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1Normative Accounts of Legitimacy of Law
Law can be defined as a system of rules that is enforced through social institutions to 

establish and maintain social order by regulating public behavior (Schuyt, 1983). While 
enacting rules moves power from individuals to an impersonal norm, empowering 
authorities conveys power from some individual to another individual or institution 
(Tyler, 2006). A key characteristic of the law and legal authorities is that they claim 
the authority to speak on behalf of all of society (Tyler, 2016a; Tyler & Jost, 2007). They 
use their authority to direct the behavior of others (Tyler & Lind, 1992). A question that 
is important in this respect is why legal authorities such as judges are entitled to tell 
other people what to do (Tyler, 2001).

Within the legal discipline, we traditionally ask if decisions made by legal authorities 
are legitimate. If legal decisions are legitimate, they should be obeyed. For example, it 
can be argued that legal decision-makers such as judges act legally appropriate if they: 
(1) understand relevant facts of the case correctly (accurate facts or truth), (2) apply 
appropriate legal values to those facts (justice), and (3) make correct legal decisions 
(Schuyt, 1983; Tyler, 2016a; Witteveen, 2003, 2016). Thus, if these standards are met 
a legal decision is legitimate and ought to be obeyed. This focus is in line with what is 
taught in law schools. Here you learn about rules and how to apply them correctly to 
situations at hand (Stolker, 2014; Tyler, 2016). 

Thus, the legal discipline tends to focus on the legitimacy of legal decisions in 
the normative sense. As mentioned, legal decisions are legitimate if the facts of the case 
are estimated accurately, governing legal values are applied to those facts, resulting in 
a correct decision (Tyler, 2016a). Speaking of this, social science can contribute to law 
in identifying better ways to obtaining this kind of normative legitimacy. In fact, to 
date the main focus of empirical social science research in the legal domain has been 
on accuracy of the facts underlying legal decisions. This kind of empirical research on 
factual accuracy can provide insights to the legal discipline about weighing evidence by 
its actual utility and safeguarding against the influence of unconscious biases on legal 
actors (Tyler, 2016b). For example, there is a large body of research on the accuracy of 
eyewitness evidence. In pioneering research on this topic, Loftus (1975) showed that 
eyewitness evidence can be inaccurate. Her research program revealed that human 
memory is not only unreliable, but also mutable. Indeed, social scientists showed that 
certain kinds of questioning methods and investigative procedures are likely to corrupt 
existing eyewitness memories or even create false ones (Costanzo & Krauss, 2012). 
With respect to factual accuracy, there is also empirical social science research that 
demonstrated that judgment and decision-making by legal actors such as police officers, 
judges and public defenders are influenced by unconscious or implicit biases pertaining 
to race, gender, and other social categories (e.g., Richardson & Goff, 2013; Sadler, 
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1 Correll, Park, & Judd, 2012). For example, this type of research revealed that the race of 
the defendant and the victim may influence judicial sentencing (Baldus, Woodworth, 
Zuckerman, & Weiner, 1997; Eberhardt, Davies, Purdie-Vaughns, & Johnson, 2006). 
Research on the accuracy of judicial decision-making has also studied other aspects of 
the rational quality of judicial decision-making (e.g., Guthrie, Rachlinski, & Wistrich, 
2007) and the differential weighing of evidence and subjective, intuitive factors by 
different kinds of legal decision-makers (e.g., Devine, Buddenbaum, Houp, Studebaker, 
& Stolle, 2009). 

This type of research on accuracy of facts and the rational quality of legal decision-
making fits with, and often builds on, the judgment and decision making literature 
that started with Tversky and Kahneman (1974; Kahneman, Slovic, & Tversky, 1982; for 
a recent review, see Kahneman, 2011). In fact, this is what empirical studies in the field 
of law and social science have been overwhelmingly focusing on: showing errors and 
biases. Modern empirical law and social science work sometimes even assists in trying 
to prevent errors and biases, for example by suggesting what kind of line-up procedures 
or interrogation interview procedures do have a high likelihood of yielding accurate 
information (e.g., Wells, Steblay & Dysart, 2015; Hartwig, Meissner, & Semel, 2014). 
As such, empirical law and social science studies can inform the legal system how to 
accurately estimate the facts before the legal system applies legal values to those facts 
(Tyler, 2016a).

Empirical research is also able to assist in determining what legal values (another 
important aspect of normative legitimacy of law) are considered to be appropriate. This 
kind of research may help in revealing what people think is a fair legal value, for instance 
in terms of distributing benefits and burdens (Tyler, 2016a). For example in the field 
of liability law, empirical research has studied what form of redress personal injury 
claimants want from the legal system (Hulst, Akkermans, & Van Buschbach, 2014; 
Akkermans & Hulst, 2014; Akkermans, Hulst, Claassen, Ten Boom, Elbers, Van Wees, 
& Bruinvels, 2015; see also Elbers, Hulst, Cuijpers, Akkermans, & Bruinvels, 2013). It 
has also been studied whether secondary victims regard monetary compensation to 
be a fair legal response to the death or severe injury of their close relative as a result 
of a tort or violent crime (e.g., Hulst &Akkermans, 2011; Akkermans, Hulst, Claassen, 
Ten Boom, Elbers, Van Wees, & Bruinvels, 2015). This kind of empirical research has 
also been used to support normative claims on what appropriate legal procedures 
should look like, for example following medical treatments that have resulted in 
personal injuries (Smeehuijzen, Van Wees, Akkermans, Legemaate, Van Buschbach &  
Hulst, 2013a, 2013b) or how to best organize informal compensation procedures for 
personal injuries (Akkermans & Hulst, 2014; Hulst, Akkermans & Van Buschbach, 
2014). And this kind of empirical research on appropriate legal values can also be 
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1conducted in the field of contract law or family law. For example, it has been studied 
empirically what people think is fair in terms of total separation of property that can 
occur as a result of divorce or termination of informal cohabitation (e.g., Antokolskaia, 
Breederveld, Hulst, Kolkman, Salomons & Verstappen, 2011). 

It is outside the scope of the current dissertation to give a full overview of what 
the fields of “law &” and empirical legal studies are currently about. I just want to point 
out here that social science empirical research in the legal domain is currently often 
about the accuracy of facts, and to some extent about appropriate normative legal values, 
and thus about aspects of normative legitimacy (Tyler, 2016a). Hence, traditionally 
the focus within the legal discipline is on the normative question on whether legal 
decisions are legitimate and thus ought to be obeyed (Weber, 1968; Tyler, 2016). And 
to date, most empirical social science and law studies share the focus on conditions for 
normative legitimacy.

A Descriptive Account of Legitimacy of Law
It cannot be emphasized enough that answering the normative question whether 

legal decisions are legitimate is an essential issue. This noted, I argue in this thesis 
that the normative issue of legal legitimacy can be complemented in important ways 
with a descriptive account of legitimacy of law. That is, there is also the descriptive or 
behavioral question whether people will obey the law (e.g., Weber, 1968; Tyler, 2006). 
This descriptive or behavioral question focuses outward on the people who are the target 
of influence and power of the law. I suggest that the question of behavioral legitimacy 
is also important when the goal is for the law and legal authorities to be effective in 
directing behavior. Indeed, legal authorities rely on litigants and the public to follow 
the rules and procedures they establish. Such rule-following behavior is critical for 
social order and the legal system to function effectively (Tyler & Blader, 2005). This 
reality can readily be seen in the substantial resources allocated to controlling law-
abiding behaviors (Tyler, 2006). 

With respect to the descriptive or behavioral question whether people will obey 
the law, economic or so-called deterrence strategies have been dominant. That is, an 
often-used way of trying to achieve that people comply with the law is through the use 
of incentives and sanctions. Thus, using incentives and sanctions as motivators of 
compliance. In fact, law and policy makers will often automatically think in the direction 
of using monetary sanctions or incentives to direct behavior (e.g., Van Tilburg, 2012). 
Such so-called deterrence strategies are based upon the assumption that people shape 
their law-related behaviors based on judgments about the personal gains and losses 
resulting from different kinds of behavior (Darley, 2001). 
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1 The effectiveness of deterrence strategies has been debated (e.g., Tyler, 2006; Tyler 
& Blader, 2005). Deterrence approaches can be distinguished from social theory 
perspectives on why people view societal rules, authorities and institutions as entitled 
to be obeyed. In those social theory perspectives, the perceived legitimacy of authorities 
is a source of power for these authorities because it promotes voluntary deference to 
the authority and its decisions (e.g., Tyler, 2006; Weber, 1947, 1968). In this dissertation, 
I adopt a social theory perspective on how litigants and members of the general public 
view the legitimacy of legal authorities. Specifically, I focus on two important issues 
that are related to whether people accept the law and legal decisions, namely whether 
they have trust in the system’s judges and whether they assign legitimate power to  
those judges. 

Indeed, a central element of the perceived legitimacy of the judiciary is people’s 
trust in judges (Tyler & Jackson, 2014). Trust in the judges of a country may refer to 
more benevolent evaluation of the perceived sincerity of judges, confidence that judges 
perform their roles and exercise their authority in an honest and sincere manner, and 
perceived reliability of the judicial institution (Tyler & Huo, 2002). It is through such 
trust that citizens confer legal institutions with the legitimacy that the justice system 
needs to exist and operate effectively (Tyler, 2006). 

Legitimate power refers to the perception by individuals that an authority has 
a genuine right to prescribe behavior for them (French & Raven, 1959; Tyler, 2006). 
There is similarity between the concept of legitimate power as used in psychological 
literature and the concept of legitimacy of authority as used by sociologists such as Weber 
(French & Raven, 1959). Weber (1947) defined legitimate authority as occurring when it 
is likely that people will voluntarily obey the authority because they regard the authority 
as rightful. Weber regarded legitimacy as producing social regularities that are more 
stable than those that result from the pursuit of self-interest or from habitual rule-
following (Weber, 1964: 124). Legitimate power is often contrasted with other, allegedly 
less effective sources of power in which acceptance of authority and obedience with 
the authority’s directives is contingent on external threats (coercive power) or rewards 
(reward power; French & Raven, 1959). Indeed, when people attribute legitimate power 
to authorities, they are more likely to accept the authority and take upon themselves 
the obligation to obey and voluntarily follow the decisions made by the authority (Tyler, 
2006). Evaluating that judges in one’s country are legitimate powerholders is one of 
the cornerstones on which constitutional and democratic nations are built. 

Thus, in this dissertation, I focus on trust in the system’s judges and the legitimate 
power assigned to those judges. I will now elaborate on these issues, provide my 
perspective on the issues, and delineate the theoretical sources of inspiration and 
the methodological contribution I aim to achieve in this program of research.
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1My View on Trust in Law and Society
What is important to emphasize is that in this dissertation I study people’s trust in 

law and society. In fact, in many of the empirical studies presented in this dissertation 
I focus on trust in the country’s judges. As such, I examine whether people have trust 
in the societal status quo or establishment. After all, judges belong to the societal status 
quo, and I will argue (and show) in this thesis that this observation has important 
consequences for our insights into people’s trust in law and society. 

Public trust in the judiciary is often reported as being relatively high and stable (e.g., 
TNS Political & Social, 2013; Dekker & Van Houwelingen, 2016). Reporting of public 
trust in law and society, amongst which trust in the judiciary, is usually based on trust 
surveys. Public trust in law and society is closely monitored, with yearly or quarterly 
repeated measurements (e.g., TNS Political & Social, 2013; Dekker & Van Houwelingen, 
2016; see also Dekker & Van der Meer, 2007). In practice, trust reporting based on trust 
surveys does not reveal strong signs of discontent against judges and the judiciary in 
the Netherlands and important other countries.

For example, following the 2016 U.S. Presidential election and the 2016 Brexit 
referendum there were discussions in the Dutch media about feelings of distrust within 
Dutch society. Dekker, a lead researcher from The Netherlands Institute for Social 
Research that conducts quarterly trust surveys, reiterated that any somber sounds 
about the degree of trust in Dutch society as recently heard in the media are simply 
inconsistent with what trust research shows. This researcher emphasized that the degree 
of trust in law and society in the Netherlands was relatively high and stable. Dekker 
especially pointed out that trust in the judiciary is rather high and even increasing 
(Rusman, 2016). 

Yet, trust in the judiciary remains a recurrent point of concern in the field (e.g., 
Corstens, 2016, 2009; Croes, 2012; Loth, 2007; European Commission, 2016). For 
example, judicial organizations (e.g., Council for the Judiciary, 2016) and the courts 
repeatedly ask themselves: Are we doing well enough? Thus, the issue of public trust in 
judges is an ongoing point of attention among practitioners, and perhaps even a moral 
duty for the judiciary. 

What I do in this academic dissertation is take a fundamental scientific view at 
the issue of trust. And I raise some fundamental questions. For example, is the degree 
of trust in law and society indeed as high as reported on the basis of trust surveys? And 
related to that, how do people form judgments of trust? After all, societal institutions 
such as the judiciary (and also to some extent societal authorities) tend to be abstract 
entities of which many people find it difficult to form reliable impressions. Thus, forming 
judgments whether one can trust the law and the authorities empowered to enforce it, 
yes or no, is not easy for most individuals (Van den Bos, 2011). 
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1 Trying to understand how people come to trust law and society is not only an 
important task. It is also a challenging task and it can be daunting at times. In this 
thesis I accept this challenge and try to study this important issue. I try to do this with 
studies that aspire for high levels of methodological rigor and control (i.e., high levels 
of “internal validity”; Smith, 1981). Importantly, I try to conduct these studies in field 
settings and areas of law that really matter and are important for citizens and the legal 
world (i.e., high levels of “external validity”; Smith, 1981). In particular, I will present 
results from various experiments that differ from each other, but that all aim to reveal 
new insight how people form judgments of trust in law (and associated topics such as 
legitimate power of judges and trust in other groups in society). I do not only aim to 
contribute to the study of law and society in a methodological way, but I also aspire to 
reveal important new conceptual insight into how trust in law and society comes along. 
As such, the current thesis aims to provide an integrative account of methodological 
and conceptual new insights into how people come to trust the law.

Being a lawyer and psychologist by training I argue here that such an approach 
is relevant and important for several reasons. Perhaps most crucially, I emphasize 
that the non-empirical or normative study of law and society is important, but can 
be complemented in many meaningful ways with empirical data collected following 
careful conceptual analyses of core elements of the functioning of law (or: law in action, 
Smits, 2009). This dissertation will try to do this by integrating the study of law, human 
behavior, social psychology and other social theory perspectives. In particular, in this 
dissertation I take a constructive approach by trying to help advance the understanding 
of how litigants and members of the general public come to trust important legal actors 
and institutions empowered to enforce the law. By trying to observe and understand 
what is going on in reality, I want to enhance the understanding of core elements of 
the functioning of law (Van den Bos, 2014; Van den Bos & Hulst, 2016). This may help 
move the legal domain to go beyond what people (including legal scholars) believe 
or do not believe to be true about the degree of trust in the law and legal authorities 
and about whether perceived procedural justice matters in legal contexts. The research 
may also provide basic, evidence-based insights in how to promote public trust in law  
and society. 

Experimental Legal Studies on Trust and Legitimate Power
The specific aim of this dissertation is to provide an integrative account of (a) 

social psychological and (b) symbolic interactionistic perspectives on trust in law and 
society that I combine with (c) advanced methodological treatments of the conceptual 
analyses that follow from these perspectives. Importantly, I try to use these methods in 
meaningful experimental studies in courtrooms and other situations pertaining to law 
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1and society. As such, my ongoing aim is to contribute to developing and testing new 
conceptual explanations of how people come to trust the law and why procedural justice 
would matter in legal contexts. 

Social Psychological Perspective 
Thus, in this thesis I combine different theoretical perspectives from the social 

sciences with the aim of bringing depth, precision, and conceptual relevance to 
understanding a core element of the functioning of the law. In particular, I adopt a social 
psychological approach on how people perceive the legitimacy of law and society. In 
this thesis, I focus on two important issues that are related to whether people accept 
the law and legal decisions, namely whether they have trust in judges and whether they 
assign legitimate power to those judges. 

As such, legitimate power in this dissertation refers to people’s perceptions that an 
authority has a genuine right to prescribe behavior for them (French & Raven, 1959). 
And I note that a key element of the perceived legitimacy of authorities is whether 
people trust the authority involved (Tyler, 2006). After all, trust is often defined as 
a psychological state comprising the intention to accept vulnerability based upon 
the positive expectations of the intentions or behavior of another (Rousseau, Sitkin, 
Burt, & Camerer, 1998; see also Rotter, 1967; Mayer, Davis, Schoorman, 1995). This 
definition has been widely adapted in psychological and behavioral science literature. 
Trust in authorities can be seen as vertically oriented towards superiors, and can be 
distinguished from horizontally oriented trust in fellow citizens. In this dissertation, I 
will primarily focus on people’s trust in legal and societal authorities (vertical trust), and 
to a much lesser extent on people’s trust in their fellow citizens (horizontal trust) (e.g., 
Van den Bos, 2011). Situations can vary in the degree to which people are vulnerable 
to the actions of authorities empowered to enforce the law. For example, members of 
the general public have different vulnerabilities relative to judges than people who walk 
into the courtroom for a hearing on their specific court case. Latter situation involves 
increased vulnerability or uncertainty and risk coming with the fact that legal power 
holders can make an unfavourable decision in their case. In this dissertation, I study 
both type of situations (i.e., trust among members of the general public and among 
people who actually walk into the courtroom to have their case heard by judges). Trust 
in judges is primarily operationalized as positive beliefs on the part of the trustor in 
the perceived sincerity, honesty, and reliability of judges and the way they exercise 
their authority (e.g., Tyler & Huo, 2002; Tyler & Jackson, 2014; Van den Bos, 2011;  
Rotter, 1980, 1967). 

This thesis is also inspired by the notion that people’s trust in authorities and 
the legitimate power they assign to authorities are shaped by the fairness and justice of 
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1 the procedures used by these authorities (e.g. Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler, 2006; Tyler & 
Huo, 2002; Tyler & Lind, 1992; Van den Bos, Wilke & Lind, 1998). Thus, I adopt a social 
psychological perspective in studying how people come to trust authorities, how 
they come to assign legitimate power to those authorities and the role that perceived 
procedural justice plays in these issues. An important feature of this social psychological 
perspective is the focus on people’s perceptions of legal authorities. In this dissertation, 
I focus on both people’s impressions of legal authorities and litigants’ experiences with 
legal authorities they interact with. 

Symbolic Interaction Perspective
Social psychology is a micro-oriented discipline. The micro-oriented approach 

is apparent in the way in which concepts are operationalized in this dissertation. At 
the same time, the current dissertation is inspired by more meso- or macro-oriented 
theoretical approaches of how people interpret the legitimacy of authorities. That is, 
in this dissertation, I also adopt a symbolic interaction approach (Mead, 1934; Schuyt, 
1983) in proposing that people view judges as important symbols of society. Studying 
people’s social distance to authorities, as I do in Part II of this dissertation, also fits with 
my symbolic interaction approach. Thus, another source of inspiration for the studies 
presented in this thesis comes from some sociological and socio-legal perspectives on 
authority and power that also study how people view authorities (Cooley, 1902; Mead, 
1934). As such, the current thesis is inspired by the work of Weber on authority. Weber 
(1947, 1968) conceives of authority as legitimate if there is the probability that people 
will voluntarily obey the authority’s commands because they view the authority as 
rightful. The works of Mead (1934) and Blumer (1986) on symbolic interactionism 
emphasize that people construct meaning on the basis of their perceptions of the world 
and themselves in it, and that these meanings influence people’s actions. Specifically, 
symbolic interactionism posits that subjective meanings arise out of social interaction 
and of how people think they are perceived by others (Blumer, 1986). 

Thus, the symbolic interaction perspective studies the symbolic meaning that 
people develop and rely upon in the process of social interaction. Certain social roles 
have more power, or authority, than others. Social interactionists focus on how power 
is exchanged in a situation. How the actors involved, with their different capacities and 
abilities, define the situation in relational interactions with others (Dennis & Martin, 
2005; Schwalbe et al., 2000).  

Building on the framework of symbolic interactionism, Schuyt (1983) argued 
that people’s interactions with societal authorities are very important, because these 
authorities have a symbolic function. The subjective meanings that people impose 
upon these authorities is that these societal authorities represent something larger and 
especially how society looks upon them. 
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1Integrating the social psychological and symbolic interaction pillars of this thesis, 
I argue that people view judges as important symbols of society. People do not often 
have interactions with society. These kind of interactions with judges are therefore very 
important (Tyler & Lind, 1992). Indeed, people’s interactions with judicial authorities 
are so important, because people tend to view judges as speaking on behalf of society or 
the justice system as a whole (Schuyt, 1983; Tyler & Lind, 1992). 

I suggest that when people interact with legal authorities, such as when they appear 
at court hearings, litigants not only depend on the individual judges for important 
outcomes. Litigants will also view their interaction with the judges handling their court 
case as indicative of how society or the justice system as a whole regards them. Viewed 
in this way, litigants dependent on the judicial authority not only for an important 
outcome decision, but also for their self-worth (Tyler & Lind, 1992): am I being 
evaluated as a respected and full-fledged member of society? 

Methodological Contribution 
I combine these substantive, conceptual analyses with a fascination for advanced 

methodological approaches. In particular, in the work presented in this dissertation I 
aspire to use empirical methods with high levels of internal validity. If possible, I try to 
use experimental methods (in order to establish that there is a causal influence between 
the dependent variable and outcome variable under investigation). As such, I propose 
to pioneer the issue and relevance of “experimental legal studies,” a label that I coin in 
this thesis. 

Specifically, I use these methods in relevant courtroom contexts among actual 
court litigants and other real-world surroundings among people with diverse social 
demographic backgrounds. My focus is on experiments in field settings. Notably, 
I conduct relevant experimental studies in different courtroom contexts among  
actual litigants.

What previous studies on procedural justice in legal settings have in common is 
that they tended to rely on correlational and qualitative research methods, and mostly 
used telephone interviews in which respondents were asked about personal interactions 
with legal authorities in the past (e.g., Tyler, 2006; Tyler & Folger, 1980) or about 
hypothetical interactions (e.g., Tyler, 2001; Tyler & Folger, 1980; Tyler & Mitchell, 
1994). What we can learn from these earlier studies is limited by their correlational 
or qualitative quality and retrospective methods of data collection. In my courtroom 
studies, I extend previous research in legal settings by for the first time using advanced 
experimental methods and by directly when litigants walked in and out off the courtroom 
examining their experiences with and their trust in the court system via questionnaires  
(Chapters 2 and 5). The use of advanced methodology in important field settings can 
enhance insights into whether and why procedural justice really matters in legal settings.



CHAPTER 1

22

1 In these courtroom experiments I use rather minimal experimental (“priming”) 
manipulations. These manipulations were induced before litigants entered their court 
hearings. And after relatively large time frames, these manipulations had reliable effects 
on litigants’ post-hearing responses (Chapter 2). These results can serve an important 
role in the recent discussion within the psychological discipline about the robustness of 
priming effects (see, e.g., Kahneman, 2012).

I also use controlled scenario studies among law student samples (Chapter 3) to back 
up and extend the courtroom studies of Chapter 2. And participants were approached 
at indoor shopping malls and train stations. These are places that are visited by people 
from different social demographic backgrounds and where I obtain heterogeneous 
samples of participants. I interview participants thus obtained what they think of 
the system’s judges. Interviewing and observing people’s reactions to the justice system 
fits with classical socio-legal approaches. The same goes for studying social distance to 
law and society. By studying social distance to law and society I touch upon urgent and 
important developments of societal polarization (Chapters 4 and 5). 

As such, I present in my empirical chapters the results of 9 conceptually grounded 
experiments conducted in various field settings. These conceptual field experiments aim 
to combine both the reflective high quality of legal thinking (cf. law in the books) with 
advanced, internally valid research methods in relevant field studies, not only including 
public general impressions of relevant issues pertaining to law and society (Chapter 4), 
but also conducting these conceptual field experiments in court hearings examining 
actual litigants’ experiences with and reactions to the court system (Chapters 2 and 5).

I think my experimental legal studies approach is important, in part because what 
I do in this dissertation is not applying psychology to the legal domain. Rather, I try to 
understand some basic psychological processes that underlie people’s reactions to legal 
power holders. Thus, with my integrative approach, I aim to provide more precise basic 
insights into both psychology and the functioning of law. 

In fact, I think it is fair to say that findings of this dissertation research also feed into 
basic psychology. For example, the experimental courtroom studies of Chapter 2 provide 
more precise methodological insights about minimal yet robust experimental priming 
manipulations. This is an important and topic of discussion in modern psychology 
(e.g. Kahneman, 2012; see also Chapter 3). Findings to be reported here also provide 
novel substantive basic insights into sampling processes relevant in modern psychology 
(Henrich et al., 2010) and how this relates to social polarization (Chapter 4). Related 
to this, findings also suggest that social distance to legal power holders interacts with 
the effect of perceived procedural justice on legitimate power assigned to authorities 
(Chapter 5). 
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1The Current Dissertation
Now that I have introduced the topics of this disseration, I am able to introduce 

the studies to be presented here. In the Part I of this dissertation (Chapters 2 and 3) I 
examine the role of people’s experience of perceived procedural justice in encounters 
with individual judges and other societal authorities in whether they trust these 
authorities and whether they think these authorities are legitimate powerholders (Tyler, 
2006; Tyler & Huo, 2002). In Part II of the dissertation (Chapters 4 and 5) I focus on 
people’s social distance to law and society, including how people respond to judges and 
how this relates to trust and legitimacy.

Part I. On Why Procedural Justice Matters in Legal Settings 
What I do in the first part of the dissertation is to critically examine whether 

procedural justice genuinely matters in legal contexts. And if procedural justice would 
happen to be really important in legal contexts, to examine why that would be the case. 
Ever since the concept of procedural justice was coined in the interface of social 
psychology and law (Walker et al., 1974), the concept and the way it has been studied 
have been criticized (see, e.g., Hayden & Anderson, 1979). In fact, this is still going on 
(e.g., Van Velthoven, 2011, 2012).

Previous research studies conducted in legal contexts have found that how fair and 
just people feel treated in their personal encounters with individual police-officers and 
judges is frequently associated with other important reactions such as their trust and 
legitimacy ratings (for reviews, see Grootelaar, Hulst & Van den Bos, 2017; Lind & 
Tyler, 1998; Tyler, 2006; Tyler & Huo, 2002; Tyler & Lind, 1992). As mentioned, earlier 
field studies on procedural justice in legal settings mainly were of a correlational or 
qualitative quality and mostly asked respondents about their experiences with legal 
authorities in the past, which limits what we can learn from them. What we can learn 
from this existing literature is that there is often a link between perceived procedural 
justice and trust and legitimacy evaluations of legal authorities. 

One important goal of this thesis was to learn more about what these links mean 
exactly. For example, do these links in fact imply that the experience of procedural 
justice truly shapes legitimacy-related evaluations of legal authorities? And if so, why 
that would be the case? In real-life legal settings, there are of course ethical barriers 
to giving some people a fair and others an unfair procedural treatment. This is why 
research in real-life legal contexts is generally based on surveys or observational studies. 
Similarly, in my research in real-life courtroom contexts among actual court litigants 
I cannot experimentally control how fairly or unfairly litigants are treated by actual 
judges handling their court case. Still, I want to learn more by means of experimental 
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1 methods about whether procedural justice really matters in legal contexts, and if so 
why. To achieve this aim I adopted the following course of action in the first part of  
this dissertation: 

In Chapter 2, I report the findings of two courtroom experiments that examine 
how actual court litigants respond to court hearings. Study 2.1 was conducted among 
individuals who appeared at court hearings following their petition for a court ruling 
on the basis of the Dutch Bankruptcy Act allowing them access to a legal solution to 
their debt burden (Wet Schuldsanering Natuurlijke Personen). Study 2.2 was conducted 
among defendants who appeared at criminal court hearings because they were accused 
of having committed criminal infractions under Dutch criminal law. In both courtroom 
experiments, participating litigants were randomly assigned to either control or 
experimental conditions. That is, half of the litigants entered their court hearing in 
the way they normally do (default condition, Study 2.1) or answered three neutral brief, 
open-ended questions before they entered their court hearings (control condition, 
Study 2.2). The other half of the litigants answered three brief, open-ended questions 
before they entered their court hearings that reminded them about having acted 
without behavioral inhibitions, an experimental manipulation which had been shown 
to deactivate people’s behavioral inhibition system (Van den Bos, Müller, & Van Bussel, 
2009). After the court hearings had ended, litigants completed a questionnaire that 
assessed the level of procedural justice they had experienced in their court hearing and 
the main dependent variable, trust in the country’s judges (Study 2.1) and legitimate 
power assigned to those judges (Study 2.2). 

What I argue in Chapter 2 is that procedural justice matters in legal settings because 
of what is happening psychologically to people in these settings. I suggest that people 
will often feel evaluated in legal contexts. For example, when people are summoned 
to court to have their problematic personal financial situation or improper behavior 
discussed by judges, this is an experience that for most litigants is at least potentially 
unsettling. I further note that when people must appear at court hearings they will try 
to understand what is going on in their court hearings and whether they can trust and 
find legitimacy in the system’s judges. To do this, people will inhibit ongoing action as 
this will allow them to pay close attention to what is going on in the courtroom. As such 
people’s psychological reaction when they appear at court hearings can be compared 
to a STOP sign. That is, when entering the courtroom, most litigants will tend to: Stop, 
Think, Observe (and only then Proceed with their normal, ongoing behaviors). I argue 
that during this STOP or inhibition phase, experiences of how fairly individual judges 
in the courtroom are treating you will be a salient situational cue that can help litigants 
make sense of what is going on in the hearing.

Thus, I argue that the STOP or inhibition system (Carver & White, 1994; Gray 
& McNaughton, 2000) is likely to be activated when litigants are associating their 
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1experiences of procedural justice with their evaluations of whether they can trust and 
find legitimacy in the system’s judges. If litigants’ STOP or inhibition system would 
be deactivated, litigants should be less likely to engage in sense-making processes and 
hence less likely to rely on salient situational cues such as experiences of procedural 
justice when forming trust and legitimacy evaluations of judges. Thus, if a researcher 
would be able to deactivate litigants’ STOP or inhibition system, he or she should 
observe that this weakens any links there may be between perceived procedural justice 
and trust and legitimacy ratings of judges.  

The findings reported in Chapter 2 are in accordance with this line of reasoning. 
That is, I found that litigants’ ratings of trust in judges and the legitimacy they assigned 
to those judges were found to be strongly and reliably associated with perceived 
procedural justice in the control conditions which resembled the default setting in 
which the court hearings normally take place (Study 2.1) and when neutral control 
questions were used (Study 2.2). Importantly, in both studies, I also observed that 
following the experimental manipulation that has been shown to weaken the STOP 
sign response (Van den Bos et al., 2009), the associations of procedural justice with 
trust in judges (Study 2.1) and legitimate power assigned to judges (Study 2.2) reliably 
weakened and were not statistically significant.

In other words, what I tried to do in Chapter 2 was to turn the knobs of perceived 
procedural justice. Specifically, in Studies 2.1 and 2.2, my aim was to “switch off ” 
the influence that procedural justice normally has on litigants. In Chapter 3 I extend on 
this by examining whether I could also “switch on” the influence of procedural justice 
on peoples’ reactions. In Chapter 3, I test the prediction that if people’s psychological 
STOP sign response is strengthened (by means of another experimental manipulation), 
then this should have the opposite effect of strengthening people’s reactions to fair and 
unfair procedures. 

This is indeed what I found in Chapter 3. That is, in two studies I observed that 
reminding (vs. not reminding) people of having acted with public inhibitions indeed 
led to more negative procedural judgments following no-voice procedures (Study 3.1)  
and to more positive procedural justice judgments following voice procedures  
(Study 3.2). These findings suggest that higher levels of behavioral inhibition may lead 
people to become more sensitive to what happens in their environments and, hence, 
impact the justice judgment process.

In addition, in Chapter 3 I extend the correlational findings of Studies 2.1 and 
2.2 on the link between perceived procedural justice and evaluations of the decision-
making authorities. That is, to study the causal effect of important aspects of procedural 
justice on people’s reactions I use an experimental manipulation of procedure. That 
is, I experimentally vary whether participants receive voice or are being withheld 
voice in decision-making procedures. Moreover, in Chapter 3 I examine the line of 
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1 reasoning that procedural justice matters during the STOP or inhibition response while 
minimizing noise and error that may naturally be present in real-world contexts and 
focusing even more on the internal validity of the findings. Thus, in Chapter 3 I relied 
on scenario experiments.

Taken together, in Chapters 2 and 3 I try to turn the knobs of perceived procedural 
justice and the associated fair process effect. In doing so, I try to provide basic insights 
about the role of perceived procedural justice in how people come to trust legal authorities 
and assign legitimate power to those authorities. This can enhance the understanding 
of whether procedural justice actually matters in legal contexts such as court hearings. 
More generally, what my aim was in Part I was to enhance our understanding of how 
people respond to court hearings and other relevant contexts. Especially, I tried to 
enhance our understanding whether and why litigants’ legitimacy-related evaluations 
of the country’ judges are linked with how fair and just they are treated in their court 
hearings. In the set-up of the studies reported in Part I, I follow Lewin’s aphorism: If 
you want to truly understand something, try to change it. Thus, in Chapter 2 I study 
the normal conditions under which litigants react to court hearings. And I compare this 
with conditions in which I experimentally weaken litigants’ default STOP or inhibition 
phase when they enter their court hearings. What I do in these courtroom studies is that 
I try switch off procedural justice and the associated link between trust and legitimate 
power ratings of judges and the experience of perceived procedural justice. As such, 
taken together with the experimental control of the studies of Chapter 3, one could 
say that I try to turn the knobs of perceived procedural justice and the associated fair 
process effect. In doing so, I tried to provide basic insights about the role of perceived 
procedural justice in how people come to trust legal authorities and assign legitimate 
power to those authorities. This can enhance the understanding of whether procedural 
justice really matters in legal contexts such as court hearings.

Part II. Social distance to Law and Society

Social Distance to Law and Society among Under-Investigated Members 
When I started pilot-testing for the first courtroom study among court litigants in 

which I surveyed their experiences in court hearings and the trust they have in the system’s 
judges and the legitimacy they find in these judges (see Chapter 2), I got the feeling 
that I was interviewing these litigants about what they thought of the establishment 
(judges), while these litigants were viewing me as part of the establishment. I was this 
high-educated, university affiliated person (former lawyer even). I had the feeling that 
some of these participants experienced me (the interviewer) as belonging to the same 
social category or group as judges. A category or group different from themselves and 
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1what they were used to. And especially, I wondered whether these participants would 
speak their mind to me. Would they tell me if they were discontented with the system 
that I was seen as part of? 

Henrich, Heine, and Norenzayan (2010) showed that a major issue in research of 
human behavior is that it is almost exclusively based on participants with a Western 
Educated Industrialised Rich Democratic (WEIRD) background. In my field studies 
in the courts, I was surveying people from diverse background, including many with 
lower educated and less rich, or non-WEIRD, backgrounds. These were people who 
participate relatively little in social science studies or opinion research. Extending 
the work of Henricht et al. (2010) I noticed that we as university interviewers were also 
WEIRD. And I wondered how this WEIRD-ness of interviewers affects what under-
investigated, non-WEIRD participants, who are not part of the societal status quo 
disclose about their trust in the societal status quo. 

This issue has a connection with societal polarization that has developed between 
lower and higher educated people (Bovens, Dekker, & Tiemeijer, 2014), with groups 
of higher educated people being reasonably positive about globalization issues and 
groups of often lower educated people focusing on the disadvantages of open borders 
and immigration (see Bovens et al., 2014; Kriesi et al., 2008; Kriesi et al., 2012; Stubager, 
2010). Related to this, it has been argued that high and low educated people increasingly 
tend to live in separate social environments, with low educated persons having few 
interactions with high educated persons (Bovens et al., 2014). Similarly, there are 
processes of polarization between Muslims and the majority group of non-Muslims in 
many Western societies (e.g., Moors, Balogh, Van Donselaar, & De Graaff, 2009). These 
developments suggest that there is social distance between higher and lower educated 
people in society, and between Muslims and non-Muslims. Social distance means how 
close or distant someone feels to other persons (Aron, Aron, & Smollan, 1992) or to 
a group (Schubert & Otten, 2002). People spontaneously perceive whether another 
person or group is distant from them, and this perception of social distance impacts 
their judgments and behavior (Bar-Anan, Liberman, Trope, & Algom, 2007).

In practice, surveys on trust in law and society (and opinion polls on politics; Hulst 
& Van den Bos, 2016) are often conducted by interviewers who are higher educated and 
members of the majority group. I wonder whether the WEIRD-ness of interviewers 
affects reported levels of trust in law, especially among lower educated participants  
and Muslims. 

In Chapter 4, I systematically examine how potentially interesting differences 
between interviewers affect trust among under-investigated participants. These 
interviews were conducted in public places such as train stations and shopping malls. I 
argue that interviewers on trust in law and society will often come from organizations 
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1 that are part of the societal status quo such as Law Schools or other university 
departments, or at least they might be perceived as part of the status quo by some kinds 
of participants, such as lower educated people. In Chapter 4, I studied the implications 
of this observation.

In Studies 4.1 and 4.2, the interviewer introduced herself to the participants as 
coming from Law Schools in some conditions of the experiments. I contrast this with 
conditions in which the same interviewer presented herself as coming from a non-
university organization. In Study 4.2, I also included a condition in which the interviewer 
presented herself as coming from an university Psychology Department. I examined 
whether lower-educated participants report different degrees of trust in judges toward 
Law school interviewers who are part of the societal status quo, compared to when 
the interviewer comes from a lower educated background. So I tested whether lower-
educated participants would in fact show any discontent they may have against the system 
toward a Law school interviewer by comparing responses toward an interviewer with 
a lower educated background. What I found was that when answering questionnaires 
on degree of trust in law and society as given to them by interviewers presenting 
themselves as coming from Law Schools, lower educated people indicated that they 
hold high levels of trust in Dutch judges. That pattern replicates a finding that is often 
seen in trust surveys. Yet, when the same interviewer presented herself as coming from 
a lower educated background, participants reported much less trust in judges. 

I also note in Chapter 4 that interviewers conducting studies on trust in law and 
society are mostly coming from majority groups. This implies that in Western countries 
trust survey studies are mostly conducted by interviewers who do not wear a headscarf. 
In Study 4.3, I compare female Muslim participants’ responses on issues of trust in 
society and trust in non-Muslims when the same female interviewer presents herself 
without a headscarf versus with a headscarf to female Muslim participants. The question 
that I assess in Study 4.3 is whether female Muslims indicate different levels of trust in 
Dutch society and trust in non-Muslims toward the majority group interviewer without 
a headscarf versus the interviewer with a headscarf. What I found was that female 
Muslims indicated higher trust in Dutch society when interviewed by an interviewer 
who was not wearing a headscarf as opposed to was wearing a headscarf. 

Taken together, the findings reported in Chapter 4 point at the importance of 
experimentally investigating the pivotal role that interviewers can play in studies on 
trust in law and society, especially when examining under-investigated participants 
such as those with lower education or female Muslims. 
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1On how Social Distance to Law and Society Works for Litigants in  
the Courtroom 

Findings of the research studies among members of the general public presented in 
Chapter 4 suggest that lower educated people feel social distance to judges. In Chapter 5,  
I study how social distance to judges works out in the courtroom. In this study, I begin 
to examine how litigants’ social distance to judges is related to their judgments about 
the legitimacy of the country’s judges. Based on the findings of Chapter 4, I expected 
that litigants with more social distance to judges may assign lower levels of legitimacy 
to judges. Furthermore, in this study I explored whether litigants’ social distance to 
judges affects the positive link that we expect to find between the legitimacy assigned 
to Dutch judges and the perceptions of procedural justice experienced in the handling 
of their court cases. 

The correlational aspect of the data reported in Study 5.1 turned out to be the most 
important finding obtained in that study, suggesting that perceived procedural justice 
among civil-court litigants is strongly and positively associated with the level of 
legitimacy those litigants assign to Dutch judges in case they perceive a relatively 
large social distance between themselves and judges. The linkage between perceveived 
procedural justice and assigned legitimacy was considerably weaker when litigants 
experienced relatively small social distance between themselves and judges. I discuss 
how these findings fit into the relational model of authority (Tyler & Lind, 1992) and 
other models trying to explain the importance of procedural justice in court cases (see 
also Chapter 2). Although the data from the single study reported in Chapter 5 are less 
strong than I hoped them to be, I do think these results are interesting, in part because 
they can provide meaningful impetus to the study and practice of procedural justice in 
the legal domain where studying the role of social distance to legal power holders is so 
important. In studying this issue, and in trying to develop what may be the future of 
an experimental legal studies approach to perceived procedural justice in actual court 
cases I hope to have advanced the understanding of when and why perceived procedural 
justice matters for the legitimate power assigned to legal authorities.  

Note to the reader
After thus having introduced the conceptual and empircal aims of this thesis it is 

now time to present the empirical research projects in detail. After having presented 
the four empirical chapters I will discuss the main findings obtained, highlighting 
what we have learned from these findings (conceptually, methodologically, and for 
the practice of law), and I will note important limitations and directions for future 
research. Please note that the empirical chapters that will now follow are intended to 
be read as independent pieces of scientific work, so some overlap between the different 
chapters in this thesis is not entirely circumvented.
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1 I also note that the general goal of this dissertation was to provide high-quality 
experimental legal studies on perceived procedural justice and trust in law and society. 
I treat empirical, including experimental, legal studies as complementary to black-letter 
law approaches. To this end, I did my utmost best in this general introductory chapter, 
and the empirical chapters that will follow, to introduce the content of my experimental 
legal studies to broad audiences, including black-letter oriented scholars. I hope that 
I was successful in this respect. I realize that some parts of this thesis might be quite 
technical for some of the intended readers, but I also note that this precisely adheres to 
my general aim, namely to provide an advanced treatment of experimental legal studies 
that thus far may not have been common in law, including Dutch law. I thus hope you 
will like the pioneering approach presented in this thesis. 






