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Satellite Justice and Leader Consideration: A Case Study 

Guy Sack – Teachers College, Columbia University 

 

Introduction of the Problem 

At the social services agency where I once worked, there were three offices in 

three different parts of the greater metropolitan area of a major American city. The main 

office was located in a large, tech-oriented suburb, dominated by elite universities and 

vibrant neighborhoods in one of the nicest parts of town.  The two satellite offices, 

known in the agency as group homes (the term “satellite office” would never have been 

used, although that is exactly what the group homes were), had been located in parts of 

the city better known for poverty than elite education. 

 Location was not the only difference between the main office and the group 

homes.  The main office was, primarily, white women (about 55 out of 60 employees), 

and the group homes were, primarily, black men (at the boys’ home) and black women 

(at the girls’ home).  In addition, the kind of work that was done at the group homes was 

direct service, while the work done at the main office was primarily administrative. 

 Meetings were always at the main office.  This meant the employees at the group 

homes would often have to drive through rush hour traffic in order to attend certain 

meetings.  Most of the people at the main office had never even been to either of the 

group homes. 

 Logistically, this all made sense.  There was more staff at the main office, 

especially administrative staff, and it was also located essentially midway between the 
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satellite offices. However, one issue, as frivolous as it seemed at first, continuously stood 

out to some employees at the group homes: constant emails about free pizza at the office. 

 About twice a week, my supervisor and I would be sitting on opposite sides of our 

shared office (employees of my supervisor’s status never shared offices at the main 

building) when we would each get the same email that had been sent to “Employees,” 

which invited everyone to come and get some leftover pizza (or calzones, sandwiches, 

cake, soda, etc.) in the kitchen. 

 Unfortunately, these emails were clearly directed only at the people who work in 

the main office.  Deep down, my boss and I were probably both a little mad that the 

employees at that office were always getting free food, but we realized that was just a 

logistical fact, and there was nothing wrong with it.  What annoyed us was being 

reminded every single time we were missing out on pizza.  In addition, it became just one 

more email we had to read and delete.  It was a constant reminder of our outsider status, 

and the part that made us more angry was our knowledge of how easy it would have been 

for them to set up separate email groups so that, whenever leftover food was available, an 

email was sent only to those people who work at the main office. 

 Leftover food was not the only reason employees in the group homes received 

useless emails meant only for main office employees.  There were a number of other 

ways we were differentially treated.  For example, I would sometimes get to the main 

office only to find out that an email had been sent out ten minutes earlier, while I was 

sitting in traffic, letting everyone at the main office know the meeting was cancelled so 

they could stay at their desks.  In addition, the decision was sometimes sent down from 

the Executive Director around noon the day before a holiday that employees could leave 
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early.  This was fine for the main office staff, but the group home staff could only have 

used this information if they had known days in advance.  The nature of the work 

requires someone to be at the home 24/7, so other arrangements would have to have been 

made.  There were a multitude of other ways we were treated marginally, but the emails 

about leftover pizza were the constant reminders that made the other examples that much 

more salient.  It wasn’t the pizza, itself.  It was the symbolism. 

 It got to the point where my supervisor sent multiple emails to multiple parties at 

the main office, requesting an explanation of why so many useless emails were sent our 

way, and she made a specific note about how annoying it was to be told we constantly 

missed out on free food.  She never got an answer back beyond “We’ll look into it.” 

 

Organizational Justice Analysis 

One way to look at this would be through an organizational justice framework.  

While there was a slight issue with distributive justice, in the form of main office 

employees receiving more free pizza, the problem with this specific aspect was relatively 

minimal.  Distributive justice is defined as perceived fairness of how resources and 

rewards are distributed (Kreitner & Kinicki, 2009).  It did not particularly bother my 

supervisor and me that main office employees were getting the free pizza.  The problem 

we were facing was essentially a blend of interactional and procedural injustice.   

Interactional justice relates to the “quality of the interpersonal treatment people 

receive when procedures are implemented” (Kreitner & Kinicki, 2009).  In this sense, 

receiving pizza emails was a negative interpersonal interaction regarding the 

implementation of distributive procedures.  Procedural justice is the perceived fairness of 
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the process and procedures used to make allocation decisions (Kreitner & Kinicki, 2009).  

In the case example, this can be seen in our failed efforts to get an explanation about why 

the emails were sent.  This is more clearly seen to be a procedural justice issue when the 

email itself, not just the pizza, is considered to be a reward or punishment.  After doing a 

literature search, I found numerous studies had been done relating organizational justice 

with the experiences of telecommuters, such as my supervisor and I. 

First, it is interesting to see whether or not the actual privilege/obligation of 

telecommuting is seen as a distributive reward, in and of itself.  Parikh and Surana (2005) 

introduce telecommuting by positing two opposing theories that predict opposite 

outcomes for telecommuters.  The first concept is based on Theory Y and highlights the 

added freedom and autonomy that comes with working remotely.  The second concept, 

based on Theory X, looks at telecommuting as a form of enslavement, in which 

employees are given an increased list of rules they must follow, and the employee cannot 

escape these extra rules, regardless of physical location.  This article shows there are 

clear pros and cons to telecommuting, and it will depend on the specific situation whether 

or not a person will prefer to telecommute.  However, regardless of the outlook of the 

remote employee, this research points to salient aspects of justice perceptions in the 

telecommuting relationship about which managers must remain aware. 

Whether an employee focuses on the increased environmental freedom or on the 

increased technical structure, the feeling of physical isolation created by telecommuting 

is undeniable.  Kurland and Egan (1999) differentiate between social and professional 

isolation.  Professional isolation refers to opportunities for advancement and feeling as 

though performance evaluations may be affected by the lack of face-to-face contact with 
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important managers at the main office.  Social isolation involves more human needs-

based contact, such as having conversations with employees at work and feeling 

connected to a group.  Professional isolation generally seems to receive more attention in 

the literature, probably due to connections with performance evaluations, promotions, 

and firing decisions.  However, social isolation can cause unwanted disturbances in 

organizational culture.  In the case scenario, social isolation stands out as probably being 

the more salient aspect of isolation.  My supervisor and I sometimes talked about the way 

we would imagine a big group of main office employees eating, talking, and laughing, 

while gathered around a box of pizza every time we received an email about free food. 

Instead of focusing on isolation, Hakonen and Lipponen (2008) emphasize 

feelings of uncertainty and ambiguity in relation to group identity when employees are 

part of an unjust virtual team.  It is debatable whether workers at a satellite office 

communicating via email constitute a true virtual team, but this framework is relevant 

because of the technology-mediated communication involved in the case example.  

Specifically, the authors state that feelings of uncertainty decrease and group 

identification increases when procedural justice is experienced.  The authors point to the 

communication of information relevant to social identity, which garners a feeling of 

respect from the group.  This feeling of respect gives the remote employee the motivation 

to merge his or her personal identity with that of the group, which has been shown to 

increase job satisfaction. 

On that note, Kreitner and Kinicki (2009) have summarized four meta-analyses, 

covering more than 200 studies, and their results indicate the overwhelming importance 

of organizational justice, as it relates to a multitude of key employee outcome variables.  
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First, while both distributive and procedural justice directly correlate with job 

performance, high procedural justice was found to be the better predictor of high job 

performance.  Second, all three forms of organizational justice have been shown to have a 

positive correlation with job satisfaction, organizational commitment, organizational 

citizenship behaviors, and employee trust.  All three were also found to be negatively 

correlated with employees’ withdrawal cognitions (thoughts about quitting), as well as 

actual turnover.  Thirdly, distributive and procedural justice varied indirectly with 

negative emotions, such as anger, and all three forms of justice were negatively related to 

aggressive behavior at work. 

 

Did Employee Variables Correlate as Predicted? 

It was clear that my supervisor did not have a strong feeling of identification with 

our organization.  It was relatively obvious based on the “us vs. them” kind of language 

she often used when referring to management or other administrators who worked at the 

main office.  In addition, this attitude started showing up as absenteeism.  She often said 

she was just working from home, at meetings, or running errands for the office, but I 

started wondering once I received a call from the Residential Director (her supervisor), 

asking if I knew where my boss was.  It was clear to me that this problem would have 

been far less likely to occur had she felt more included in the office. 

 Did this trend also play out in employee turnover?  Needless to say, I no longer 

work at this organization; neither does my former supervisor.  She had been open with 

me about her search for a new job months before she actually left her position.  The sad 

part is that the two of us were the entire managing team of that group home.  This means 
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there were tough times ahead, as the house took on two brand new leaders.  I’m certain 

this caused the Residential Director to spend countless extra hours organizing this new 

leadership team.  Unfortunately, when I checked in with her four months later, she had 

left the organization as well.  The leadership of the organization created an environment 

that wound up crippling an entire branch of its services. 

 

Conclusion: Leader Consideration Key in Telecommuting Justice 

The organizational justice model has been very helpful in framing the issues that 

were going on between employees at the main office of the organization and the group 

homes.  While distributive injustice, in the form of unequal pizza sharing, was not a 

contentious issue, there was a lack of perceived procedural and interactional justice, 

regarding the communication about the allocation of free pizza.  Now that we understand 

the problem, what can the leader of the organization do in order to make sure she does 

not repeat the same mistakes in the future? 

Parikh and Surana (2005) reviewed the Ohio State leadership behavior studies and 

related them to the issues of procedural justice in a telecommuting relationship.  It was 

found that, of the two key leader behaviors that came out of that study, consideration was 

much more important than the initiation of structure, in terms of moderating employee 

perceptions of justice.  In situations where a satellite office is used, there are typically 

specific outcome-based measures that are used in order to evaluate performance.  In 

addition, virtual communication technologies, such as email, create a relatively automatic 

structure through which the leader and employee communicate.  The authors point to the 

importance of leaders offering people-related support in such situations because 
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technology already offers the structure.  The leader, therefore, must act as a problem 

solver and buffer between the telecommuting employee and the rest of the work group. 

If the leader is to act as a buffer, how should he or she do this?  Kurland and Egan 

(1999) noted how important it was for telecommuters to have regular channels through 

which to question if certain rules are just.  Kreitner & Kinicki (2009) refer to this 

construct as “voice.”  In the sense of isolation, the authors here are talking more about 

possible perceived discrepancies in the way performance evaluations are conducted, 

however, this same framework could be used in questioning rules that involve social 

isolation, like emails about free pizza. 

There are multiple ways a new channel of communication could have been 

opened at our organization. One way would have been for the Executive Director to have 

simply handled complaints herself or delegated them to one of the other members of her 

management team.  Another strategy that may have been appropriate for such situations 

would have been to organize some sort of relations committee.  This committee could 

meet and discuss employee concerns, such as how intraorganizational communication 

should be handled in relation to the group homes.  If such a group were set up and my 

supervisor was able to communicate her problem to them, an increase in procedural and 

interactional justice would probably be felt, and with it would come all the benefits noted 

above, in the discussion of meta-analyses. 

In thinking about a leader of telecommuters needing to place extra emphasis on 

consideration, I cannot help but think about the difference between the current and former 

executive directors.  The former ED could be characterized as a people person.  She 

always returned emails promptly and listened carefully when employees spoke to her.  
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The new ED, on the other hand, sometimes took weeks to return emails and was more 

likely to talk at employees, rather than listen to them.  Based on rumors I heard at work, 

the former ED was not very good at initiating structure, something at which the current 

director generally excels.  Unfortunately, in the digital age, this new Executive Director 

may have taken the structure a little too far and the consideration not far enough. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 10 

References 

Hakonen, M., & Lipponen, J. (2008). Procedural justice and identification with virtual 

teams: the moderating role of face-to-face meetings and geographical dispersion. 

Social Justice Research, 21(2), 164-178. 

Kreitner, R., & Kinicki, A. (2009). Organizational Behavior, 9th ed. Boston, MA: 

Irwin/McGraw-Hill. 

Kurland, N. B., & Egan, T. D. (1999). Telecommuting: justice and control in the virtual 

organization. Organization Science, 10(4), 500-513. 

Parikh, D., & Surana, S. (2005). HR issues in telecommuting: a conceptual approach. 

Communication 41(1), 94-116. 


