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Ambitious people are characterized by strong motivation toward great and 
valuable objectives, with the superordinate goal to gain respect and recognition 
from others. Recent literature regarding ambition demonstrated that it leads 
individuals to engage in extreme behavior. However, no previous research 
has investigated under which conditions the relation between ambition and 
extremism is enhanced. Across two studies, we  tested the hypothesis that 
ambitious individuals are more prone to engage in extreme behavior in the face of 
relative deprivation (i.e., justice sensitivity), than their less ambitious counterparts. 
We  confirmed our predictions employing a cross-sectional design with an 
American sample (Study 1) and an experimental design with an Italian sample 
(Study 2). The present research adds theoretical knowledge and empirical support 
to the existing literature on ambition, extreme behavior, and relative deprivation, 
and provides fruitful insight into strategies for preventing extremism.
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1. Introduction

In Kruglanski et  al. (2021) conceptualization, extreme behaviors are “the results of 
motivational imbalance” (p. 265). Humans typically find themselves in a state of motivational 
balance, in which all of their basic needs are satisfied. However, it may happen that one need 
becomes predominant over other basic needs, generating a state of motivational imbalance. Such 
imbalance implies that behaviors devoted to satisfaction of the dominant need are enacted, leading 
to the sacrifice of other needs and thus to extreme behavior. When one need dominates over other 
needs, individuals devote their energies, attention, thoughts, and actions toward the satisfaction 
of the prioritized need. Consequently, people become emotionally dependent on the developments 
in the dominant need fulfillment and neglect other needs. Such negligence, if prolonged over time, 
becomes damaging. In this vein, Burke (1999) showed that individuals reporting greater 
workaholism were less satisfied in extra-work areas such as family, friends, and community. This 
result is consistent with research showing that workaholic individuals tend to sacrifice financial, 
health and social goals in favor of their work (e.g., Machlowitz, 1980; Bonebright et al., 2000; 
Robinson et al., 2001; Ng et al., 2007). Usually, extreme behaviors are referred to antisocial actions 
but, as demonstrated by Dugas et al. (2016), extreme behaviors can also be prosocial.
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Literature has identified the quest for significance, the fundamental 
need to matter, have dignity, and merit respect (Kruglanski et al., 
2022), as the principal antecedent of extremism. Indeed, people who 
engage in extreme behavior typically do so in order to gain prestige 
and recognition (Kruglanski and Bertelsen, 2020). More recently, 
Resta et  al. (2022a) demonstrated that ambition, conceived as a 
manifestation of the quest for significance, can result in extreme 
behavior. Ambitious individuals are characterized by strong 
persistence in pursuing valuable goals, with the superordinate goal to 
gain respect and recognition from others, up to the point that they 
engage in extreme behavior (Resta et al., 2022a,b). Due to this constant 
search for meaning, ambitious individuals are particularly sensitive to 
situations in which their worth and respect (i.e., significance) are 
dishonored (Resta et al., 2022c). Our aim is to investigate if ambitious 
individuals are more prone to engage in extreme behavior when their 
significance is challenged, for instance under conditions of personal 
injustice, such as that of relative deprivation.

1.1. Relative deprivation

Every day, individuals perceive that they are treated unfairly or 
unjustly. We may perceive that other people have been given benefits 
which we have been denied, or that others are given opportunities or 
rewards to which we  were entitled or of which we  were more 
deserving. This perception is often explained within the context of 
relative deprivation (Stouffer et al., 1949), in which individuals make 
comparisons between themselves and relevant reference groups and 
perceive that they have been unjustly disadvantaged in comparison to 
that reference group, thus engendering feelings of frustration, anger, 
and resentment (e.g., Crosby, 1976). In response to such negative 
feelings, an individual experiencing relative deprivation will pursue 
any actions they believe will improve their situation, including those 
which solidify their social identity and aim to raise the status of their 
social group (e.g., Ellemers, 2002). Indeed, relative deprivation has 
been found to predict a range of actions, from international migration 
(Stark and Taylor, 1991) to preference for immediate gratification and 
gambling urges (Callan et  al., 2011). Cross-cultural evidence for 
relative deprivation as a phenomenon and predictor of poor subjective 
wellbeing and political violence has been found among participants in 
Japan (Ohno et al., 2023), Brazil, Turkey, Belgium, France (Adam-
Troian et al., 2020), the Netherlands, and Singapore (van den Bos 
et al., 2015). Furthermore, Grant (2008) demonstrated that skilled 
immigrants in the Canadian labor market who experienced relative 
deprivation reacted with strong protest intentions and engagement in 
protest actions. Similarly, Stiles et al. (2000) found in a sample of 
adolescents that economic deprivation induced negative feelings 
which, in turn, predicted adoption of deviant behavior such as 
violence and drug use. Moreover, Zoogah (2010) showed that 
employees who felt relatively deprived were more prone to participate 
in development activities in order to redress perceived disadvantages. 
More recently, Schreurs et  al. (2021) found that employees who 
perceived themselves as overqualified for their jobs were more likely 
to experience relative deprivation – that colleagues were being treated 
better than they were – which in turn predicted self-reported 
counterproductive and unethical behavior at work. Interestingly, this 
relationship was stronger among more ambitious employees, whose 
sense of relative deprivation when comparing their own treatment to 

that of their coworkers was amplified. Additionally, group relative 
deprivation, specifically, a perception that immigrants were treated 
better by the government than one’s own group, was found to 
completely explain the negative relationship between socioeconomic 
status and perceived threat from immigrants among Europeans 
(Meuleman et al., 2020).

1.2. Ambition, the quest for significance, 
and extreme behavior

Given ambitious people’s high need to stive for their significance 
up to the point to engagement in extremism, it is reasonable to 
hypothesize that ambitious individuals might be especially affected by 
relative deprivation. In fact, relative deprivation concerns situations in 
which people’s worthiness is disrespected. Being surpassed by others 
in an unfair way or seeing others obtaining what you deserve can 
be  recognized as situations where one perceives a reduction in 
personal significance. The present research aims to explore what 
happens when ambitious individuals are hindered, disadvantaged, or 
given fewer opportunities in the process of reaching their significance. 
We predict that when personal significance is challenged by conditions 
of personal injustice, individuals, especially ambitious ones, increase 
their willingness to self-sacrifice for a valued objective in order to 
restore their dignity and respect.

Literature on significance quest suggests that even temporary 
experiences of humiliation or failure can drive individuals to the 
engagement in extreme actions to restore their lost significance 
(Kruglanski et al., 2021, 2022). In this regard, research showed that 
when individuals feel humiliated, they are prone to support their 
political orientation more strongly (Webber et al., 2018). Dugas et al. 
(2016) found that people who feel socially rejected or have failed are 
more willing to self-sacrifice. Moreover, Bélanger (2013) reported that 
members of Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (an extremist group) 
who felt insignificant were more prone to support extreme behavior, 
such as political violence. Similarly, religious people experiencing 
sexual guilt (i.e., significance loss) were found to be more prone to 
self-sacrifice (Belanger et al., 2019).

1.3. The present research

Building off of the previous research demonstrating that 
ambitious people, characterized by higher levels of significance quest, 
are more sensitive to personal injustice (Resta et  al., 2022b), 
we presently hypothesized that relative deprivation can moderate the 
relationship between ambition and extreme behavior. Specifically, as 
previously noted, ambitious individuals put their quest for 
significance above other motives, and are therefore prone to make 
sacrifices for their quest for significance. Therefore, we predict that 
ambitious individuals, when confronted with relative deprivation (vs. 
everyday life situations), are more prone to engage in extreme 
behavior to restore their significance. We  tested our predictions 
across two studies. In Study 1, through a cross-sectional design and 
employing an American sample, we  hypothesized that ambition 
would lead to more extreme behavior under conditions of strong 
relative deprivation. In Study 2, we tested the same hypothesis though 
an experimental design and employing an Italian sample. In both 
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studies we used the Justice Sensitivity Scale (Schmitt et al., 2010) to 
assess and manipulate the relative deprivation. This measure is 
designed to capture feelings of frustration, anger, and resentment, as 
they are the emotional correlates of relative deprivation. It is 
noteworthy that, given ambitious individuals’ strong need for 
significance, justice sensitivity might mediate the relationship 
between ambition and extreme behavior. Indeed, one can argue that 
a strong quest for significance could make individuals (i.e., the 
ambitious ones) more sensitive to situations in which their 
significance is threatened, which in turn would lead to extreme 
behavior. However, in the present study we focused on the moderating 
role of justice sensitivity because we  were interested in adding 
literature regarding the conditions in which ambitious individuals are 
prone to engage in extreme behavior. The above studies were 
approved by the Ethics Committee of the Department of 
Developmental and Social Psychology at Sapienza University of 
Rome (protocol 808). Materials employed in both studies can 
be found in Supplementary material.

2. Study 1

2.1. Method

2.1.1. Procedures, design, and participants
To determine the minimum sample size, we conducted an a priori 

power analysis using G*Power 3.1.9.4 (Faul et al., 2009). Assuming 
small to medium effect size (f2 = 0.04), with three predictors, power set 
to 0.80 and α set to 0.05, the analysis revealed a required sample size 
of 277. We recruited 299 American adults (55.9 percent male), aged 
18 to 50 years old (M = 31.30, SD = 8.48), to take part in a cross-
sectional study. Among participants, 33.4 percent had a high school 
degree or equivalent, 32.1 percent had earned a bachelor’s degree, 27.1 
percent had earned a master’s degree, and 4.7 percent had earned a 
PhD. Participants were enrolled online through a paid procedure 
provided by Prolific. After providing informed consent, participants 
were asked to fill out an online questionnaire aimed to assess justice 
sensitivity, ambition, and extreme behavior.

2.2. Measure

2.2.1. Justice sensitivity
Participants’ justice sensitivity was assessed through an abridged 

and adjusted version of the Justice Sensitivity Scale’s victim perspective 
(Schmitt et  al., 2010). Individuals were asked to indicate their 
agreement with statements regarding feelings of frustration and 
discomfort in response to situations of relative deprivation (five items, 
e.g., “I am bothered when people get what I deserve”). Responses were 
provided on a five-point Likert scale (1 = “Definitely disagree”; 
5 = “Definitely agree”) and were averaged to form a single justice 
sensitivity score (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.82).

2.2.2. Ambition
Participants’ ambition was assessed through the English version of 

the Ambition Scale (Resta et al., 2022b). Individuals were asked to indicate 
their agreement with statements regarding aiming at great, valuable 
objectives, and striving for success, recognition, and respect from others 

(ten items, e.g., “Attaining recognition, respect, and consideration for what 
I do is very important to me”). Responses were provided on a five-point 
Likert scale (1 = “Definitely disagree”; 5 = “Definitely agree”) and were 
averaged to form a single ambition score (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.91).

2.2.3. Extreme behavior
Participants’ extreme behavior was assessed through an abridged 

version of the Self-Sacrifice Scale (Bélanger et  al., 2014). First, 
participants were asked to list a cause they considered personally 
important. Subsequently, they responded to five items designed to 
evaluate how much they would sacrifice their relations with relatives, 
their money, or themselves, for the sake of the cause they listed (e.g., “I 
would defend a cause to which I am truly committed even if my loved ones 
rejected me”). Responses were provided on a seven-point Likert scale 
(1 = “Do not agree at all”; 7 = “Very strongly agree”) and were averaged 
to form a single extreme behavior score (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.72).

2.3. Results

Preliminary analyses revealed a positive and significant correlation 
between justice sensitivity and ambition (r = 0.14, p = 0.015), as well as 
between extreme behavior and ambition (r = 0.18, p = 0.001), 
consistent with the previously cited literature regarding characteristics 
of ambitious individuals and their proneness to engage in extremism 
(Resta et al., 2022a,c). Otherwise, justice sensitivity was not related to 
extreme behavior (r = 0.09, p = 0.141).

To test the moderating role of justice sensitivity in the relationship 
between ambition and extreme behavior, we  used PROCESS v3.5 
(Hayes, 2018), Model 1. As shown in Figure 1, ambition positively and 
significantly predicted extreme behavior [b = 0.26, (95% CI = 0.10, 
0.42), SE = 0.083, t = 3.139, p = 0.002], whereas justice sensitivity did not 
predict extreme behavior [b = 0.06, (95% CI = −0.10, 0.21), SE = 0.079, 
t = 0.747, p = 0.456]. Importantly, we found a positive and significant 
interaction between ambition and justice sensitivity on extreme 
behavior [b = 0.20, (95% CI = 0.04, 0.37), SE = 0.083, t = 2.445, p = 0.015], 
indicating that the positive relationship between ambition and extreme 
behavior was stronger for higher scorers on justice sensitivity.1

A simple-slope analysis revealed that the relationship between 
ambition and extreme behavior was positive and significant at high 
levels of justice sensitivity (1 SD above the mean), [b = 0.44, (95% 
CI = 0.22, 0.66), SE = 0.112, t = 3.916, p < 0.001], whereas this relation 
was non-significant at low levels of justice sensitivity (1 SD below the 
mean), [b = 0.08, (95% CI = −0.13, 0.30), SE = 0.109, t = 0.761, 
p = 0.447], (see Figure 2).

2.4. Discussion

The results of Study 1 constitute the first evidence of the 
moderating role of relative deprivation in the relationship between 
ambition and extreme behavior. Specifically, we  found that 
ambitious individuals are more prone to engage in extreme behavior 

1 To further test the effect of the predictors on extreme behavior we run a 

hierarchical regression that can be found in Supplementary material.
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when they have high levels of justice sensitivity. Otherwise, 
ambitious people were not more likely to engage in extreme 
behaviors when they had low levels of justice sensitivity. However, 
the findings of Study 1 were obtained through correlational data 
which prevented us from drawing firm conclusions. In particular, 
Study 1 does not provide information as to whether ambitious 
individuals, when confronted with induced feelings of relative 
deprivation, increase their extreme behavior. Additionally, the 
present study was conducted with an American sample, precluding 
generalization of the findings to other populations. To address those 
issues, we implemented a second study.

3. Study 2

To find further support for and generalize the results of Study 1, 
we conducted a second study, using a sample of Italian participants. 

We  tested the same hypothesis of Study 1, this time through an 
experimental design in which we manipulated justice sensitivity.

3.1. Method

3.1.1. Procedures, design, and participants
To determine the minimum sample size, we conducted an a priori 

power analysis using G*Power 3.1.9.4 (Faul et al., 2009). Assuming 
medium effect size (f = 0.25), power set to 0.80 and α set to 0.05, the 
analysis revealed a required sample size of 180. We recruited 200 
Italian adults to take part in an experimental design in which 
we manipulated justice sensitivity through a recall task. Those who did 
not respond to the manipulation were excluded. Thus, the final sample 
was constituted of 193 participants (51.3 percent female), aged 19 to 
49 years old (M = 27.45, SD = 7.18). Among the participants, 43.5 
percent had a high school degree, 51.3 percent had earned a bachelor’s 

FIGURE 1

Results of the moderated model tested in Study 1 (N = 299). *p < 0.05 **p < 0.01.

FIGURE 2

Results of simple-slope analysis to interpret the effect of the interaction between ambition and justice sensitivity on extreme behavior (Study 1; N = 299). 
N.B. JS = Justice sensitivity.
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degree, and 5.2 percent had earned a PhD. Participants were recruited 
online through a paid procedure provided by Prolific. After giving 
informed consent, participants were asked to fill out an online 
questionnaire, the first part of which was designed to assess ambition. 
Subsequently, participants were randomly assigned to one of two 
possible conditions: (1) justice sensitivity, or (2) control. Finally, 
extreme behavior was measured.

3.2. Measure

3.2.1. Ambition
Participants’ ambition was assessed through the Italian version of 

the Ambition Scale (Resta et al., 2022b), the same scale employed in 
Study 1 (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.89).

3.2.2. Manipulation of justice sensitivity
Participants were randomly assigned to one of two conditions. In 

both, individuals were asked to recall three situations. In the “justice 
sensitivity” condition, participants were first asked to describe a time 
when they felt bothered because they had fewer opportunities than 
others to fulfill their ambitions. Second, they were asked to carefully 
describe a time when they felt frustrated because they had to work 
hard to achieve a goal that others easily gained. Finally, they were 
asked to carefully describe a situation where they felt bothered because 
others got what the participants believed they themselves deserved. In 
the “control” condition, participants were first asked to describe what 
constituted their last meal. Then, they were asked to carefully describe 
the prototypical restaurant they are used to going to. Last, they were 
asked to describe their typical day.

3.2.3. Manipulation check
To verify whether our manipulation worked, after the recall task, 

all participants indicated via a single item the extent to which they felt 
unjustly treated in the situations about which they had just written. 
Responses were provided on a 10-point Likert scale (1 = “Not at all”; 
10 = “A lot”). We expected that the participants assigned to the “justice 
sensitivity” condition would score higher on this measure than those 
assigned to the “control” condition.

3.2.4. Extreme behavior
After the manipulation check, we assessed extreme behavior in all 

participants through the same scale employed in Study 1. However, in 
this study, participants were asked to list one objective (instead of a 
cause) that was very dear to them and subsequently, they responded 
to items designed to evaluate the extent of sacrifice in the present 
moment, rather than in general (e.g., “Right now, I would strive to 
achieve this objective, even if my loved ones rejected me”). Responses 
were averaged to form a single extreme behavior score (Cronbach’s 
alpha = 0.73).

3.3. Results

Preliminary analyses confirmed the results of Study 1, showing a 
positive and significant correlation between ambition and extreme 
behavior (r = 0.22, p = 0.002) and a weaker, albeit nonetheless positive 
and significant correlation between ambition and condition (r = 0.16, 

p = 0.001). Given that condition was randomly assigned after 
ambition had already been measured, it is likely that this weak 
correlation arose arbitrarily. Similarly to Study 1, the assignment to 
the justice sensitivity (vs. control) condition was not related to 
extreme behavior (r = −0.01, p = 0.843).

To test if the exposure to manipulation (vs. control) generated 
higher scores on perception of injustice, we performed an independent 
sample t-test. Results showed a significant difference between the two 
conditions, t(191) = −17.51, p < 0.001, indicating that participants 
assigned to the “justice sensitivity” condition experienced stronger 
feelings of personal injustice (M = 7.44, SD = 1.72) compared to those 
assigned to the “control” condition (M = 2.58, SD = 2.07).

To test the moderating role of (induced) justice sensitivity on the 
relationship between ambition and extreme behavior, we employed 
the same model of Study 1. Confirming the results of the first study, 
we found that ambition positively and significantly predicted extreme 
behavior [b = 0.43, (95% CI = 0.19, 0.67), SE = 0.121, t = 3.575, 
p < 0.001], while condition did not [b = −0.06, (95% CI = −0.24, 0.11), 
SE = 0.089, t = −0.705, p = 0.482]. Most importantly, we  found a 
positive and significant effect of the interaction between condition and 
ambition on extreme behavior [b = 0.26, (95% CI = 0.02, 0.50), 
SE = 0.121, t = 2.117, p = 0.036], showing once again that the 
relationship between ambition and extreme behavior tended to 
be  more strongly positive under “justice sensitivity” condition 
(Figure 3).2

The simple-slope analysis revealed that, akin to Study 1, the 
relationship between ambition and extreme behavior was positive and 
significant under the “justice sensitivity” condition, [b = 0.69, (95% 
CI = 0.32, 1.06), SE = 0.186, t = 3.713, p < 0.001], and it became 
non-significant under the “control” condition, [b = 0.18, (95% 
CI = −0.13, 0.48), SE = 0.156, t = 1.135, p = 0.258], (see Figure 4).

3.4. Discussion

The results obtained in Study 2 confirmed those of Study 1, using an 
experimental methodology and a sample from another nationality. As in 
the first study, we confirmed that the relationship between ambition and 
extreme behavior was moderated by relative deprivation. Ambitious 
individuals were significantly more likely to engage in extreme behavior 
in pursuit of a valued objective only after recalling three situations in 
which they felt they had been treated unfairly. After recalling three 
emotionally neutral situations, ambitious people were not significantly 
more likely to engage in extreme behavior in pursuit of a valued objective. 
Thus, ambitious people are more prone to extremism in reaction to 
personal injustice, rather than in reaction to everyday situations.

4. General discussion

In the two studies described presently we tested the moderating 
role of relative deprivation in the relationship between ambition and 
extreme behavior. Specifically, Study 1 employed an American sample 

2 To further test the effect of the predictors on extreme behavior we run a 

hierarchical regression that can be found in Supplementary material.
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and tested our hypothesis through a cross-sectional design, showing 
that ambitious individuals are prone to engage in extreme behavior 
when they experience negative feelings in reaction to relative 
deprivation (i.e., justice sensitivity). Moreover, we did not find an effect 
of justice sensitivity on extremism, in contrast to other findings that 
relative deprivation is “a key factor driving violent extremism across 
cultures and contexts” (Kunst and Obaidi, 2020, p. 55). Of course, the 
present study measured extremism and willingness to sacrifice 
generally and in pursuit of personally selected goals, rather than violent 
extremism in particular. In addition, it is important to note that 
literature distinguishes between egoistic (individual) and fraternal 
(group) relative deprivation (Runciman, 1966). Indeed, one can 
perceive that they are personally deprived (egoistic relative deprivation) 
or that a social group to which they belong is deprived (fraternal 
relative deprivation). Specifically, fraternal relative deprivation has 
been shown to be more closely related to protest than egoistic relative 
deprivation (Abeles, 1976), while egoistic relative deprivation has been 

shown to be more closely related to well-being than fraternal relative 
deprivation (Smith and Ortiz, 2002). The present study focused on 
egoistic relative deprivation, so it was perhaps foreseeable that justice 
sensitivity would not predict extreme behavior.

Due to the correlational nature of the data in Study 1, we were not 
able to draw causal inferences. Hence, we conducted a second study 
which tested the same hypothesis, employing an experimental design 
and an Italian sample. The results of Study 2 confirmed those of Study 
1, demonstrating that ambitious individuals are likely to engage in 
extremism in reaction to personal injustice, but they are not 
significantly likely to engage in extremism in everyday situations. 
Akin to Study 1, we found a significant and positive effect of ambition 
on extremism, while we did not find any effect of assignment to the 
justice sensitivity (vs. control) condition on extremism.

Overall, our findings show that ambition predicts extreme 
behavior, supporting the results of the existing literature on this 
relationship (e.g., Resta et al., 2022a,c). Moreover, the present research 

FIGURE 3

Results of the moderated model tested in Study 2 (N = 193). *p < 0.05 **p < 0.01.

FIGURE 4

Results of simple-slope analysis to interpret the effect of the interaction between ambition and condition on extreme behavior (Study 2; N = 193).
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extends the theoretical knowledge regarding the relationship between 
ambition and extreme behavior by identifying a particular condition 
under which this relationship is strengthened. Across the two studies, 
we predicted and found that negative reactions to relative deprivation, 
whether measured or induced, intensifies ambitious individuals’ 
likelihood to engage in extreme behavior in pursuit of valued causes 
or goals. Thus, the present findings enrich not only literature about 
ambition and extremism, but also that regarding relative deprivation.

The present study has several limitations. First, we used a self-
report measure to assess extremism, rather than actual behavior, 
perhaps making the measure less realistic or subject to social 
desirability bias. This limitation was mitigated, however, by asking 
participants to indicate a goal very dear to them. Thus, we measured 
self-sacrifice in pursuit of a personal objective, enabling us to measure 
a realistic motivation to engage in extreme behavior rather than the 
motivation to engage in extremism for the sake of a general or imposed 
objective. A second limitation is that in both studies we measured 
rather than manipulated ambition. Future studies should address this 
issue by testing the effect of the interaction between ambition and 
justice sensitivity on extremism through an experimental design which 
manipulates both ambition and justice sensitivity.

Despite these limitations and the necessity of future research to 
address them, the present research yields fruitful practical implications. 
First, the present findings identified precise conditions under which 
ambitious individuals are more or less prone to engage in extreme 
behavior. Second, actions aimed to prevent extremism should focus on 
diminishing negative reactions to personal injustice, particularly in 
ambitious individuals. Ambitious people, indeed, may be served by 
modifying their reactions to situations of personal injustice. This could 
occur, for instance, through trainings aimed to prevent strong negative 
reactions that will lead them to the engagement in extreme behavior.
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