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Introduction: Redressing social inequities requires people to fight for social
change and upend the status quo. However, beliefs that the current state of
affairs operates in a just and fair way, referred to as system justifying tendencies,
stand as obstacles to social change. With this investigation, we asked if there is
evidence to suggest that youth hold system justifying beliefs.

Methods: Using PRISMA guidelines for a systematic review, we identified
studies that measured system justifying beliefs among children [ages 6-12] and
adolescents [ages 13-18].

Results: This review synthesizes evidence that, first, both cohorts of youth
hold beliefs that the status quo operates in a just and fair manner and
that, second, system justification theory and its predictions extend to youth
demographics. We note antecedents to system justifying tendencies in youth
including demographic and situational factors. Moreover, we find evidence of
the palliative consequences of system justifying tendencies in youth.

Discussion: We offer recommendations for future research into system
justification among youth demographics.
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Introduction

Here are three current facts. Though women earn about 80% of what their male
counterparts make (Barroso and Brown, 2022), 1 in 4 American women oppose affirmative
action programs (Brenan, 2022). In the most recent decade, about 75% of undocumented
immigrants were Hispanic (Millet and Pavilon, 2022); however, 1 in every 5 Hispanic
people who are immigrants themselves support expanding the border wall between
America and Mexico (Rosenberg, 2020). In 2021, the non-profit Mapping Police Violence
reported that Black Americans were almost 3 times more likely to be killed by police than
their White counterparts; despite this, 1 in 4 Black Americans do not support the Black
Lives Matter movement (Civigs, 2022).

Though these statistics are starkly different from one another in many ways, they
share a common underlying element. All suggest that some members of disadvantaged
groups report support for long-standing systems that have contributed to their unequal
treatment and disenfranchisement. While many groups, including those who are currently
advantaged, at times show support for existing social, economic, and political structures,
these instances exemplify a crucial psychological construct. They are all examples of system
justifying beliefs.
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While researchers have asked and offered answers to the
question of why people support a system of governance that has
traditionally wielded and currently holds power, control, and status
over them with nominal personal benefit or gain (Jost and Banaji,
1994; Jost et al., 2004, 2018), an outstanding question is whether
such beliefs are weaker or present at all among younger generations.
System justifying tendencies stymy advances toward equity. They
promulgate discrimination. They entrench society in antiquated
beliefs, even by individuals who seem best served by revamping
the system and eschewing social values and beliefs that reify the
status quo. However, such tendencies could, in theory, grow extinct
if younger individuals distance themselves from system justifying
tendencies and maintain that distance throughout the course of
development into and through adulthood. Indeed, concerns for
social justice and equity have grown stronger over the decades.
Gen Z-ers (individuals born between 1996 and 2012), for instance,
report stronger concerns about a lack of equal treatment for
Black Americans than every other generation before theirs (Parker
et al,, 2022). In addition, the majority of Americans surveyed in
2021 said that the country has not gone far enough to address
gender inequality, and identified issues like sexual harassment,
women’s legal rights, and representation of women in positions of
leadership as obstacles to progress. Among those most likely to hold
this belief were individuals who had bachelor’s degrees or higher
and those under 50 years old, suggesting that relatively younger
individuals felt more work needed to be done compared to their
older counterparts (Horowitz and Igielnik, 2021).

Though generational differences in the strength of beliefs
delegitimizing the current sociopolitical systems currently exist,
even youth may report system justifying beliefs given the motives
people of any age demographic have to support the status quo.
Evidence suggests adults engage in system justification because
doing so is palliative and assists in the regulation of epistemic,
existential, and relational needs. Adults are motivated to support
and bolster the existing social, economic, and political institutions
and arrangements and to see it as fair and legitimate as doing
so offers stability, predictability, and the perception of personal
control over random chance (Jost and Hunyady, 2003). Moreover,
adults who support the status quo experience goal satisfaction,
in that they experience stronger positive affect, feel less lonely,
are more optimistic, and are more effective at coping with stress
(see Dalbert, 2001, for a review). They also experience greater life
satisfaction and less anxiety and depression longitudinally (Vargas-
Salfate et al., 2018). Such needs and the effects of satisfying such
needs are likely relevant to multiple and varied demographics
including younger and older people alike.

With this review, we hold two aims. First, we aim to explore
whether in fact youth—who are positioned as the next generation
of future stakeholders, leaders, and decision-makers—engage in
system justifying beliefs and actions. We conducted a systematic
review following Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews
and Meta-analyses (PRISMA) guidelines to probe for the existence
of any evidence of system justifying tendencies in youth. Youth
is a period of uncertainty and transition. It is also when strong
beliefs such as political beliefs begin to crystalize (Merelman,
1972). Children and adolescents strive to make sense of complex
social landscapes that impact their everyday life. Unlike adults,
adolescents hold relatively malleable conceptions of hierarchy (Lau,
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1989; Valentino and Sears, 1998). Adolescents are highly attentive
to social and class structure and people who occupy positions
of status (Paluck et al., 2018). Moreover, such observations of
social hierarchies in which members of higher-status groups occupy
positions of leadership also serve as a foundational element in the
formation of personal aspirations and goals, which holds negative
implications for members of lower-status groups. For example,
sociological interviews conducted with adolescents aged 12 to 16
found that all girls interviewed could remember instances when
they withheld from stating an important point because they viewed
themselves as being in a subordinate position (Cihonski, 2003).

It is not simply that people randomly engage in justifying,
defensive responses to inequality, but they are in fact motivated to
do so (Jost, 2019). As a second aim of this work, we probed for
evidence among youth, modeled off the evidence present among
adults, of the motives that could give rise to system justifying
tendencies and consequences of system justifying tendencies if
in fact they were serving active motives. Justifying the status
quo can serve to meet multiple needs that advantaged and
disadvantaged individuals hold. Moreover, people at times accept
and even strengthen the power structure of the status quo because
doing so is palliative. We probed the published literature for
evidence of motivations in promoting system justifying tendencies
among children and adolescents. In short, this review examines
whether system justification and its predictions apply to children
and adolescents.

Motivational bases for system justifying
tendencies

What motives give rise to system justifying beliefs and what
evidence would suggest motives guide such beliefs? First, intuition,
intergroup theories of social cognition (Kteily et al., 2011), and
rational choice models (Green and Shapiro, 1994) argue that
advantaged groups or those that expect to join the advantaged class
support the status quo because doing so is in their self-interest.
Support for the societal status quo comes from those who benefit
in material terms from its maintenance. Advantaged individuals
are motivated to sustain, support, and perceive as legitimate the
existing state of affairs that has privileged them. This self and group
interest may play a role in addition to other explanations for why
advantaged compared to disadvantaged groups support the status
quo to a greater degree (Jost et al., 2017a).

Second, people also justify the legitimacy of existing systems
because doing so can satisfy epistemic, existential, and relational
concerns (Jost, 2019; Jost and Hunyady, 2005). Support for the
status quo can mollify epistemic concerns regarding uncertainty,
existential motives to reduce threat, and relational needs to share
common reality with others in society even in countries with
extreme social, economic, and political inequality (Jost et al,
2017a). System justifying beliefs and behaviors reduce feelings of
uncertainty, ambiguity, and threat and increase perceptions of
safety (Bonanno and Jost, 2006; Jost and Hunyady, 2005; van der
Toorn etal., 2017). This is true for advantaged people. If advantaged
people believe that a society is unequal, unjust, and unfair, they
are faced with the possibility of accepting that their status, power,
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rewards, and relative gain are illegitimate. The implication is that
their position was not earned, their status not the result of their
efforts or a meritocratic system. Even if rationalizing the system
reflects self-interest, advantaged people who wish to maintain their
place of relative privilege still want to believe their position is
earned or rightfully rather than randomly awarded to them. That
is, self-interest and epistemic, existential, and relational concern
account both give rise to system justifying tendencies among
privileged people.

Disadvantaged people also justify the system to meet epistemic,
existential, and relational needs. Believing disadvantaged people
have (or at least had in the past) a fair and reasonable chance
to succeed can make it easier to accept inequality (Jost et al,
2004). Those individuals who hold less power to make changes
to the system ameliorate the negative emotions, but perhaps not
physical consequences associated with that fact, in part by way
of legitimizing and rationalizing the current state of affairs. For
example, Dover et al. (2020) found that for minority university
students from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds
engaging in system justification promotes psychological health but
is deleterious to physical health. Such beliefs increase confidence
among the privileged and the disadvantaged that everyone has
earned and deserves their position—be it good or unfortunate.
Subscribing to such meritocratic ideology eases the consciences of
those who are better off and fairing worse. As such, this needs-based
explanation for system justification predicts support for the status
quo from both advantaged and disadvantaged groups.

A third account for the motivational basis for system
justification draws on dissonance theories. A dissonance-based
account of system justifying tendencies predicts that disadvantaged
groups support the status quo because system justifying beliefs are
palliative. This strong form of the system justification hypothesis
uses the logic of cognitive dissonance theory to suggest that, much
like some evidence from the needs-based account, even some
individuals who are disadvantaged by the system bolster and defend
it under certain circumstances (Jost et al., 2003). People actively
work to maintain social structures, behaviors, beliefs, and attitudes
as they are and have been, and do so by favoring outcomes and
holding beliefs that are more likely to occur or are already in place.
Previous research (Kay et al., 2002), for example, found that adults
preferred a presidential candidate that they believed was more likely
to win rather than lose the election. Under certain social conditions,
some people defend and justify the existing social, political, and
economic conditions under which they live and upon which they
depend (Jost et al., 2004).

Rationale for system justification among
youth

There are a number of factors concerning stages of cognitive
and personal development which would warrant studying system
justification among youth of varying ages. First, children are
sensitive to social hierarchies among groups and show intergroup
preferences based on observed hierarchies of social dominance
that they see around them (Baron and Banaji, 2006). For example,
researchers asked middle and high school adolescents to indicate
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who they would elect as a student council leader. White, Black, and
Hispanic students indicated greater support for a White male than
a Black male, a Black female, a Latino male, a Latina female, and a
White female candidate (Weissbourd et al., 2015).

Secondly, there are other causes of within-person changes in
attitudes and beliefs concerning system justification over the life
course. Youth differ from adults in that they have yet to experience
significant life events that alter their relationship with and attitudes
about the system. Children and adolescents usually have not started
careers or entered parenthood, events which increase responsibility
and dependency on a “network of stability” created by the existing
social, economic, and political arrangements (Eibach and Libby,
2009). Indeed, research suggests that the transition into parenthood
is correlated with increased perceptions of the prevalence of crime
and that even experimentally manipulating individuals into a
parenting mindset increases unfounded perceptions of danger in
external stimuli (Eibach et al., 2003; Eibach and Mock, 2011).
This suggests that transitions in life stages and experiences may
influence perceptions of threat and beliefs about the system above
and beyond cognitive development.

Finally, ingroup preference is a psychological default (Baron
and Banaji, 2009), which would suggest a sort of universality
not conditional on age. As soon as children can understand
that social categories exist, they form preferences for their own
group (Bigler, 1995; Bigler et al., 1997). For example, by age two,
children report a stronger preference for their gender ingroup
(Maccoby, 1988). By age four, children report a stronger preference
for their racial ingroup (Hirschfeld, 1996). This preference for
one’s ingroup gives rise to intergroup evaluations. However, as
one’s knowledge about the existing social system develops and
knowledge about the cultural valuation of different groups becomes
reinforced, then intergroup evaluations may change in ways that
legitimize that system. Indeed, this may be why Latin-identifying
children ages 5-12 recruited from urban neighborhoods where
they were the majority showed an implicit bias favoring their
ingroup over a lower-status Black outgroup. However, they did not
show a preference for their ingroup relative to a high-status White
outgroup (Dunham et al., 2008). Likewise, Black children ages 5-
12 years showed no ingroup biases when comparing Black people
to White people (Baron et al., 2004), suggesting these relatively low
status individuals have internalized societal views of their group by
as early as age 5.

While this evidence suggests that young people have the
capability to process the necessary social information and grapple
with the complex issues required to justify systems of social,
economic, and political power, a review of the empirical evidence
supporting this claim among children [ages 6-12] and adolescents
[ages 13-18] has not been conducted to our knowledge.

Method

Approach to literature review and PRISMA
search process

To ask whether youth engage in system justifying tendencies,

and if so to probe the motivations that give rise to such beliefs
among this demographic, we used the PRISMA guidelines (Page
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et al,, 2021) to perform a systematic search within the PsycNET,
SCOPUS, Web of Science, and ERIC databases to identify all
manuscripts that measured system justifying beliefs among non-
adults (see Supplement for full reporting on the PRISMA process
we followed). The search terms included “System Justification”
AND (“Child” OR “Adolescents” OR “Adolescence” OR “Young
Adults” OR “Undergraduates” OR “Youth”) to ensure we captured
all studies that may had included non-adult samples. These
databases and search terms primarily include and identify English
language journals and manuscripts. All search and review processes
were managed using the Covidence program. We first searched
PsycNET using these terms, then learned that the terms “Young
Adults” and “Undergraduates” presented adult samples which were
outside the scope of interest for this investigation; as such we
excluded these two search terms in searches through SCOPUS,
Web of Science, and ERIC. We searched for published articles
dated January 1990 to November 2022, to envelope one of
the earliest major published formulations of System Justification
Theory (Jost and Banaji, 1994). We screened all records this process
returned (see Supplementary Figure S1 for assessment, exclusion,
and inclusion details) by having two or more members of the
research team read all manuscripts’ titles and abstracts for those
that were empirical articles, measured system justification using
the General System Justification Scale (Kay and Jost, 2003), the
Gender-Specific System Justification Scale (Jost and Kay, 2005), the
Economic System Justification scale (Jost and Thompson, 2000), or
age-appropriate modifications of these established measures, and
sampled children and adolescents younger than 18 years of age
(see sample demographics for all included studies from extracted
manuscripts in Supplementary Figure S1). This search yielded 315
potential publications for inclusion in the analysis. We identified
17 manuscripts that met inclusion criteria for a review of system
justifying tendencies among youth. A full reference list for extracted
manuscripts can be found in the Supplementary Table S1.

Screening: inclusion and exclusion criteria

As inclusion criteria, we required that manuscripts in our
analysis tested human participants; all 315 manuscripts met this
requirement. We removed 143 duplicate manuscripts leaving 172
manuscripts for screening (see Supplementary Figure S1).

We went through three phases of article assessment during
screening: initial review, retrieval, and full text review. During
initial review, two or more members of the research team, including
three research assistants and one supervisor (first author), assessed
all 172 manuscripts’ titles and abstracts for potential relevance (see
Supplementary Figure S1). Researchers identified manuscripts that
were empirical articles, measured system justification, and sampled
children, adolescents, or young adults. During this initial screening,
we excluded 120 manuscripts that did not meet those criteria,
leaving us with 52 remaining manuscripts.

Second, during retrieval, researchers attempted to and did
retrieve full text versions of all 52 eligible manuscripts (see
Supplementary Figure S1).

Third, during full text review, two or more research assistants
and one supervisor read all 52 manuscripts. They gathered
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information from the full text on the samples age range,
measurement validity, and study design. We eliminated 35
manuscripts during full text review. Next, when reading the full
text of articles obtained through PsycNet and all search terms, the
researchers noted that the term “young adult” or “undergraduate”
referenced participants aged 18-24. The term young adult did not
include participants considered legal juveniles (under the age of
18). As such, after reading texts obtained through PsycNet but
before searching all other databases, we adjusted our search terms
to review research conducted on individuals younger than 18 years
of age. We excluded 12 manuscripts that sampled people 18-years
of age or older only (see Supplementary Figure S1).

Researchers assessed measurement validity within the sample of
52 manuscripts by evaluating the measures of system justification.
We required that studies included the General System Justification
Scale (Kay and Jost, 2003), the Gender-Specific System Justification
Scale (Jost and Kay, 2005), the Economic System Justification
scale (Jost and Thompson, 2000), or age-appropriate modifications
of these established measures. We excluded 21 manuscripts that
used only proxy measures (see Supplementary Figure S1) of system
justification like measures of moral outrage (Wakslak et al., 2007),
belief in a just world (Lerner, 1980), or hostile sexism (Hammond
et al., 2018). While these measures correlate with and may partially
capture some aspects of system justifying tendencies, they are
indirect measures; they capture secondary components of the
behavior and belief system but can be impacted by third variables.
While existing theorizing has suggested that proxy measures of
system justification such as conservatism do represent system
justifying ideologies (Jost and Hunyady, 2005) identifying all proxy
measures of system justification, including all measurements of
conservatism, among adolescents would have been beyond the
scope of this systematic review. As such, they were not considered
direct measurements for the purposes of this systematic review of
system justification among youth.

Finally, researchers assessed study design. We required that
manuscripts be empirical designs and collect new data. We
excluded all manuscripts that did not meet these criteria such
as meta-analyses, reviews, opinion pieces, or other non-empirical
manuscripts. We excluded 2 manuscripts based on these criteria
which reviewed unrelated subject areas and were not relevant to the
review (see Supplementary Figure S1). The remaining manuscripts
that were not eliminated and were identified as eligible for quality
assessment and data extraction (see Supplementary Figure S1).

Quality assessment

Before extracting data from the available manuscripts,
we conducted a quality assessment (Supplementary Table S1).
As required by PRISMA guidelines, researchers read the
17 manuscripts to assess potential bias, including bias from
researchers’ conflicts of interest and measurement bias. To assess
bias from conflicts of interest, we reviewed reported disclosures
in the manuscript and attempted to identify any studies that had
conflicts involving funding, biasing relationships with subjects, or
ulterior interest in study outcomes. We found no manuscripts with
conflicts of interest.
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To assess measurement bias, we evaluated the internal validity
of the scales used to measure system justification. We noted if
researchers used adaptations of the primary system justification
scales and if adaptations of scales still effectively measured their
intended construct. Some acceptable adaptations might have been
required for youth samples to comprehend the concept. Some
acceptable adaptations translated the original scales from English
into different languages. Some acceptable adaptations referenced
systems (e.g., schools) relevant to the sample or materials used
for manipulation. We probed to see if measures introduced
unacceptable levels of bias if the scale departed radically from a
validated measure of system justification; a priori we decided that
there could be rhetorical changes that were too drastic, or the
content expressed was no longer similar enough to be recognizable
to a researcher familiar with the validated scales. We additionally
assessed the sample sizes within manuscripts. A priori, to address
potential concerns regarding the reliability of results and statistical
power, we determined that studies with <35 participants would not
be considered valid for inclusion, as results may not be stable with
potentially a low-powered design. We excluded no studies based on
these criteria (see Supplementary Table S1).

Data extraction

We identified 17 manuscripts that met inclusion criteria.
We extracted the included
studies: age group, country of collection, participant race,

following information from
participant gender, the measure of system justification, dependent
variables associated with to system justification, and sample size
(Supplementary Table S2). One researcher extracted data, and one
supervisor confirmed the original researchers’ extractions.

Study characteristics summary

We analyzed 17 manuscripts and identified 20 eligible studies
(publication date range: 2006-2021). Seventeen studies, found in
15 manuscripts, measured effects among adolescents. Five studies,
found in 4 manuscripts, measured effects among children (see
Supplementary Table S2).

Results

In this section, we summarize findings from all studies included
in this review. To that end, we group studies based on themes such
as relevant population characteristics (group-based advantages
predict system justification and group-based disadvantages predict
system justification), relevant situational factors such system threat,
and relevant outcomes of system justification such as the palliative
effect of system justification. For each group of studies, we
compare findings among youth to the existing literature of system
justification among adults. These thematic categories of results
were created after identifying all studies in the review. These
sections represent either a population characteristic of interest
or a psychological outcome of system justification that was well
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represented within the existing literature on adults and among the
accumulated findings of this review.

Group-based advantage predicts system
justification

There are social conditions that serve as predictive antecedents
of support for the status quo. Belonging to social groups that
typically, traditionally, and historically hold resources, power, and
other advantages leads to system justifying tendencies. Members
of high-status, high-power social groups that control the existing
social systems, have the greatest access to resources, and are
insulated against the consequences of many, but not all, threatening
situations are also motivated to justify current arrangements
because they benefit from those arrangements. For example, survey
respondents identifying as members of high socioeconomic status
reported more satisfaction with American federal policies. High
status individuals were also more likely to believe that America was
much closer to the American ideal of meritocracy and fairness than
believed their low-status counterparts (Zimmerman and Reyna,
2013). Additionally, men who are advantaged in multiple facets of
personal and professional life generally score higher on measures of
system justification than women (Jost and Kay, 2005).

Among youth, evidence supports that advantaged groups at
times report greater system justifying beliefs. Seven studies found
that boys justify the status quo more than girls (Elenbaas and
Mistry, 2021; Mosso et al,, 2013; Sichel et al., 2022; Verniers
and Martinot, 2015; Wiederkehr et al., 2015). For example, Sichel
et al. (2022) found that among adolescents in American detention
facilities, boys were more likely than girls to report system justifying
beliefs. In addition, Black adolescents who experienced less rather
than more violence, including observing more frequent adult fights
in their homes and victimization from physical attacks inflicted
by other children, reported stronger system justifying beliefs (Roy
et al, 2019). Advantaged adolescents who report safer living
conditions support the existing state of affairs to a stronger degree
than disadvantaged adolescents who experience more violence.

Group-based disadvantage predicts system
justification

Disadvantaged ethnic/racial group membership
Members of racial groups who have historically experienced
marginalization justify the system. Though Black Americans have
experienced greater oppression and marginalization as a result
of slavery, Jim Crow, and governmental enforced segregation,
researchers find that Black Americans were more likely than
their White counterparts to support limitations on the rights of
individuals to criticize the government (Jost et al., 2003). Likewise,
Black Americans who more strongly endorsed an oppressed
minority ideology reported stronger trust in police as institutions,
the local government, and the national government (Shockley
et al., 2016). That same study also found that Black Americans
who endorsed assimilation ideology—those for example who
believed “Blacks should strive to integrate all institutions which
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are segregated,—reported stronger system justifying tendencies
including agreement with statements like “In general I find society
to be fair.”

Evidence supports that disadvantaged racial and ethnic
minority children and adolescents engage in system justification.
Latin-identifying adolescents reported slight to moderate levels
of system-justifying beliefs; these effects were not moderated by
gender or race (Godfrey et al., 2019). In addition, Henry and Saul
(2006) found that even in the most extreme cases of poverty in
Bolivia, low status indigenous ethnic minority adolescents were
more likely than high status Hispanic ethnic majority adolescents
to engage in system justification. Indigenous adolescents reported
more support for the suppression of speech against the government
than did Hispanic adolescents. They also reported more support
for the government and less alienation from the government than
Hispanic adolescents and Mestizo adolescents who are considered
middle status, given their mixed indigenous and Hispanic heritage.
Such race and ethnicity effects align with a dissonance-based
account of system justifying tendencies.

Disadvantaged gender and sexual identity

Women, despite being disadvantaged by current systems
of patriarchal social power, engage in system justification.
For example, interviews with (primarily female) policymakers,
university professors, post-doctoral researchers, and Ph.D. students
suggested more suspicion about support given to women in
primarily male-dominated fields like physics, whereas support
given to men appeared more natural and legitimate (Van den
Brink and Stobbe, 2014). Likewise, women reacted negatively to
statements made by feminists about gender issues when the system
justification motive was temporarily or chronically active (Yeung
et al,, 2014). Among youth, adolescent Chinese girls—those living
in a country with a long history of perpetuating male advantage
(Das Gupta and Shuzhuo, 1999)—were more likely to system
justify than adolescent Chinese boys (Guo et al,, 2021). We note,
however, that Godfrey et al. (2019) did not find gender affecting
the strength of system justifying beliefs among other minoritized
groups, namely Latin-identifying adolescents. That aside, support
for the status quo among women is palliative. Adult women who
engaged in system justification felt greater control over future
outcomes, which was in turn associated with higher self-esteem and
physical health (McCoy et al., 2013).

Disadvantaged socioeconomic status

Adult individuals from lower socioeconomic status groups
justify economic inequality. For example, low-income Americans
were more likely to believe that limitations on the rights of
citizens and the media to criticize the government were legitimate
and necessary (Jost et al., 2003). Moreover, low socioeconomic
status Latin-identifying adults were more likely to believe that the
government was run for the benefit of all compared to their high-
status Latin-identifying counterparts (Jost et al., 2003). In other
countries, like Turkey, students from lower socioeconomic families
attending both state and private universities reported stronger
endorsement of beliefs that supported existing arrangements of
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social economic, and political power than higher status students
(Dirilen-Gumus, 2011).

The relationship between socioeconomic status and system
justifying tendencies depends on the way in which socioeconomic
status is measured among youth. Socioeconomic status can be
operationalized as subjective self-reports of relative class, status,
or societal rank. It can also be operationalized through objective
markers of resources (Tan et al., 2020). Objective markers of status
may relate to differences in access to information about social
reality and opportunities and resources for social mobility. These
differences in operationalization give rise to different conclusions
regarding the impact of status-based marginalization based on
system justification (Tan et al., 2020). However, some approaches
to measuring socioeconomic status may be unreliable in youth
demographics. Indeed, adolescents and children likely have limited
information regarding their family’s household income, suggesting
that their subjective estimates are likely to unreliable (Diemer
et al., 2013). Given this, researchers should be careful to use age-
appropriate measures of socioeconomic status.

Supporting expressions of system justification congruent with
self-interest, adolescents from advantaged high socioeconomic
status groups, as indexed by subjective measures, justify the system
more strongly than those from low socioeconomic status groups
(Guo etal., 2021). For example, Black and Latinx youth with higher
levels of subjective social status reported higher levels of system
justifying tendencies than Black and Latin-identifying youth with
lower status (Roy et al., 2019). In China, subjective socioeconomic
status positively predicted perceived social fairness and trust in
government institutions among adolescents (Li et al., 2020a,b).

However, when researchers use objective metrics of social
class in analyses, data support expressions of system justification
congruent with dissonance reduction. Roy et al. (2019) found
that less affluent Black youth compared to more affluent Black
youth, indexed by their families’ objective income-to-needs ratio,
were more likely to endorse system justifying beliefs. They were
also less likely to perceive inequality compared to more affluent
Black youth. Similarly, Elenbaas and Mistry (2021) found among
a mixed age sample of 8-14-year American youth that weaker
economic security led to weaker criticisms of existing systems
and stronger endorsement of system justifying beliefs. Among
Chinese adolescents, objective measures of socioeconomic status
including parental education and family income were negatively
correlated with system justifying tendencies whereas subjective
measures of socioeconomic status were positively correlated with
system justification (Li et al., 2020a). In contrast, among Chinese
adolescents sampled in 4 schools, system justifying tendencies
were not significantly correlated with objective measures of
socioeconomic status as indexed by family income and parental
education levels (Guo et al., 2021).

Situational threat

Threats to the stability, legitimacy, or longevity of the larger
social structures in which people are embedded and on which they
depend lead people to reaffirm their commitment to and beliefs
in the status quo to manage the existential danger of change.
Individuals who experience challenges to the legitimacy or stability
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of the status quo experience psychological threat that increase the
tendency to defend the status quo among adults and youth. When
economic and governmental systems are unstable, adults respond
defensively, and in doing so work to restore their confidence in
the system (Jost et al., 2004). Stern et al. (2016), for example,
found that when the leadership in federal agencies seemed in flux
and the organization of the agency seemed chaotic, Americans
evinced stronger support for potential federal agency directors
who appeared more prototypical of governmental leaders, namely
those who had lighter rather than darker skin. Similarly, Lau et al.
(2008) found that men reported stronger romantic interest in
women who supported benevolent sexism when the legitimacy of
their governmental and social systems was threatened. Specifically,
when men learned that a foreign journalist assessed the state of
their country as worsening socially, economically, and politically,
men indicated greater interest in dating women who presented
as more vulnerable and purer—qualities stereotypically associated
with women—rather than career-oriented and athletic.

Similar effects of psychological threat emerge among youth.
In comparison to control conditions, in two studies adolescents
reported stronger system justifying tendencies after being exposed
to a threat to American political, economic, and social systems in
addition to local systems that are directly and personally relevant
to teens (van der Toorn et al., 2017; Wakslak et al., 2011). These
forms of threat presented the economic or social systems as
unstable or under attack. van der Toorn et al. (2017) presented
high school students with an epistemic threat: a short passage
outlining the flaws and failings of the American political, economic,
and social systems. A similar method for manipulating epistemic
needs via exposing the flaws of American social and economic
systems was used in Wakslak et al. (2011). By presenting these
flaws, viewers experienced a threat to how they understood these
systems previously, and thus their epistemic need to understand
the world. Participants exposed to this system level threat reported
increased levels of system justification via the General System
Justification Scale.

However, in the area of situational threat some evidence
emerges among adults that has yet to be replicated among children
and adolescents. Objectively threatening situations represent a
concrete or real danger to self. Threat emerges when researchers
remind individuals of their own mortality or identify situations in
which people might experience physical harm. For example, among
adults researchers found that regardless of political orientation,
adult survivors of the 9/11 terrorist attacks shifted beliefs to
become more conservative over time (Bonanno and Jost, 2006).
In Europe, as well, respondents reported stronger conservatism in
response to terrorist attacks (Economou and Kollias, 2015). Indeed,
meta-analyses show that mortality salience reminders bolster
support for conservative ideology, but also mortality salience
increases affirmation of preexisting political ideologies, regardless
of whether they are liberal or conservative, suggesting defense
of pre-existing worldviews (Burke et al, 2013). However, this
evidence on threat and mortality salience should be considered
carefully given the recent challenges to the replicability of mortality
salience findings (e.g., Klein et al,, 2022). Objective threats to
health and safety strengthen support for the status quo which
is supported by existential and relational needs explanations for
system justifications. Taken together, this evidence suggests that
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situational threats, including both system and personal threats,
influence the degree to which individuals engage in system
justification, though not all examples of this effect have yet been
replicated in children and adolescents.

The palliative effect of system justification

System justification is useful in alleviating negative affect, stress,
unhappiness, and dissatisfaction when societal inequality is high
and opportunities to redress that inequity are low (Sengupta et al.,
2017). For example, Napier et al. (2020) found that adult women
who denied gender-based discrimination reported stronger beliefs
that society is structured in a fair manner, and as a result, reported
greater life satisfaction. Moreover, the positive association between
the denial of gender discrimination and life satisfaction among
women were stronger in countries where gender discrimination
was higher (Napier et al., 2020). In addition, conservatives reported
greater subjective happiness than did liberals because they endorsed
system justifying beliefs to a greater degree (Napier and Jost, 2008).
Among youth, Li et al. (2020a) found that stronger system justifying
tendencies enhanced life satisfaction among Chinese adolescents.

Likewise, among 6

grade adolescents in a low-income, middle
school in an urban American city, system justification was
associated with higher self-esteem, less delinquent behavior, and
better classroom behavior (Godfrey et al., 2019). Also, in a sample of
predominantly Black and Latin-identifying students, open-ended
qualitative responses to how they felt about the social system
included a higher frequency of words associated with positive
feelings the stronger their system justifying tendencies (Arsenio and
Willems, 2017). Dissonance-based motives for system justification
predicts greater support for the status quo from disadvantaged than
advantaged groups.

In addition, lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender adults
who minimized rather than acknowledged the extent to which
their group has been the target of discrimination reported better
wellbeing, higher life satisfaction, and better physical health,
including on objective indicators like body-mass-indices, because
they perceived existing social arrangements as fair even if they
have personally experienced discrimination (Suppes et al., 2019).
Among adolescents residing in detention facilities, girls who
perceived society to be fair reported lower levels of internalizing
and externalizing mental health problems; however, while boys
were more likely to endorse societal fairness compared to girls,
those beliefs regarding fairness were unrelated to their mental
health (Sichel et al., 2022).

Similarly, among youth, when understanding of past historical
social contexts is weak, system justifying tendencies are stronger.
Children engage more in system justifying tendencies when
explanations for differences lack historical context. In these
circumstances, children tend to assume that observed differences
in societal functions are the result of factors internal to the
members of a society. In contrast, when children are taught about
the structural and historical origins of group-based hierarchies,
they form a different understanding of fairness in society. In
two studies, children, aged 4-8, who more strongly believed that
differences in society were the result of intrinsic rather than
extrinsic characteristics reported stronger support for the status
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quo (Hussak and Cimpian, 2015, 2018). This change may reflect
how youth engages changes in social evaluation in order to better
make sense of the world around them.

In summary, our systematic review identified four studies
showing that stronger system justifying tendencies produced
positive palliative effects among youth. Li et al. (2020b) found that
stronger system justifying tendencies were associated with greater
life satisfaction among Chinese adolescents even controlling for
their socioeconomic status. Similarly, adolescent girls in detention
facilities who perceived society to be fair reported lower levels of
internalizing and externalizing mental health problems; indicating
that those with higher levels of system justification struggled less
with negative coping strategies with their mental health (Sichel
et al., 2022). Additionally, adolescents in a low-income middle
school with higher system justification experienced higher self-
esteem (Godfrey et al.,, 2019). Finally, system justification beliefs
predicted a higher frequency of words associated with positive
feelings about social fairness among adolescents freely responding
to a qualitative question about social systems. In this same sample,
system justification also predicted stronger belief in the fairness of
the US legal and social systems (Arsenio and Willems, 2017).

General discussion

We systematically reviewed the empirical literature on
system justification among non-adult demographics. In total, we
identified 17 manuscripts with 20 eligible studies that measured
system justification among children and adolescents. However,
most studies, 17 studies in 15 manuscripts, measured system
justification tendencies among adolescents compared to only
5 studies in 4 manuscripts which measured these tendencies
among children. In the reviewed studies, system justification was
associated with varied identities and motivational antecedents.
In particular, we found strong evidence that, like adults, youth
with disadvantaged identities—along the lines of race, gender,
sexuality, and socioeconomic status—showed directionally mixed
but significant associations with system justification. Further, we
found support for the palliative effect of system justifying ideologies
which, among youth and adults, meet epistemic, existential, and
relational needs as well as produce palliative effects for those under
threat, which is in alignment with previous findings of these effects
among adults. In short, there is strong evidence that the predictions
System Justification Theory extend from adults to children and
adolescents. Nonetheless, this systematic review showed that the
literature on system justification is limited in scope and size, as
discussed in the remainder of this General Discussion. This limited
literature warrants continued investigation of system justification
among youth demographics, particularly young children.

Suggestions for future research on
motivated system justifying tendencies
among youth

Conditionality of system justifying tendencies
As researchers continue to probe the motivational bases

for system justifying tendencies and resolve the directionality
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inconsistencies of system justifying effects among youth, they
might consider probing for moderating effects of conditionality.
If youth are motivated to engage in system justifying tendencies,
beliefs and behaviors that support the status quo should emerge
when there is congruence between an active epistemic, relational,
or existential goal and opportunities to justify the system
relate to that goal (Cole and Balcetis, 2021). System justifying
tendencies should be specific to situations, applied to decisions,
and engaged with respect to opportunities that are capable of
aiding or inhibiting goal pursuit. For example, individuals might
report strong system justifying beliefs when considering laws,
practices, and policies that apply to their own country, city, or
state and not countries in which they do not reside or hold
citizenship. A racial minority American adolescent might believe
that the opportunity-limiting procedures (e.g., like the process
for selecting students for gifted educational tracks) that their
own school district uses are fairer and more just than the same
procedures when they impact adolescents in school districts in
other states.

Preliminary evidence supports this conditionality hypothesis.
In our systematic review, we identified that system justifying
rationalizations are not unique to American youth as effects
replicate in Italy, France, China, and Bolivia, and occur among
Hispanic and indigenous peoples, Black and Latino participants
from the United States, and Asian adolescents—racial and ethnic
minority groups that are relatively more affected by system-
level changes. As researchers continue this line of inquiry, they
may consider explicitly modeling the degree to which youth are
dependent on the institutions within which they are embedded
to determine if such system dependence increases the strength of
system justifying beliefs. This contextual moderator would serve as
direct evidence of conditionality.

Functionality

If system justification is a motivated process, it should be
functional (Cole and Balcetis, 2021). Defending the status quo
should have measurable consequences that lead to progress
toward achieving a goal. However, arguing that system justifying
processes are motivated is not the same as suggesting they are
always adaptive, serving individuals’ best interests. Indeed, if a
person’s goals are themselves maladaptive, then the resulting
biases that arise may be maladaptive. There may in fact be
opportunities for system justification that do not ultimately serve
goal pursuit.

Evidence suggests that system justifying tendencies do in fact
serve goals, even ones that may be counterproductive. Of course,
youth do engage in collective actions, including efforts to mitigate
climate change (Stevenson et al.,, 2018) and remedy the refugee
crisis in Europe (Taylor and McKeown, 2021). However, they
may be less likely to do so when they hold system justifying
beliefs because they have assuaged the negative affect that would
otherwise push them to act. Indeed, among adults, system justifying
tendencies reduce the likelihood of collective action that challenges
existing systems of social, economic, and political power (Osborne
et al., 2019a). Adult members of disadvantaged groups who
supported system justifying beliefs held lower “will to power”
(Hissler et al., 2019). Indeed, system justifying beliefs predict
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reduced support for system-challenging protest activity (Jost et al.,
2017b, 2012). In Germany, when young women were exposed
to relatively subtle, benevolent justifications for sexism, they
subsequently scored higher on gender-specific system justification,
expressed more positive affect, and were less willing to participate
in collective action to improve equitable conditions for women
(Becker and Wright, 2011). In a nationally representative study of
New Zealanders, system justification was associated with reduced
distress as well as an attenuation of the relationship between
relative deprivation and willingness to protest on behalf of one’s
group (Osborne and Sibley, 2013; Osborne et al,, 2019b). The
negative correlation between system justification and collective
action emerges in part because system justification decreases
negative affect and increase satisfaction with the status (Hassler
et al,, 2019; Hennes et al., 2012; Napier et al., 2020; Osborne et al.,
2019b; Wiederkehr et al., 2015).

Because they dampen people’s will to act, system justifying
tendencies may also protect against physical harm, as individuals
who seek to change the institutional structures in which they live
face negative consequences for their actions. Historically, non-
violent protesters, such as Martin Luther King Jr., were arrested
and abused. Similarly, Black Lives Matter protesters resulted in the
arrest of 14,000 individuals in 2020 (Olson, 2020). Because attempts
at social change bring risks, system justifying beliefs offer some
degree of safety and security.

It is also possible that age shifts the motivations that system
justifying tendencies serve, as assessed by the consequences of
holding such beliefs across development. Children and adolescents
who engage in system justification may reap positive short-term
benefits of reducing existential, epistemic, and relational anxieties
by taking on long term costs that are reflected later in development.
Among young children, and girls in particular, stronger system
justification related to better subjective wellbeing and fewer mental
health issues (Godfrey et al., 2019). However, among older children,
the palliative effects of system justification disappeared. Supporting
the status quo was detrimental to 7% and 8" graders self-
esteem and behavior (Godfrey et al., 2019). These results may
indicate a critical period in development or a possible shift in the
motivations that guide decisions and actions of youth. Whether
system justification is functional and what specific goals defense of
the status quo may serve may depend on age.

Across stages of goal pursuit

If they are motivated, system justifying tendencies should arise
during varied facets of goal pursuit common to several theoretical
models of self-regulatory processes in motivation: goal planning,
goal striving, and goal shielding. During goal planning, as people set
goals and determine appropriate courses of action to achieve those
goals (Bandura, 1991; Lewin et al., 1944; Oettingen et al., 2001),
individuals must detect goal-relevant means and opportunities
(Shah and Kruglanski, 2003) and gather information about whether
the means to pursue goals are present in the current environment
(Parks-Stamm et al., 2007). This could arise through accentuation,
where opportunities to engage in system justification are more
easily detected. It could also arise through sensitivity and directed
attention, whereby system justifying opportunities are processed
more quickly and the threshold needed for making system
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justifying decisions is lower. Researchers might find that system
justifying decisions are reached more quickly than decisions that
fail to bolster and defend the status quo. That is, including measures
of reaction time may inform on whether system justification is a
motivated process.

People also engage in goal striving, when they pursue and
maintain progress toward goals (Freitas et al, 2002; Lewin
et al., 1944) through initiation, management, maintenance, and
control of goal-directed actions (Gollwitzer, 1990; Heckhausen
and Gollwitzer, 1986). In addition, they must inhibit or withhold
action if it is deemed unnecessary or costly (Rueda et al., 2005). In
addition, system justification may assist in goal shielding, as people
protect their important and central motivations from competing
alternatives (Fishbach and Trope, 2008; Shah et al., 2002). During
this stage of goal pursuit, effective regulation requires people
maintain commitment to their long-term goals even when short-
term desires threaten goal progress (Ainslie, 1992; Loewenstein,
1996; Metcalfe and Mischel, 1999; Trope and Fishbach, 2000). If
system justification serves goal striving and shielding, researchers
might find that individuals steadfastly endorse beliefs that defend
the status quo. They may do so even in the face of competing
information and despite opportunities to revise decisions. They
may also do so despite peer pressure to change their course
of action.

Effects of system dependence among adults and
youth

As dependence on existing social arrangements grows stronger,
so too does the strength of system legitimizing beliefs in adults.
Rather than dissenting in response to existing arrangements,
individuals without the power to change the existing nature of
things, generally perceive fairness and legitimacy within the status
quo (Jost and van der Toorn, 2012; van der Toorn and Jost,
2014). For example, though their financial health is impacted by
tuition rates, university students supported tuition increases when
they thought it highly likely that the university would institute
the tuition increase (Kay et al., 2002). Similarly, subordinates
voluntarily deferred to and obeyed the decisions and rules made by
authority figures (French and Raven, 1959; Jost and Major, 2001;
Tyler, 2006). Likewise, individuals reminded of times when others
had power and control over them rather than times when they had
power over others reported stronger support for statements like,
“society is set up so that people usually get what they deserve” (van
der Toorn et al.,, 2015). Such beliefs offer authority and power to
groups of which individuals are not a part and confer legitimacy to
leaders who have historically held it even when those leaders are not
serving all people well.

When social change becomes harder to enact, some people
more strongly deny or rationalize injustices and other problems,
even when doing so comes at the expense of their personal and
group interests (Jost et al., 2004). For example, as U.S. employees
became more financially dependent on holding their job, the
more they believed their supervisor was a legitimate authority
figure (van der Toorn et al, 2015). Likewise, Californians in
the midst of a water shortage who felt a greater dependence on
the government to handle their own and their household’s water
needs believed more strongly that a state agency should have

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/frsps.2024.1440094
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/social-psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Biedron et al.

the authority to do whatever they think is best to conserve the
water supply (van der Toorn et al., 2011). These results align
with an epistemic and relational needs-based account for system
justifying tendencies in youth, as system justifying tendencies in
this case may reduce uncertainty and assist in establishing shared
reality. We did not, however, identify any studies that examined
system dependence among youth specifically. This area of the
literature may represent significant gap in the literature to which
new research might contribute.

Expanding across domains

Motivated processes should be domain-general (Cole and
Balcetis, 2021). Often new lines of research focus inquiries within
a limited set of domains, like beliefs about political systems for
instance. However, motivated processing should be agnostic as to
the aspect of society in question. Within our systematic review, we
found that the majority of studies on youth found that boys support
the status quo to a stronger degree than girls, as assessed using the
General System Justification scale. This is evidence for self-serving
motivations among youth, as males across the world hold more
advantages than do females, even within childhood and adolescence
(Azcona et al., 2021; Barroso and Brown, 2022; Brenan, 2022).
Despite these pronounced gender differences in lived experience,
we found in our systematic review that only 2 studies probed effects
of gender specific system justification (Verniers and Martinot,
2015). We encourage researchers to expand beyond this typically
used general measure and expand to include measures of gender
and economic justification. Children as young as age two are able
to recognize gendered identities and even show preference for their
gender ingroup (Maccoby, 1988). Children as young as 6 are able to
discern and show preference in accordance with racial hierarchy,
which may support their ability to do the same for gender at a
similarly young age (Baron and Banaji, 2006). Young children and
adolescents are able to identify gendered stereotypes in adults,
and boys as young as those in fourth grade who believed that
adults held stronger gendered stereotypes also believed their female
counterparts were less capable than boys in the areas of science and
mathematics (Kurtz-Costes et al., 2008). This evidence suggests that
children can identify, interpret, and integrate gender hierarchies
into complex cognition. It could well be that gender-differences in
system justifying tendencies among children and adolescents would
emerge if researchers asked about gender-based system justifying
beliefs. It is likely that youth can observe gender disparities and
have formed beliefs about how such disparities have emerged and
whether they should exist.

No studies we identified within our systematic review tested
economic system justification among youth using the established
scale or age-appropriate modifications. However, children do
have an understanding of economic conditions, social status, and
hierarchy. Indeed, children engage in economic altruism (Guo and
Feng, 2017). Children are also aware of their place in society and
hold concerns about social status (Baron and Banaji, 2009). As
early as 5 years old, children are able to identify and understand
economic differences, as well as identify where their family stood
compared to others (Mistry et al., 2015). This suggests that even
young children are able to identify economic hierarchies and assess
their fairness. Based on this evidence, it is likely that youth can
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indeed identify and evaluate economic disparities, where they have
emerged, and if they should exist (Mistry et al., 2015).

While no studies we are aware of have explicitly asked
youth whether economic conditions are justified, children’s
economic backgrounds do predict differences in general system
justifying tendencies. Youth who report lower compared to higher
socioeconomic status on objective indicators engage in stronger
system justifying tendencies as aligned with dissonance-based
accounts of system justifying tendencies (Elenbaas and Mistry,
2021; Roy et al,, 2019; Li et al.,, 2020a). However, in the same
study, youth who report higher compared to lower socioeconomic
status on subjective indicators do the same as aligned with self-
interest accounts. Why would these two different forms of status
give rise to opposing patterns of beliefs? Objective measures track
parents’ income, education, and occupation. In contrast, subjective
measures reflect a child’s conception of his or her position in society
compared with that of others (Anderson et al., 2012; Kraus and
Stephens, 2012). While it might seem that objective status serves
as the basis for subjective status, the correlation between the two
variables is only small to moderate in adult samples (Adler et al.,
2000; Gong et al., 2012), and even unrelated to each other among
some racial minority groups like Black Americans (Ostrove et al.,
2000). Objective and subjective socioeconomic status might relate
to actual and perceived social mobility in youth, or the actual or
subjective belief that young people have a greater probability of
reaching a higher social class in the future, especially in comparison
to their own parents’ positions (Azcona et al., 2021). While not
yet tested among children and adolescents, objective and subjective
status might differentially relate to actual and perceived mobility
and beliefs that members of low status groups could join high status
groups (McCoy et al., 2013). Given that such meritocratic ideology
lies within system-justifying ideologies (Jost and Hunyady, 2005),
future research should investigate the relationship among objective
and subjective markers of status, mobility, and system justifying
tendencies in youth.

Age-differences in motivated functions of
system justification

In all, 29% of the studies included in our analysis sampled
children, and 82% of studies sampled adolescents. This relative lack
of studies on children is likely due to the challenges associated
with conducting psychological research among very young people.
But scientists must be mindful of age differences. Some evidence
suggests age was negatively correlated with system justification
among children, such that especially young children were more
likely to system justify than older children (ranging from 8-14)
(Elenbaas and Mistry, 2021). System justifying tendencies were
similarly negatively correlated with age in a sample of Italian
adolescents (Mosso et al., 2013). As such, it could be particularly
beneficial for researchers to test predictions derived from System
Justification Theory among younger children.

That said, researchers will need to consider how specifically
they test young people’s rationalizations. While the General System
Justification Scale has been established as reliable and wvalid
with respect to a criterion for use among adolescents, according
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to a RASCH analysis conducted among Italian adolescents
(Roccato et al., 2014), no similar test has been conducted among
children. Especially young children, compared to their adolescent
counterparts, are less able to grasp the necessary complex social
and situational information associated with assessing and making
judgements concerning system-salient information. “Previous
research in developmental psychology identified that cognitive
complexity, perspective taking, and communication effectiveness
correlated positively with age among a sample of 2"4-9" graders
(Clark and Delia, 1977); these cognitive abilities may be required
for developing beliefs and attitudes concerning systems, including
system justifying or system challenging tendencies. Moreover,
despite evidence that children are able to conceptualize and
understand intergroup hierarchies (Cihonski, 2003), children’s
views of social hierarchy are unstable (Lau, 1989; Valentino
and Sears, 1998). Researchers have not published extensively on
system justification in children, perhaps because of challenges in
developing and validating scale items that are developmentally
appropriate for young children.”

Intervening on the development of system
justifying beliefs

System justifying beliefs may confer psychological protection
even if at the expense of social change that could bring better
outcomes. As such, researchers may be interested in testing
what factors can intervene on the development and acceptance
of system justifying beliefs. It is possible that socialization and
explicit learning may stymy the development of these beliefs.
Latin mothers, for example, attribute income inequality to
individual responsibility (Godfrey and Wolf, 2016), and teach those
perspectives to children who adopt them as well (Henry and Saul,
2006).

Practitioners may also monitor social exclusion. Social
exclusion represents an unexpected threat to an individual’s
epistemic sense of security about the world around them. When
adults feel that they are being excluded from participating in
existing power structures, they report and act in ways that legitimize
the current state of affairs. Researchers found that being left out of
a group game led individuals to endorse beliefs about meritocracy
that align with the status quo, including the idea that hard work
leads to success in society (Hess and Ledgerwood, 2014).

Finally, practitioners might appeal to youth’s strong valuation
of fairness. Values-alignment interventions (Bryan et al., 2019)
encourage young people to reframe associations as incompatible
with important values, which motivates youth to fight for system
change. In particular, adolescents who actively considered how
food marketing company are manipulative and targeted saw
such companies as violating social justice values and their desire
for autonomy from adult control. A similar approach might
reframe economic social, and political systems of inequality as
incompatible with important youth values. An intervention of
this kind might be a targeted educational campaign directly
presenting this reframed perspective to children and adolescents
in the form of accessible games and anecdotes from real life
presented in school or extracurricular context, especially targeting
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systematically marginalized youth like Black, Latinx, girls, and
LGBTQ+ demographics. This intervention could effectively target
the underlying needs which produce system justification and
reduce it among adolescents which could encourage social change.
Researchers can probe how and why economic, social, and political
systems that promote inequality are maintained over time, and how
to sever those pathways, particularly among youth.

Moving forward using an intersectional
identity approach

Because periods of cognitive development in childhood and
adolescence are crucial for building the foundations of system
beliefs among youth demographics (Hussak and Cimpian, 2015),
we encourage researchers to take an intersectional approach
to probing the demographics of youth support for the status
quo. This approach would suggest that researchers recognize
the interconnected nature of social categorizations such as class,
race, gender, and sexuality when considering research on system
justification behavior (Cole, 2009). This approach might suggest
in a system justification context that those most at risk for
accepting rather than seeking to change their subordination
to systems of social, economic, and political power would be
those with multiple, overlapping, marginalized identifies. This is
due to the increased epistemic, existential, and relational needs
associated with marginalization, and subsequently increased system
justification. These groups which paradoxically have the most to
lose from accepting society as it is; they are potentially most
vulnerable to accepting their insubordination due to the negative
emotions, which system justification palliates, associated with
confronting marginalization within systems, especially those you
are helpless against. Intersectionality influences the ability to
challenge the status quo among (Curtin et al., 2015). This review
additionally suggests that a focus on intersectional identity as a
way of structuring our understanding of demographic differences
in system justifying beliefs among young people would effectively
address clear examples of the influence of class, gender, and race-
based effects we have reviewed.

Limitations

This review, while comprehensive in its approach, has
notable limitations which future researchers might consider when
expanding upon this work. Firstly, this review is limited in how we
have defined measurements of system justification. We exclusively
considered direct measurements of system justification which were
the General System Justification Scale (Kay and Jost, 2003), the
Gender-Specific System Justification Scale (Jost and Kay, 2005), the
Economic System Justification scale (Jost and Thompson, 2000), or
age-appropriate modifications of these measures. However, there
are a number of proxy measures for system justification that have
been validated in the literature such as political conservatism
and religious conservatism. These indirect or proxy measures
are considered a form of system justifying ideologies in System
Justification Theory (Jost and Hunyady, 2005). The reasons for
excluding indirect measurements from this systematic review

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/frsps.2024.1440094
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/social-psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Biedron et al.

were due to methodological limitations of the literature search.
However, a more full and thorough examination of system
justifying ideologies among youth could expand to include these
indirect measures, especially in contexts in which direct criticism
of existing systems of economic, social, and political power are
culturally repressed or directly censured (Acar et al., 2020). This
may be particularly challenging in contexts such authoritarian
political regimes, where controls of academic freedom, personal
expression, and political dissent are strongly controlled. Research
youth perceptions of political systems may be particularly well
served by these indirect measures, as approval for research on youth
demographics is more closely controlled than research on adults.

Another area which limits the scope of this review is
identifying which age groups are considered adolescents. We
used a strict definition of youth (<18 years); however, more
recent considerations have considered 18-24 as part of an
adolescent group or as “emerging adults” (Sawyer et al., 2018).
Existing research in psychology, including literature within system
justification, has used convenience sampling of college students
(typically aged 18-24) as adult samples. We did not include this
group for both methodological and theoretical reasons. Firstly, we
considered the impressionable years hypothesis, which suggests
that attitudes begin developing in adolescence but stabilize later
in life (Krosnick and Alwin, 1989). Having a clear delineation
in age groups between adults and adolescents may promote
more opportunities for identifying differences for this formative
period. Additionally, methodological considerations such as those
discussed in the Method section posed the risk of under-identifying
manuscripts that sampled from this age group but did not specify
the sample to identifiable search terms. Rather than knowingly
excluding a majority of studies in this category, we excluded all
participants who did not match the legal definition of a juvenile
(<18). Future research with a greater ability to differentiate these
groups would be well served in considering the emerging adult
category in research on system justification and youth.

A final limitation of the generalizability of this review were
in our search strategy. While no studies were excluded on the
basis of language, the databases we searched primarily included
English-language publications. This means that results published
in non-English language journals may have been missed. While we
included three studies of youth in China and one study of youth
in Bolivia, this search strategy may have biased our review toward
Western perspectives. Future research should take a more inclusive
approach to non-English language publications to more effectively
identify all studies relevant to system justification among youth.

Conclusions

The social contexts that individuals of varied demographic
backgrounds and circumstances face serve to shape system
justifying tendencies during formative years of cognitive
development among youth. Identifying, addressing, and ultimately
redressing social inequities requires people to challenge the status
quo. However, these systems persist in part due to the palliative
effect that legitimizing systems has for individuals' existential,
epistemic, and social needs. Adolescence and childhood are crucial
times for the development, internalization, and solidification of
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beliefs concerning the legitimacy of such hierarchies. We believe
that further initiatives addressing system justification among youth
demographics who sit as the next generation of society’s leaders,
are not only urgent, but necessary for those who seek to create a
more equitable world, and especially so for those who justify the
one we already have.
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