations of outcome and 

procedural fairness. We tested these predictions experimentally, using an ultimatum and 

dictator games in which all participants played the role of recipients, while the allocators 

were fictitious players, who ostensibly offered them low shares. We found strong support 

to the frustration-effect hypothesis. Relative to recipients in the no-voice condition, in the 

unanswered-voice condition recipients in the two games perceived the situation as less 

fair and expressed more frustration and dissatisfaction from their low outcomes.  

Moreover, compared with the dictator condition, in the ultimatum game a significantly 

higher percentage of the recipients rejected the low offers under the unanswered-voice 

condition than under the no-voice condition. The results also revealed an interesting 

gender difference in the participants' responses to unanswered voice. Compared to 

women, men reported higher frustration levels, and rejected low offers with a 

significantly higher rate when their voice was ignored. 

Keywords: Frustration effect, voice, distributive justice, procedural justice, ultimatum 

game, dictator game. 

 

Introduction 

Social justice is a key issue in understanding human behavior: people are influenced 

profoundly by the extent to which they perceive social situations as fair or unfair (Thibaut 

& Walker, 1975; Lind & Tyler, 1988; Lind, Kanfer & Earley 1990; Jawahar, Kluwer, 

Heesink, & van de Vliert, 2002). Following the seminal work of Thibaut and Walker 
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(1975), the focus of social justice research has shifted from questions pertaining to 

distributive justice, to questions pertaining to procedural justice, that is, to the extent to 

which the decision-making process is perceived as fair. Among the primary procedural 

variables, the one that has attracted more attention in the social psychological research is 

voice (Folger, 1977), that is, the opportunity to present an opinion in the decision-making 

process. Many studies show that voice enhances the perception of outcome and 

procedural fairness (e.g., Thibaut & Walker, 1975; Homans, 1976; Folger, 1977; 

Leventhal, 1980; Brehm & Brehm, 1981; Greenberg & Folger, 1983; Lind, Kanfer, & 

Earley, 1990; Korsgaard & Roberson, 1995; Van den Bos, 2001, 2005; Bhal & Ansari, 

2007; Van den Bos et al., 2010; Paddock et al. 2014). The instrumental view of voice 

posits that having a voice in the decision process increases the influence the individual 

has on the decision’s outcome, leading to more favorable outcomes for the individual. By 

contrast, the relational view of procedural justice (e.g., Tyler et al., 1985; Tyler, 1987; 

Lind et al., 1990; Tyler & Lind, 1992) highlights the non-instrumental, or symbolic, 

importance of voice, expressed, among other things, in enhanced feelings of satisfaction 

regarding the procedure, independently of the outcomes. Numerous studies conducted in 

natural settings as well as in the laboratory indicate that the possibility of having a voice 

increases individuals’ appreciation of the fairness of the process, even when they have no 

direct control over the decision itself (e.g., Leventhal, 1980, Folger, 1977; Greenberg & 

Folger, 1983; Lane, 1988; Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler, 1990; Greenberg, 1990; Folger & 

Cropanzo, 1998; Vidmar, 2001). Apparently, the mere opportunity to express one’s views 

and opinions enhances procedural fairness. Moreover, individuals ascribe high value to 

having voice, because having such right means that their views are worthy. This, in turn, 

increases their self-worth, and conveys that they garner respect and appreciation within 

the group or organization (Van Prooijen, Karremans, &  Van Beest, 2006).  

 

The Frustration Effect 

Despite the aforementioned positive effects of having voice, individuals often respond 

negatively to procedures that appear to offer process control but do not provide any real 

effect on the decision outcome. This phenomenon, termed the frustration effect (Cohen, 

1985; Tyler, 1990), refers to circumstances in which, despite the individual’s option to 

http://www.emeraldinsight.com/action/doSearch?ContribStored=Bhal%2C+K+T
http://www.emeraldinsight.com/action/doSearch?ContribStored=Ansari%2C+M+A
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express an opinion, the decision maker does not take that opinion into consideration 

(Folger & Konovsky, 1989; Tyler, 1990; Potter, 2006). In such cases, despite the fair 

procedure, frustrating outcomes may result in less outcome satisfaction than unfair 

procedures. The frustration effect may be seen as a mirror image of “the fair process 

effect” (Van den Bos et al., 1997), which prescribes that the recipients perceive favorable 

outcomes more positively when they have voice than when they do not. Unanswered 

voice often results in individuals feeling worse than they would have, had they not been 

asked for their opinions (Folger, 1977; Folger, Rosenfield, Grove, & Cochran, 1979; 

Folger, Rosenfield, & Robinson, 1983). They might interpret the disregard of their voice 

as disrespectful and as denial of their basic rights. As result, they might resort to 

compensatory behavioral strategies aimed at reducing their frustration (Bourdieu, 1965). 

Despite its importance, the frustration effect has received surprisingly little research 

attention (Potter, 2006). To explore this effect experimentally, we constructed two 

settings in which, despite their request for fair shares, subjects were allocated low shares 

from fictitious allocators. For this purpose, we used the ultimatum and dictator games. In  

the ultimatum game (Güth, Schmittberger & Schwarze, 1982; Camerer & Thaler, 1995), 

an allocator receives an amount of monetary units and must decide how much to keep for 

herself and how much to transfer to a recipient. The recipient replies either by accepting 

the offer, in which case both players receive their shares, or by rejecting the offer, in 

which case the two players receive nothing. In the dictator game (Forsythe, Horowitz, & 

Sefton 1994; Bardsley, 2008), the allocator’s division is implemented and the game ends. 

In the ultimatum game the recipients, although with no decision power over how the offer 

is made, still have considerable structural outcome control, given the fact that they can 

veto any unsatisfactory offer. In the dictator game, the recipient has no structural control 

on the outcomes. 

In the reported study, we used one-period ultimatum and dictator games, with and 

without voice. For each game, we tested the recipients’ emotional reactions and 

evaluations of outcome and procedural fairness to receiving low offers when they had 

voice that is unanswered, compared to when they had no voice (a “mute” condition). We 

also looked for gender differences in response to an unanswered voice.  
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The experiment 

Design  

The experimental design was a two-factor between-subjects design. The factors were 

“Game” (two levels: ultimatum vs. dictator) and “Voice” (two levels: unanswered voice 

vs. no-voice). About equal numbers of subjects played the role of recipient under each 

condition. In all conditions, the participants played a one-period game (ultimatum or 

dictator) in which they received an unfair offer of 10% or 20% of 40 NIS (about $11). 

 

Participants and procedure 

One hundred and twenty-one subjects participated in the experiment (66% female and 

34% male), all students at the University of Haifa.  The median participants’ age was 24 

Ys. with an age range of 18.5 to 44 Ys. Participants were invited to the social psychology 

laboratory in evenly sized groups of 14-20 each. Upon arrival, they were randomly 

assigned to two groups, and each group was guided by an experimenter and seated in a 

different (adjacent) room, at sufficiently separated chairs. The experimenter in each room 

explained that one room was (ostensibly) designated for allocators and the other for 

recipients, and that a random draw had resulted in them being in the role of recipients and 

the participants in the other room being in the role of allocators. In fact, participants in 

both rooms played the role of recipients. Each participant was randomly assigned a letter 

as his or her ID in the experiment, and was told that he/she would (ostensibly) be paired 

with the allocator who received the same ID letter in the other room. In each room, 

subjects received an instruction sheet that explained the rules of the game. The 

experimenter explained that the allocator paired with them in the adjacent room would 

decide how to allocate 40 New Israeli Shekels (NIS), which is about $11, between the 

two of them, would register the allocation on a “decision card,” put the card in an 

envelope marked with his or her ID, and submit it to the experimenter in the other room.  

About three minutes after all participants in each room had completed reading the 

instructions, the experimenter in each room returned with a stack of envelopes, 

purportedly sent by the allocators sitting in the other room. Each participant then received 

the envelope corresponding to his/her ID number, which contained the (fictitious) 

allocator's decision card. The decision, which was handwritten by the experimenter, 
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indicated a division of 40 NIS, ostensibly written by the allocator. About half of the 

participants received a 20% offer (stating that the allocator had allocated 32 NIS for 

himself/herself and 8 NIS for the responder), and the other half received a 10% offer 

(stating that the allocator had allocated 36 NIS for himself/herself and 4 NIS for the 

responder). When all participants had finished writing their decisions, the experimenter 

collected the envelopes containing the decision cards and ostensibly returned each card to 

the corresponding allocator.  

In the dictator-No-voice condition, the subject was requested to open the envelope, read 

the decision, and signal to the experimenter, who then administered a short questionnaire 

that the participant was asked to complete, hand to the experimenter, and wait for further 

instructions. When the experiment ended, participants were called, one at a time, to the 

experimenter’s desk, where they received their gains as well as 10 NIS (about $2.7) for 

participating in the study. They were then released from the room.  

In the dictator-voice condition, the procedure was identical to the one described above, 

except that the participants were also instructed that before the (fictitious) allocators in 

the other room make their decisions, each recipient could send a short message to his or 

her paired allocator. The experimenter gave each recipient a “message card” on which he 

or she could write a short message to the allocator. After all recipients had finished 

writing their messages, the experimenter collected the messages and ostensibly gave them 

to the respective allocators in the next room. Recipients who opted not to write a message 

were asked to hand the empty “message card” to the experimenter. After a few minutes, 

the experimenter returned to the room and handed each responder an envelope containing 

a decision card ostensibly sent by his/her allocator. 

The procedures of the mute and voice ultimatum conditions were identical to the 

corresponding procedures described above, except that the participants were instructed 

that after receiving the allocators’ decision cards, they must decide whether to accept the 

offer or reject it, write the decision on the designated place in the decision card, and hand 

the card back to the experimenter. The instructions stated clearly that if participant 

accepted the offer, the 40 NIS would be divided according to the allocator’s offer, and if 

the participant rejected the offer, the allocator and the responder would get nothing.  
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When the experimental part ended, the participants were asked to answer a short 

questionnaire pertaining to their levels of satisfaction and perceptions of outcome and 

procedural fairness. After completion of the questionnaire, participants were called, one 

at a time, to the experimenter’s desk, where they received their gains from the 

experiment, in addition to 10 NIS (about $2.75) for participating. 

Main Hypotheses 

1. In the ultimatum game, in which recipients have structural power to veto the allocators’ 

offers, a higher percentage of the participants will reject low offers under the 

unanswered-voice than under the no-voice (mute) condition. 

2. Relative to participants in the “mute” condition, participants in the comparable 

unanswered-voice condition in the two games will feel more frustrated. 

3. Participants in the unanswered-voice condition in the two games will perceive the 

process as less fair than under the no-voice condition.  

 

Results 

(a) Recipient's decisions in the ultimatum conditions 

We hypothesized that the proportion of rejections of low offers will be higher in the 

ultimatum game with unanswered voice than in the ultimatum game with no-voice 

(control). A Wilcoxon exact one-tailed analysis revealed a significant difference (p = 

0.0041), indicating that in the ultimatum game with unanswered voice, the proportion of 

rejections (85.95%) was significantly higher than in the ultimatum game with no-voice 

(51.67%).  

We also compared the rates of rejection of women and men. Figure 1 depicts the mean 

rejection rates (in %, approximated to the closest integers) by men and women under the 

two voice conditions. As the figure shows, among men in the unanswered-voice 

condition, all proposals were rejected compared to only 42% in the no-voice condition. 

The difference in rejection rates was significant (p = 0.0046, Wilcoxon exact two-tailed 

test). On the other hand, among women, this difference was not significant (p = 0.30, 

Wilcoxon exact two-tailed test), and most low offers were rejected in both conditions. In 

the voice condition, 77.78% of proposals were rejected, versus 57.89% in the standard 

ultimatum condition. The difference in the power of the voice variable effect among men 
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versus women reaches only marginal significance (χ²(1) = 3.54, p = 0.06, Bareslow-Day 

Test for Homogeneity of Odds Ratios). In other words, among women, low proposals 

seem to have been equally frustrating, whether they had voice or not.  

 

Figure 1: Mean rejection rates (in %) by men and women under the two voice conditions 

(b) Self-Reports of Negative Feelings 

The post-experiment questionnaire asked participants to report their feelings after 

receiving the low offers. Specifically, the questionnaire probed their feelings of anger, 

frustration, and insult on a scale of 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much).  A multivariate analysis 

of variance (MANOVA) revealed a significant effect for the type of game (F(3,106) = 

14.18, p < 0.0001), for the voice condition (F(3,106) = 19.98, p < 0.0001), and for the 

interaction between the two (F(3,106) = 6.02, p < 0.001). Separate analyses for each 

reported emotional reaction revealed significant effects. For anger, the effect of voice was 

significant (F(1,108) = 18.38, p < 0.0001). The effects of the type of the game 

(ultimatum/dictator) and its interaction with the voice condition were also significant 

(F(1,108) = 38.04, p < 0.0001; and F(1,108) = 10.27, p < 0.01, for the type of the game and its 

interaction with the "voice" condition, respectively). A similar analysis on the reported 

frustration levels yielded significant effects for the voice, type of game, and their 

interaction (F(1,108) = 60.30, p < 0.0001; F(1,108) = 15.15, p < 0.001; and F(1,108) = 17.06, p 

< 0.0001, for voice, game type, and their interaction, respectively). The comparable 
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results for the self-reports of "insult" were similar, except that we detected no significant 

effect for the type of game (F(1,108) = 11.85, p < 0.001; F(1,108) < 1; and F(1,108) = 6.70, p < 

0.05, for the effects of the voice, the game, and their interaction, respectively). Figure 2 

depicts the mean self-reports of anger, frustration, and insult in the ultimatum and dictator 

games, with no voice and with unanswered voice. 

 

 

 

            Figure 2: Means of self-reports of feelings of anger, frustration, and insult in the           

ultimatum and dictator games, with no voice, and with unanswered voice. 
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the figure, when voice was not met with compliance, the self-reported negative feelings 

were stronger in the ultimatum game than in the dictator game (for anger: F(1,108) =  

29.16, p < 0.0001 in the ultimatum game vs.  F(1,108) < 1 in the dictator game; for 

frustration: F(1,108) = 73.51, p < 0.0001 in the ultimatum game vs. F(1,108) = 6.37, p < 0.05 

in the dictator game; and for insult: F(1,108) = 18.90, p < 0.0001 in the ultimatum game vs.  

F(1,108) < 1 in the dictator game). The ultimatum game with voice generated more 

negative feelings than the dictator game with voice (for anger: F(1,108) =  41.65, p < 

0.0001 in the voice condition vs. F(1,108) = 4.64, p < 0.05 in the control condition; for 

frustration: F(1,108) = 30.51, p < 0.0001 in the voice condition vs. F(1,108) < 1 in the control 

condition; for insult: F(1,108) = 3.98, p < 0.05 in the voice condition vs. F(1,108) = 2.75, p = 

0.10  in the control condition).  

 

(c) Levels of Satisfaction  

The post-experimental questionnaire included two questions which probed the 

participants’ feelings of satisfaction regarding the allocator’s division of the monetary 

“pie,” which they reported on a scale of 1-7. The first question was: "How did you feel 

when you saw the division chosen by the allocator?" (1= very disappointed, 7 = very 

pleased). The second question was: "To what extent you felt satisfied or unsatisfied when 

you saw the division chosen by the allocator?" (1= very unsatisfied, 7 = very satisfied). 

The correlation between the participants' replies to the two questions was only 0.6, thus 

we treated the two questions as separate items. A multivariate analysis of variance 

(MANOVA), revealed that only the voice condition had a significant effect on the 

recipients’ levels of satisfaction  (F(2,107) = 6.46, p < 0.01),  

A univariate analysis of variance revealed significant effects for satisfaction (F(1, 108) = 

7.04, p < 0.01 for question 1, and F(1, 108) = 12.32, p < 0.001 for question 2, respectively). 

When the participants' voice was not met with compliance, their level of satisfaction was 

lower than when voice was not an option.  

(d) Perceived Fairness 

Participants’ also rated the outcome and process fairness on a scale of 1 (not fair at all) to 

7 (entirely fair). Figure 3 depicts the mean reported perceptions of outcome and 

procedural fairness in the ultimatum and dictator games, with no voice and with 
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unanswered voice.

 

Figure 3: Means of the perceptions of outcome fairness (left panel) and procedural 

fairness (right panel) in the ultimatum and dictator games, with no voice, and with 

unanswered voice 
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6.64, p < 0.05), but not for their interaction (F(1,108) = 1.17, p = 0.28). Figure 3 shows, that 

when voice was not met with compliance, participants perceived the allocation outcome 

as fairer in the dictator game than in the ultimatum game. They also perceived the 

outcome as fairer in the no-voice than in the unanswered-voice condition. In other words, 
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when a low proposal is received in a game with no structural power, and when no prior 

request had been made, the degree of perceived fairness was highest. 

For the perceptions of process fairness, we found no significant effect for type of game 

(F(1,108) = 0.41, p = 0.53), nor for the voice condition (F(1,108) = .36, p = 0.55). However, a 

significant interaction effect emerged (F(1,108) = 5.89, p < 0.05). Separating the interaction 

into simple effects, revealed a significant effect for the voice condition in the ultimatum 

game (F(1,108) = 4.75, p < 0.05), whereas in the dictator game, this effect was insignificant 

(F(1,108) = 1.62, p = 0.21. We also found a significant effect for the type of game in the 

voice condition (F(1,108) = 4.45, p < 0.05), whereas in the control condition, this effect was 

insignificant (F(1,108) = 1.70, p < 0.2). 

 

Gender differences in negative feelings and outcome satisfaction 

Motivated by the detected gender difference in rejection rates in the ultimatum game, we 

analyzed the effects of gender on the participants' reports of negative feelings and 

outcome satisfaction. Three multivariate analyses on the recipients’ negative feelings, 

adjusted for the effects of offer size, showed no significance (F(3, 98) < 1) for gender, nor 

for its interactions with the voice and game conditions. Also, the effect of the three-way 

interaction—gender x voice x game type—was insignificant. Similarly, we found no 

significant effects for the two-way interactions between gender and voice and gender and 

game type, and the three-way interaction between the discussed variables was 

insignificant (F < 1). On the other hand, a multivariate analysis of variance on the 

reported levels of outcome satisfaction revealed a significant interaction between gender 

and voice (F(2, 99) = 3.98, p < 0.05). All other interaction effects were insignificant (F(2, 99) 

= 1.02, p = 0.36 for gender main effect,  and F(2, 99) < 1 for interaction of gender with the 

game type and the three-way interaction). Separation of the interaction effect into simple 

effects shows that the difference between the no-voice and unanswered voice was 

significant only for men (F(1, 100) = 12.41, p = 0.0006), but not for women, for whom the 

level of satisfaction was similarly low under the two voice conditions.   
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Discussion 

The frustration effect refers to circumstances in which, despite the opportunity to voice 

one’s opinion, the decision maker does not take the expressed opinion into consideration, 

and rather acts to maximize his own personal benefit (Folger, 1977; Lind & Tyler, 1988; 

Tyler, 1990; Van den Bos et al., 1997; Potter, 2006). In such cases, theories of distributive 

and procedural justice contend that, compared with having no voice, an unanswered voice 

will eventually result in more frustration, dissatisfaction, and negative evaluations of the 

outcome and procedure’s fairness (Folger & Konovsky, 1989; Potter, 2006). 

Despite the extensive research on the effects of voice on procedural and distributive 

justice, the experimental research on the "frustration effect" is relatively scarce (Potter, 

2006). Our findings, based on recipients’ responses in ultimatum and dictator games, lend 

strong support to the frustration effect. They also indicate that the effect is stronger when 

recipients whose voices were ignored have structural power in the process. In the 

reported study recipients who had structural power, might have had greater expectations 

of having an influence in the decision-making process than players with no such power, 

and the higher the expectations were, the higher the disappointment. Moreover, our 

findings demonstrate that the realization that voice had no influence on the decision, 

increased the participants' disappointment and diminished their perceived outcome 

fairness. It is possible that the lack of procedural consistency, caused by unfulfilled 

expectations, was also a factor that contributed to the significantly higher rejection rates 

in the ultimatum game with an unanswered voice and to the increased negative emotions 

in the ultimatum and dictator games. As Van den Bos, Vemunt, and Wilke (1997) have 

noted, a procedure is perceived to be fair when the expectation it aroused at the beginning 

of the process is consistent with the actual process. The findings of their study 

demonstrated that when participants were not told at the beginning of the experiment that 

they would have the opportunity to express their opinions and then were not given this 

option, they perceived the process as less fair (situation of inconsistency) than 

participants who neither had the option of voice nor expected to receive it (situation of 

consistency). Our study, using the ultimatum and dictator game, lends strong support to 

the findings and conclusions of the Van den Bos et al. (1997) study.     
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Gender differences 

Previous research on gender differences in justice perception indicate that procedural 

justice is more important for women than for men (e.g., Sweeney & McFarlin; 1997; 

Jawahar et al., 2002; Kluwer, Tumewu, & Van den Bos, 2009, Rosener, 2011). Although 

not hypothesized, our results revealed interesting differences in the behavioral and 

emotional responses of male and female participants. In the ultimatum game, the increase 

in the rejection rate caused by an unanswered voice (relative to the no-voice condition) 

was much higher among men than among women (see Fig. 1). Female participants seem 

to have perceived low proposals as insulting whether they had the option of voice or not. 

By contrast, men seem to have ignored the insult and behaved more rationally when they 

had no option of voice, but they couldn’t ignore the insult when they had voice, but their 

voice was not met with compliance. We contend that the detected differences in reaction 

to low offers and unanswered voice are rooted in the wider differences in the 

socialization of men and women in the investigated Israeli sample, where, as in most 

countries and cultures, men still have more decision power than women. Unfortunately, 

women face more situations in which they either have no voice, or they expect that their 

voice will be ignored. Men, on the other hand, are used to having voice and to having 

their voice answered. As such, their response to having their voice unanswered is more 

severe than the response of women. In our sample, all men who had their voice 

unanswered rejected the low offers.    

A concluding remark is in order. “Strategic use of voice” and “pseudo participation”, are 

terms that refer to the cynical exploitation of the positive effect attributed to voice. The 

purpose of such exploitation is to receive support and legitimization, thereby encouraging 

positive feelings toward supervisors without bearing instrumental costs such as salary 

raises (Pateman, 1970). Such use is attained through creating the appearance of a fair 

procedure by encouraging subordinates to take part in the decision-making process, while 

in fact they have no influence (Lind & Tyler, 1988; Van den Bos et al., 1997, MacCoun, 

2005; De Vries, Jehn, & Terwel, 2012). Our results suggest that managers, as well as 

social and political leaders, should be more aware of the detrimental effects of 

unanswered voice. 
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