
Perceptions of Injustice as a Risk Factor 
for Prolonged Work-Disability: 
Assessment and Intervention Why study 

perceived injustice 
in individuals with 

disabilities?

If only he could see what he has done to my 
life.

Nothing will ever make up for what I’ve gone 
through.

My life will never be the same.

What did I do to deserve this?
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Perceived Injustice and Response to Treatment for 
Depression Associated with  
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Justice Violations Influence Pain Experience and 
Expression 

(Trost et al., 2013)
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Perceived injustice is more 
resistant to change than 

other pain-related 
psychosocial factors.
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Scott et al 2016

Interviewed claimants with high IEQ scores.

Item query semi-structured interview.

Identify sources of  injustice.

Identify reasons for injustice appraisal. 
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Study: Emergence of Perceived Injustice
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35 Disrespectful interactions.

Delays in claim processing.

Delays in communication.
Aspects of claim denied.
Restricted access to treatment.

Restricted access to resources.

Symptoms persist.

Symptoms worsen.
Suggested psychological causes.
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Lack of assistance in claim submission.
Excessive paper work.

Lack of clarity in documentation.

Language of correspondence.
Lack of support from claims adjuster.

Physician reaction to completing forms.
Delays in scheduling assessments.Penalties for incorrect completion of forms.

Delays in communication.
No return of calls (insurer, physician).

Delays in approval for treatment.
Inadequate medical assessment.
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Help from claims manager.

Needs addressed.

Symptoms improving.

Service satisfaction.

Return to work.

Cognitive 
Consequences of 

Perceived Injustice
Retribution



Goals
Recovery

Return to work
Parenting responsibilities
Spousal responsibilities

Resume recreational activities

Revenge
Proving Injustice 

to Others

Validation Issues 

I can imagine that was a very difficult situation. 

I can see that you have been through a great 
deal. 

It looks like your injury has really turned your 
world upside  down.

Recognition of the client’s losses and suffering.



Validation Issues

Use a language that is consistent 
‘emotionally’ with the client’s 

communication.

Validation Issues

Don’t,,,

Focus on the positive when the client is 
trying to communicate pain, suffering or 

disability.

Validation Issues

Don’t,,,

Disagree with the client’s perception of 
the severity of his/her injury or disability. 

Validation Techniques

Step 1:   Empathic reflection of emotional communication.

Step 2:   Identify role as helper.

Step 3:   Relationship building disclosure interview. 



Solutions to Perceived Injustice

Increase awareness of the negative 
consequences of behaviour motivated by anger. 

Validation.

Examining the factors fueling the client’s 
perceptions of injustice.

Anger management techniques.
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Date/Time Difficult Situation

(describe situations where your 
symptoms were bad, or a situation 
where you felt stressed or had an 

unpleasant interaction with  
someone)

Negative Thoughts

(describe the thoughts 
that were going through 

your mind)

What you did

(describe how 
you reacted to 
the situation)

What could you have  done 
differently?

(describe how you could 
have handled the situation 

better)

Thought Reaction Record

The insurance adjuster called and said 
that the other driver is claiming that the 
accident was my fault.

Tues, 3 pm They must all be against me. I screamed at her 
and hung up the 
phone.

Let’s look at the situation with the adjuster 
informing you that the other driver was 
claiming the accident was your fault. 

I’m wondering if there would have been another 
way of reacting to that situation that would have 

been more helpful. What I mean by more helpful, is 
a way of reacting that will help you move forward 

in your recovery and rehabilitation.



One way that I find useful is to put yourself in the shoes 
of the adjuster.  Let’s assume for the moment that all 

she wants to do is help you in your recovery and 
rehabilitation.  How is she going to do that if you hang 

up on her?

Once we become angry, it feels like everyone is our 
enemy.  But that’s probably not the case.  In this 
situation, all the adjuster was doing was sharing 
information with you; she is not the one who was 

suggesting that the accident was your fault. 

Certainly once we become very angry, its hard to 
control what we are saying.  One thing that many 

people find useful in these situations is giving 
themselves time to calm down a little.  It’s called 

buying time.

It’s as simple as saying to someone “This is just a bit 
much for me to handle at this moment.  Can I call you 

back a little later and we can discuss it further?”  

Then you use that time to let your anger decrease to 
some degree, and think of the best way to respond.  

The less angry you are when you call the person back, 
the more likely that the discussion will be productive.



Education about consequences of  anger 

Modeling Response Options

Buying time

Perspective taking

Solutions to Perceived Injustice

Increase awareness of the negative 
consequences of behaviour motivated by anger. 

Validation.

Examining the factors fueling the client’s 
perceptions of injustice.

Anger management techniques.

This is a form that you 
completed the last 
time we met, and I 
would like to ask you 
a few questions about 
some of your 
answers.  
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On this first item, you 
indicated that you often 
thought that people didn't 
understand how severe 
your condition is. 
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Who were you thinking of when 
you responded to this item? Who 
doesn’t understand how severe 
your condition is? 



My boss. 
     Unsafe working conditions. 
My husband. 
    Too high expectations. 
The case manager. 
    Slow claim processing. 
    Negative interactions. 
I got injured. 
     I can’t do anything. 
My doctor. 
     Doesn’t understand severity. 

Merci!

michael.sullivan@mcgill.ca


