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DO DIFFERENT PEOPLE BELIEVE IN A JUST WORLD DIFFERENTLY? STUDY OF IT SPECIALISTS
IN THE CONTEXT OF THE RUSSIAN INVASION OF UKRAINE

The current study utilized cluster analysis to investigate the different configurations of Personal Belief in a Just World (PBJW) and General
Belief in a Just World (GBJW) among Ukrainian I'T -specialists and explored how these distinct justice belief profiles relate to Subjective
Well-being (SWB), encompassing life satisfaction (SWL) and emotional well-being (SSWB) and Existential Fulfillment (EF) in the
dramatically shifted context from peacetime (2021) to wartime (2022). This approach provided insight into the functioning of this established
psychological resource under conditions of extreme uncertainty and military aggression. Sample: 177 IT-specialists (86 men, 71 women):
80 during 2021 peacetime, 77 in 2022, after Russia's invasion. Methods: Belief in a Just World scale (Dalbert, 1999), Test of Fundamental
Motivation (Eckhardt, 2001), Satisfaction With Life Scale (Diener et al., 1985), Scale of Subjective Well-being (Perrudet-Badoux et al., 1988).
Foundlings: The study identified five distinct profiles of personal and general justice beliefs, showing that these components do not always
coincide. The findings confirmed the adaptive role of PBJW for well-being and highlighted a compensatory function of GBJW under
wartime conditions. By examining BJW profiles across peaceful and wartime periods, the study expands existing evidence by demonstrating

both the stability of these profiles and their sensitivity to major societal disruptions.
Keywords: belief in a Just World, subjective well-being, personal resonrces, existential fulfillment, cluster analysis, wartime impact

Armed conflict disrupts the social continuity of peaceful
life and calls into question the fundamental assumptions about
the world. Such events may elicit psychological distress (Priebe
et al., 2013), but they may also stimulate processes that help
individuals adapt and integrate traumatic experience
(Bonanno, 2004; Kashdan & Kane, 2011). When external
stability is lost and access to familiar social and material
resources is reduced, internal psychological resources become
particularly significant for maintaining well-being.

One of these resources is the belief in a just world (BJW),
which helps individuals maintain a sense of order,
predictability, and controllability of life (Furnham, 2003;
Dalbert & Donat, 2015). However, military events often
contradict notions of justice. Military aggression confronts
individuals with situations that directly violate personal and
general expectations of justice, putting their beliefs about the
justice of the world to the test. The integration of these
experiences into a coherent worldview is a necessary condition
for resilience and for maintaining or restoring subjective well-
being (Janoff-Bulman, 1992; Frankl, 1959; Ostafin et al., 2023).

It should be noted that BJW is not a homogeneous
construct. The distinction between personal BJW (PBJW)

and general BJW (GBJW) is of particular importance
(Lipkus, Dalbert, & Siegler, 1996; Dalbert, 1999). PBJW is
closely related to psychosocial adaptation, positive self-
petception, and effective stress coping (Dzuka & Dalbert,
2002, 2007; Fatima & Suhail, 2010), whereas GBJW refers
more to generalized beliefs about society and may respond
differently to negative or threatening events. BJW can buffer
negative experiences, but its protective function is not
unlimited; repeated or severe negative events may undermine
it (You & Ju, 2020), and it has been shown that war weakens
beliefs in a just world at both the personal and societal levels
(Fasel & Spini, 2014).

A second important intrapsychic resource is existential
fulfillment (EF), which reflects the extent to which an
individual experiences meaning, purpose, and coherence in
life (Ldngle, 2003a, 2003b, 2003c). Traumatic events may
initially disrupt existential ~stability; however, deeper
processing and reappraisal of the experience can strengthen
meaningfulness and support psychological integration. EF
has been shown to contribute to emotional well-being, life
satisfaction, and healthy functioning (Shumskiy, 2017;
Mausch & Rys, 2020). Since meaning-making processes play
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a central role in adapting to traumatic and unjust events
(Wenzel, Schindler, & Reinhard, 2017; Park et al., 2008; Park,
2010), examining EF alongside BJW provides insight into
how, under conditions of wat, individuals reconstruct both
their beliefs about justice and their existential structures.

The decrease in SWB in response to Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine was described in studies not only among Ukrainian
citizens (Kryazh & Kholmanova, 2024) but even among
citizens of other countries (Pypenko et al., 2023; Seleznova
et al, 2023). The negative consequences of war have
manifested in SWB (emotional and cognitive components),
reflected in reduced SWL (Tamilina, 2024) and increased
signs of emotional discomfort (EmDisc) (Pypenko et al.,
2023). Moreover, war-related events may undermine BJW
(Fasel & Spini, 2014) and decrease EF (Lingle, 2003b).

Kryazh and Kholmanova (2024) found that the negative
impact of war on SWB, as well as the positive contribution
of GBJW to SWB, is mediated by EF and PBJW. A recent
study by Hadarics and Kende (2023), based on representative
data from 29 countries, shows that BJW may provide a
powerful defense of a positive attitude toward a
dysfunctional social system (political, economic, ideological,
etc.), despite its negative impact on citizens’ lives. Moreover,
the stronger the negative effects of the system, the stronger
the palliative effect of BJW.

Thus, BJW serves as a buffer against the negative impact
of adverse external circumstances on subjective well-being.
During the COVID-19 pandemic, BJW also performed a
buffering function with respect to feelings of hopelessness
(Kiral Ucar et al., 2022). However, the buffering capacity of
BJW has its limits, and repeated negative events are not
always compensated by its influence. Consequently, BJW
itself may be undermined by the pressure of negative events
(You & Ju, 2020). Essentially, BJW is not a stable resource:
it may be weakened by personal life circumstances, such as
illness (Park et al., 2008), or by events of national scale—war,
political and economic crises (Fasel & Spini, 2014). Wenzel,
Schindler, and Reinhard (2017) emphasize the importance of
meaning-making processes in response to unjust events for
the adaptive function of BJW, highlighting the positive role
of cognitive reappraisal of unjust situations. Reappraisal of
traumatic experience that enables the restoration of personal
BJW contributes to subjective well-being (SWB) and
adaptation. While researchers predominantly examine the
influence of BJW on SWB, it is also important to consider
the reverse process, in which SWB supports BJW (Dzuka &
Dalbert, 2007).

A number of studies confirm that the relationship
between SWB and BJW is bidirectional: a higher level of life
satisfaction may strengthen beliefs in a justly ordered world,
and the activation of cognitions related to BJW, in turn, may
lead to an increase in self-reported life satisfaction
(Correia et al., 2009). More recent longitudinal data further
reinforce this reciprocal influence, demonstrating that
changes in BJW and SWB mutually affect each other over
time (Schmitt et al., 2023).

The present study aims to analyze differences in beliefs
about a just world for oneself and for others among
Ukrainian IT specialists based on data collected during a
peaceful period (2021) and under conditions of wartime
(2022). By identifying distinct profiles of personal and
general BJW and comparing their distribution across the two

temporal samples, the study examines how specific
configurations of justice-related beliefs correspond to
existential fulfillment and subjective well-being under
conditions of military threat. Given that Personal BJW and
General BJW, despite their interrelation, represent different
aspects of justice perception and may manifest differently
across individuals, particular attention is paid to typical
combinations of these dispositions that may form stable
profiles of justice beliefs. This analytical approach makes it
possible to determine which BJW patterns demonstrate the
greatest resilience under extreme circumstances, as well as to
identify how resources related to the domains of justice and
existential orientation jointly contribute to maintaining
individuals’ subjective well-being during an armed conflict.

Research questions:

1. What qualitatively distinct profiles of personal and
general belief in a just wortld can be identified among
Ukrainian I'T specialists?

2. Does the distribution of these justice-belief profiles
differ between the peaceful period (2021) and the wartime
period (2022)?

3. Do individuals with different justice-belief profiles
differ in their levels of existential fulfillment and subjective
well-being?

Research background. When this study was initially
designed, attention was focused on the organizational
structure of I'T companies as a potential contextual factor, as
well as on psychological variables such as individualism—
collectivism and attitudes toward money, considered as
predictors of employees’ subjective well-being (Kryazh &
Kholmanova, 2021). However, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine
radically transformed the research context and brought to
the forefront the macrosituational contrast between peaceful
times and wartime as a key factor. This shift turned the study
into a natural experiment testing the resilience of employees’
justice beliefs and their existential-personal resources under
conditions of military aggression.

Method

Participants. The study involved 157 respondents (54%
men) working in the IT industry. The research was
conducted in two stages: in September 2021, during a
peaceful period, and in November 2022, eight months after
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. At the first stage, 80 employees
of I'T companies were surveyed (57.5% men), with 51.3% of
participants younger than 35 years. At the second stage, 77
employees of IT companies were surveyed (52% men),
among whom 52% were younger than 35 years.

Instruments

1. Belief in a Just World Scale (Dalbert, 1999) includes 13
items. The Ukrainian adaptation was developed by Kryazh and
Kholmanova (in publication process). The instrument
includes two subscales: Personal Belief in a Just World (PBJW)
with 7 items (McDonald’s w = 0.92) and General Belief in a
Just World (GBJW) with 6 items (McDonald’s » = 0.84).

2. Fundamental Motivations Test (Eckhardt, 2001)
consists of 30 items. In the present study, the general
indicator of existential fulfillment (EF) was used
(McDonald’s o = 0.88).

3. Satisfaction with Life Scale SWL) (Diener et al., 1985)
consists of 5 items and was used to assess the cognitive
component of subjective well-being (SWB) (McDonald’s
o = 0.82).
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4. Subjective Well-Being Scale (SSWB) (Perrudet-Badoux
et al., 1988) contains 17 items and was used to assess the
emotional component of subjective well-being (SWB)
(McDonald’s w = 0.94). High scotes on this scale indicate
pronounced emotional discomfort, whereas low scores
reflect a high level of emotional well-being.

Procedure. The study was conducted online using
Google Forms. Invitations to participate were posted in
professional communities of IT companies located in
Ukraine, on Facebook, LinkedIn, and Telegram. All
responses were collected anonymously, and participants
provided consent for the use of their data in the study. In
2022, after the onset of the full-scale invasion, some IT
specialists relocated to other countries in search of safety;
however, despite their physical absence from Ukraine, they
continued to work in Ukrainian IT companies and
maintained a close connection to the country.

Data analysis. Comparison of BJW scale responses
obtained in 2021 and 2022 was conducted using the Mann—

Whitney test. Ward’s method and the k-means method were
used for clustering the sample. To compare two dependent
variables within each cluster, the Wilcoxon test was applied.
Data processing was performed using the Statistica 7
software package.

Results. To identify typical combinations of GBJW
and PBJW, cluster analysis was conducted using
standardized scores of these two variables. After a
preliminary hierarchical cluster analysis and determination
of the possible number of clusters, the k-means method
was applied. The best ratio of F-criterion indicators was
obtained when the sample was divided into 5 clusters
(Figure 1, Table 1). All five clusters differ significantly at a
high level of statistical significance in terms of GBJW; at
the same time, no pronounced differences were observed
between Clusters 1 and 2, as well as between Clusters 3 and
5, in PBJW. The test for dependent samples (T-test for
Dependent Samples) showed that PBJW scores were
significantly higher in all clusters.

Vertical bars denote 0,95 confidence intervals
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Figure 1. Graph of average values of Personal BJW and General BJW for five clusters, with different profiles of beliefs about justice.

Let us consider the clusters in more detail. Cluster 5 is
characterized by high, and the highest in the entire sample,
values of both PBJW and GBJW (Table 1). Representatives
of this cluster are convinced that the world is just both
toward all people and toward them personally; therefore, we
propose to designate this cluster as “Optimistic | The world is
Just to me and others.”

In Cluster 3, the world is perceived as just toward
oneself but not toward other people, which allows this
cluster to be characterized as “Egocentric / The world is just to
e, but not to others.”

Cluster 4 may appear similar to the cluster 1 in terms of
the ratio between PBJW and GBJW; however, in Cluster 4,
which is the most numerous, the values of both variables are
higher than in Cluster 1. Respondents in Cluster 4, who have
a weak belief in the justice of the world toward themselves
and an even weaker belief in the justice of the world to
others, are designated as “Conservative | The world is not just to
me or to others.”

In Cluster 1, respondents’ beliefs in the justice of the
wortld toward both themselves and others fall into an

indeterminate range (between “rather believe” and “rather
do not believe”). This contrasts with Cluster 4, whose
members exhibit a weak but still present belief in the world’s
justice. Accordingly, Cluster 1 may be labeled “Distrustful /
Not sure that the world is just to me or to others.”

With regard to Cluster 2, which shows the lowest mean
values on both variables, this cluster can be described in
terms of skepticism: respondents are not confident in the
justice of the world toward themselves and deny the general
justice of the world (GBJW = 1.94 on a six-point scale).
Accordingly, this cluster is designated as “Skeptical / The world
is unjust to me and to others.”

To determine whether significant differences exist in the
frequency of occurrence of specific personal “justice
profiles” depending on the situation in the country, a cross-
tabulation analysis was conducted for two nominal scales:
“Cluster” and “Study stage.” Pearson’s x> test revealed
significant differences in the distribution of clusters in 2021
and 2022 (p < 0.001). The “Distrustful” Cluster 1 is
predominantly observed during the wartime period of 2022
(77%,); the “Egocentric” Cluster 3 occurs more frequently in
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the peaceful period of 2021 (87%); and the “Optimistic”
Cluster 5 is likewise more characteristic of the peaceful

Table 1. Mean and standard deviations for five clusters

period - 63%. Clusters 2 (Skeptical) and 4 (Conservative)
occur with equal frequency in both 2021 and 2022.

Claster # N (2021/2022) Personal B]W General BJW More common in:
Mean Std.Dev. Mean Std.Dev.
1 “Distrustful” 36 (9/27) 3,51 0,48 3,22 0,41 2022 (wartime)
2 “Skeptical” 23 (11/12) 3,30 0,79 1,94 0,42 equally
3 “Egocentric” 23 (20/3) 5,06 0,47 2,58 0,62 2021 (peacetime)
4 “Conservative” 51 (25/26) 4,14 0,28 3,89 0,36 equally
5 “Optimistic” 24 (15/9) 5,22 0,47 4,47 0,55 ~2021 (peacetime)
To compare subjective well-being and existential The “Conservative” Cluster 4 is considerably less

fulfillment across the five clusters, an ANOVA was conducted
(standardized indicators are presented in Figure 2).

The most psychologically well-functioning individuals
are those belonging to the clusters typical of the peaceful
period: the Optimistic Cluster 5, with the highest PBJW and
GBJW values, and the Egocentric Cluster 3, with high PBJW
and low GBJW values. No significant differences were found
between these two clusters, indicating that a low level of
GBJW did not affect subjective well-being or existential
fulfillment.

psychologically well-off, exhibiting high GBJW values but
lower PBJW values compared to Clusters 3 (Egocentric) and
5 (Optimistic). The “Distrustful” Cluster 1, which is more
typical of the wartime period, is characterized by lower
emotional discomfort compared with Cluster 2 (Skeptical),
despite similar PBJW levels. It may be assumed that it is
specifically the GBJW indicator that “operates” under
wartime conditions, reducing the emotional discomfort of
individuals in Cluster 1.

Vertical bars denote 0,95 confidence intervals
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Figure 2. Graph of average values of SWL, SSW, EF (constructed from standardized data) across the five clusters.
Clusters names: 1) Mistrustful, 2) Skeptical, 3) Egocentric, 4) Conservative, 5) Optimistic.

A comparative analysis of life satisfaction (SWL),
subjective well-being (SWB), and existential fulfillment (EF),
conducted separately for each cluster using the Mann-
Whitney test, did not reveal differences in these indicators
between 2021 and 2022.

Discussion. The Optimistic Cluster (Cluster 5),
characterized by the highest PBJW values and the highest
GBJW values, and the Egocentric Cluster (Cluster 3),
characterized by high PBJW and low GBJW wvalues,
represented the most psychologically well groups. These two
clusters did not demonstrate significant differences in
subjective well-being (SWL, SSWB) or existential fulfillment
(EF). The data indicate that high PBJW scores are the
strongest predictor of psychological well-being, regardless of
whether an individual simultaneously believes that the world
as a whole is just for others (GBJW). This is consistent with
findings from studies emphasizing PBJW as a key internal
resource associated with psychosocial adaptation, positive

self-perception,  effective
well-being.

A comparison of the frequency distribution of the
profiles between the peaceful and wartime periods showed
that the most well-off profiles (Optimistic and Egocentric)
were predominantly observed during the peaceful period
(2021). In contrast, the Distrustful Cluster (Cluster 1),
characterized by moderate PBJW and GBJW values, was
predominantly represented during the wartime period of
2022 (77% of its members). This shift provides indirect
support for the idea that serious external threats may
undermine justice-related beliefs, forcing individuals to
retreat from strong assertions about the justice of the
world.

Data indicate a specific compensatory function of GBJW
under conditions of military aggression. The Distrustful
Cluster (Cluster 1) demonstrated lower emotional
discomfort (that is, higher scores on the emotional

stress coping, and higher
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component of SSWB) compared with the Skeptical Cluster
(Cluster 2), which had the lowest GBJW values. Since PBJW
values in these two clusters were similar, it is assumed that
the higher GBJW values in the Distrustful Cluster served as
an important psychological resource during the war. This is
consistent with the notion that the significance of belief in
general justice, particularly the idea that justice will be
preserved and restored in the future (Kryazh &
Kholmanova, 2024), may become more evident when belief
in personal justice weakens, providing a sense of order and
control even when one’s own world is under threat.

The key result of the study is the pronounced stability of
SWB, SSWB, and EF levels within each cluster when compating
the data from 2021 (peaceful period) and 2022 (wartime period).
This indicates that an individual’s BJW profile, representing their
interpretation of justice, functions as a dispositional
psychological structure that mitigates the negative impact of
extreme situational changes, such as war, on well-being. This is
consistent with the findings of Donat and Wolgast (2025), who
identified strong positive associations between the second-order
latent factors of BJW and SWB.

Although the identified profiles are considered by authors
as relatively stable individual configurations of just-world
beliefs, methodological studies indicate a more complex
relationship: longitudinal research using cross-lagged panel
designs demonstrates that the association between BJW and
SWB is bidirectional (Bartholomaeus, et al., 2023; Cozreia et
al., 2009; Igou et al., 2021; Otto et al., 2009; Schmitt et al.,
2023). Diary studies by Lutz et al. show that BJW fluctuates
in everyday life and that these fluctuations are positively
associated with well-being (Lutz et al., 2024).

Thus, the present findings suggest a protective role of
justice-related cognitions under war-related stress, yet the
causal relationship is likely reciprocal. High well-being in the
Optimistic and Egocentric profiles may also reinforce PBJW,
strengthening the belief that the world treats them justly.

Recent studies show that a significant positive association
has been identified between current well-being and next-day
GBJW (Lutz et al., 2024). This raises the classic “chicken-
and-egg” question: what comes first - the individual’s
conviction that the world is just, which in turn supports
higher well-being, or elevated daily well-being, which leads
the person to conclude that the world is not so unjust after
all?

Our results provide indirect support for the idea that,
during wartime, people face ongoing challenges that
undermine their well-being. In contrast, during peaceful
times they are generally more optimistic and/ot egocentric
in terms of PBJW, which corresponds to higher levels of
subjective well-being.

At the same time, the relative shares of Skeptics and
Conservatives  remain  stable across both periods.
Conservatives, characterized by high PBJW and GBJW
values, demonstrate higher subjective well-being than
Skeptics, whose substantially lower GBJW may account for
this difference. These findings suggest a potential role of
GBJW in sustaining subjective well-being.

Conclusions

The study identified five qualitatively distinct profiles of
justice beliefs, demonstrating that PBJW and GBJW do not
necessarily align and may form unique configurations
within individuals. These profiles remained stable across

peaceful and wartime periods, indicating that BJW
functions as a dispositional cognitive structure rather than
a transient state.

Across profiles, PBJW consistently emerged as the
strongest predictor of subjective well-being and existential
fulfillment, while GBJW showed a compensatory role under
conditions of external threat. The predominance of
Optimistic and Egocentric profiles in peaceful periods, and
the increased representation of the Distrustful profile during
wartime, highlight the sensitivity of justice-related beliefs to
macrosituational conditions.

Overall, the findings reinforce the well-established
adaptive function of belief in a just world6 particularly its
personal component, while also emphasizing the distinct and
context-dependent contributions of personal and general
justice beliefs to well-being.

Limitations and Future Research

Several limitations should be noted. The sample
consisted solely of Ukrainian IT specialists, which may
constrain the generalizability of the findings. In addition, the
two cross-sectional measurements taken eight months after
the invasion do not capture the acute phase or long-term
dynamics. Future studies should use longitudinal and mixed-
method designs to trace how different groups revise their
justice beliefs over time.
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YU ITO-PISHOMY PI3HI AFOAU BIPATH Y CITPABEAAMBU CBIT? AOCAIAJKEHHS IT-CITELIIAAICTIB ¥

KOHTEKCTI POCIICBKOI'O BTOPTHEHHS B YKPATHY

V AaHOMY AOCAIAKEHHI GYAO 3aCTOCOBAHO KAACTEPHMI aHAAI3 AASl BUBYCHHA PI3HUX KOH(Iryparmiii 0cCOOHCTO! BipH y CITPABEAAMBHI CBIT
(BCM ocobucra) Ta 3araapHOi Bipu y cupaseasmnsuii csit (BCM saraspma) cepea yxpaincobkux IT-crrermiaaicTis, a TakoX AAA 3’ACYBAHHSA
TOro, AK Il BIAMIHHI IpOiAl ITEPEKOHAHD IIMOAO CIIPABEAAMBOCTI IOB’sA3aHi i3 cyO’ekruBHMM Oaaromosyudam (CbB), mo Brarodae
3apoBoacHicTs xuTTIM (37K) T2 emoumiiire 6aaromoaygus (EB) i exsucrenuiiinoro crioprenictio (EC) y KOHTEKCTi piskoi 3MiHI yMOB - BiA
mupHOro nepioay (2021) ao mepioay sifiau (2022). Takuif MAXIA AaB 3MOI'y OTPHUMATH YABACHHSA IIPO OCOOAMBOCTI (PYHKIIOHYBAHHA LIEOTO
YCTAACHOIO IICHXOAOTITIHOIO PECYPCY B YMOBAX KPAHHBOI HEBUSHAYCHOCTI Ta BOEHHO] arpecii. Bubipka: 177 I'T-cueniaaictis (86 40AOBiKiB,
71 xinka): 80 - y muprmit mepioa 2021 poxy, 77 - y 2022 por micaa Bropraenns Pocil. Meroam: I1Ixaaa Bipu y cripaBeaansmii cait (Dalbert,
1999), Tect dpyuaamenTaspanx motusariit (Eckhardt, 2001), IlIkaaa sapoBoaenocti xurtam (Diener et al., 1985), Illkasa cy0’ekTuBHOTO
6aarommoayuaus (Perrudet-Badoux et al.,, 1988). PeayapTaTm: AOCAiAKCHHA BUABHAO IUSITh BUPA3HO BIAMIHHEX IpodiAiB ocobucroi Ta
3aTraABHOI BIpH Y CIIPABEAAMBHI CBIT, IIIO 3aCBIAYYE IXHFO HEIIOBHY y3roAkeHicTs. OTpuMaHi AaHI IMATBEPAHAH 2AAITHBHY POAb OCOOHCTOL
BCM AAst GAAromoAywus Ta IACBITHAN KOMIIeHCATOpHY (byHKI0 3araapHoi BCM B ymoBax BoerHoro wacy. Anaais npogisis BCM y
MUPHHI 1 BOEHHUI IEPIOAN PO3IINPIOE HAABHY CMIIPUIHY a3y, ACMOHCTPYIOUH fK CTA0IABHICTD IUX IPOMIAIB, TaK 1 IXHFO YyTAMBICTH
AO MACIITAOHUX CYCIIABHIX IOTPACIHB.
KarouoBi caoBa: sipa y cnpasedsusuii céim, )6 cxmusie 61azonony s, ocoGucmici pecypett, eKsucenyiiing cnosHeHicms, KAacmepHiti anais, 6n1us 6iini.
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