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Abstract
Extending research presented in Chapter 4 that indicated that lower educated people 
perceive social distance to judges and hold low trust in the system’s judges, this paper 
explores how litigants’ social distance to judges plays a role in the courtroom. This is 
important at a time of polarization within societies and discontent among groups of 
lower educated citizens against the establishment. Using a controlled courtroom study 
among actual litigants in civil-law court cases, we examine how litigants’ perceived social 
distance to judges is related to whether they see judges as legitimate power holders. In 
line with findings of Chapter 4, we found that when litigants experienced higher levels 
of social distance to judges this was associated with lower levels of legitimate power 
assigned to the system’s judges. In line with our main prediction, we observed that 
for litigants with more social distance to judges, their perceptions of how fair and just 
they were treated in their court hearing was strongly linked with whether they saw 
judges as legitimate power holders. In contrast, for litigants with low social distance to 
judges, the link between perceived procedural justice and legitimate power assigned to 
judges weakened and was nonsignificant. This first study may serve as a starting point 
for future research on how issues of social distance and societal polarization may play 
part in courtroom contexts. 
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A Courtroom Study Among Civil-Law Litigants: 
Social Distance, Perceived Procedural Justice,  

and Legitimate Power Assigned to Judges
When people assign legitimate power to powerholders they are more likely to accept 

their authority and voluntary comply with the authority’s decisions (French & Raven, 
1959; Tyler, 2006; Tyler & Jackson, 2014). In fact, evaluating that judges in one’s country 
are legitimate powerholders is one of the cornerstones on which constitutional and 
democratic nations are built. In this paper we focus on variables that play a role in 
the legitimate power of authorities in general and judges in particular. Using a controlled 
courtroom study among actual litigants in civil-law court cases, we studied legitimate 
power assigned to the country’s judges. In our study, we incorporate two constructs 
that we think may potentially have an impact on the legitimacy that litigants assign to 
the system’s judges.

First, we examine whether litigants’ perceptions of how fairly and justly these litigants 
feel they have been treated by individual judges during their court hearing is positively 
associated with the legitimate power litigants assign to judges at the institutional level. 
Such a link between procedural justice judgments in court and the legitimacy of judges 
would be an important example of how people’s procedural justice perceptions can 
affect other attitudes and behaviors (for reviews, see, e.g., Folger, 1977; Tyler, 2006; 
Tyler & Huo, 2002; Walker, LaTour, Lind, & Thibaut, 1974). 

Second, in this study we begin to examine how litigants’ social distance to judges 
is related to their judgments about the legitimate power of the system’s judges. 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 perceived social 
distance influences people’s judgments and behavior (Bar-Anan, Liberman, Trope, & 
Algom, 2007). Earlier research among members of the general public suggested that 
lower educated people feel social distance to judges (Chapter 4). This research further 
showed that trust in judges among lower educated people was lower when they were 
interviewed by interviewers who also had a lower educational background. These 
findings lead us to expect that litigants with more social distance to judges may assign 
lower levels of legitimacy to judges. 

Furthermore, in this study we explore 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. By exploring the role of social distance to legal power holders we hope to 
help advance the understanding of when and why perceived procedural justice happens 
to be important for the legitimacy of legal authorities. 
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Legitimate Power Assigned to Judges 
Legal authority is centralized in legal elites who determine rules and make decisions 

(Tyler & Jackson, 2014). Legal authorities expect the public to accept their authority 
and comply with their directives. This is not something that legal authorities can simply 
assume will occur. Legitimate power means the perception by individuals that an 
authority has a genuine right to prescribe behavior for them (French & Raven, 1959; 
Tyler, 2006). French and Raven (1959) note that the concept of legitimate power as used 
in psychological literature resembles the concept of legitimacy of authority as used by 
sociologists, particularly by Weber (1947). Weber (1947) defined legitimate authority 
as occurring when there is a probability that people will voluntarily obey the authority 
because they regard the authority as rightful. Legitimate power is often contrasted with 
other sources of power in which acceptance of authority and obedience with its directives 
is contingent on external threats or rewards (coercive power and reward power, French 
& Raven, 1959). There is evidence suggesting that obtaining compliance through the use 
of so-called coercive power and reward power is less effective. Continued obedience, 
for example, cannot be assured when the external threat or reward is removed (Tyler 
& Lind, 1992). When litigants attribute legitimate power to judicial authorities, they 
are more likely to accept judicial authority and take upon themselves the obligation to 
obey and voluntarily follow the decisions made by the authorities (Tyler, 2006). Thus, 
the attribution of legitimate power to legal powerholders is often considered important 
for legal authorities’ effectiveness. 

The Role of Perceived Procedural Justice
Why do people attribute legitimate power to legal authorities? Research in the field 

of psychology and the associated field of law and human behavior suggests that people’s 
impressions of how fairly and justly they have been treated in their encounters with 
individual judges and police officers plays an important role in this (see e.g., Tyler, 2006; 
Tyler & Huo, 2002). A variety of studies conducted over the past several decades have 
indicated that people’s procedural justice perceptions can affect important attitudes and 
behaviors (for reviews, see, e.g., Folger, 1977; Tyler, 2006; Tyler & Huo, 2002; Walker 
et al., 1974). An important example of this is that higher perceptions of procedural 
justice tend to be linked with higher perceived legitimacy of authorities (for reviews, 
see Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler, 2006; Tyler & Huo, 2002; Tyler & Lind, 1992). Thus, 
procedural justice literature suggests that the levels of procedural justice that litigants 
experience in court hearings will be positively associated with the legitimate power 
that the litigants assign to judges in their country. Of course, other variables are also 
impacting perceived legitimate power of authority, but here we focus on the linkage 
between litigants’ experience of procedural justice in the handling of their court cases 
and the legitimate power litigants assign to the country’s judges.
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A number of psychological explanations have been offered for why procedural 
justice is important when people are forming judgments about the trust and legitimacy 
of authorities such as judges. One of the most prominent psychological explanations 
for why procedural justice is important is the relational model of authority (Tyler & 
Lind, 1992). This model was inspired by social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). 
The relational model highlights that individuals care about procedural justice because 
procedural justice conveys a message to justice recipients about their relationship with 
the authority enacting justice, especially with respect to their inclusion in the group 
(Lind & Tyler, 1988). People are very interested in their relationship with the authority 
in question, because authorities tend to be regarded as representatives for their group 
or society as a whole (Tyler & Lind, 1992). Fair procedures by the authority may convey 
the message that one is a valued and respected member of the group, or society as 
a whole (Tyler, Degoey, & Smith, 1996). Accordingly, it has been suggested that 
procedural justice has important informational value for citizens interacting with legal 
authorities (Tyler, 2006), and that procedural fairness helps people to evaluate how 
authorities think of them and value them (Lind & Tyler, 1988). 

Thus, the relational model of authority holds that people search for information 
concerning their individual place in a social structure (Tyler & Lind, 1992). Here we 
note that there is similarity between the relational model of authority and the concept 
of symbolic interactionism used in the sociological and socio-legal literature (e.g., 
Blumer, 1986; Mead, 1934). That is, symbolic interactionism emphasizes 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 (Blumer, 1986). Specifically, symbolic 
interactionism posits that meanings are the product of social interaction and of how 
people think they are perceived by others. The relational model of authority extends 
this notion by emphasizing that people use their perceptions of procedural justice 
to construct meaning about their relation with the authority and how the authority  
views them. 

Hence, the relational model of authority posits that what is happening psychologically 
when people make judgments about the legitimate power of authorities is that they 
use the fairness and justness of how the authority is treating them to make inferences 
about how the authority regards and values them (Tyler & Lind, 1992). Thus, people 
will pay close attention to how they are treated by the authority. In Chapters 2 and 3, 
we have elaborated on this potential sense-making role of perceived procedural justice 
by arguing that when litigants appear at court hearings they want to understand what is 
going on. To do this, litigants will inhibit ongoing action as this will allow them to pay 
close attention to what is going on in the courtroom. During this psychological state, 
litigants’ impressions of how fairly and justly judges in the courtroom are treating them 
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will have a sturdy impact on how much trust and legitimate power they can assign to 
judges in their country. 

In Chapters 2 and 3, we have examined the implications for a psychological system 
that is activated when people appear at court hearings. In the current paper, we want to 
stay closer to people’s relationship with the authority. Specifically, we want to include 
a concept that is important in psychology and in situations where people are dealing 
with an authority, namely social distance relative to the power holder. That is, in 
the current paper we focus on how people experience distance relative to judges, and 
how large or small this distance to judges is. 

Hence, in the current study we will not only examine whether the positive association 
between procedural justice judgments in court and the legitimate power of judges 
as predicted in the procedural justice literature can be observed among actual court 
litigants in the civil cases we are studying here. We will also start to explore whether 
litigants’ evaluations of the legitimate power of judges are related to social distance to 
judges, and whether the expected link between procedural justice and legitimate power 
may vary as a function of the level of social distance to judges. 

The Role of Social Distance
When people’s relationship with the authority is so important in the psychology of 

legitimacy, as the relational model of authority has argued, (Tyler & Lind, 1992), then 
it would be conceivable that how close or distant people feel to the authority can play 
a role in the legitimacy they assign to the authority. Social distance can be defined as 
how close we feel to another person (Aron et al., 1992) or to a group (Schubert & Otten, 
2002). Interestingly, people perceive whether someone is close or distant from them 
in an automatic way, even when social distance is not directly related to their current 
goals (Bar-Anan et al., 2007). In fact, social distance is considered to be a fundamental 
processing principle that guides people’s cognition and action (Bar-Anan et al., 2007). 
Therefore, we suggest that people’s social distance to judges may be linked with their 
judgments about the legitimacy of judges. This may especially be true because legitimacy 
turns on cognitions about the relationship between the person and the authority (see 
Tyler & Lind, 1992). 

Recent work suggested that lower educated people perceive social distance to judges 
(see Chapter 4). In the current paper we focus on the role of litigants’ social distance to 
judges in their evaluations of the legitimate power of the country’s judges. For members 
of the general public higher levels of social distance to judges were associated with 
holding lower levels of trust in the system’s judges (see Chapter 4). This leads us to 
predict that when court litigants feel higher levels of social distance to judges this will 
be associated with lower levels of legitimacy assigned to the country’s judges. 
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We further suggest that the expected link between procedural justice experienced 
in the litigation and legitimacy assigned to judges can be different depending on how 
close or distant litigants feel to judges. That is, people who perceive more distance 
between themselves and judges may be more attuned to how judges in the courtroom 
are treating them, resulting in a stronger link between perceived procedural justice 
and legitimate power attributed to judges. This line of reasoning would be consistent 
with the psychological literature about how the related construct of reduced power 
influences behavior and how reduced power increases behavioral inhibition (for 
a review, see Keltner, Gruenfeld & Anderson, 2003). People with reduced power are 
thought to more carefully scrutinize the actions of others (Keltner et al., 2003). In fact, 
low-power individuals have been shown to concentrate their gaze more on others, 
particularly on those of elevated status (Ellyson, Dovidio, & Fehr, 1981; Montagner et 
al., 1988). Furthermore, low-power individuals have been shown to be more adept at 
judging what high-power individuals think of them (Snodgrass, 1985, 1992; Snodgrass 
et al., 1998). This line of reasoning would also be consistent with evidence suggesting 
that behavioral inhibition (Chapters 2 and 3) and status salience (Van Prooijen, Van den 
Bos, & Wilke, 2004, 2005) can enhance reactions to procedural justice. An important 
implication of this line of reasoning would be that litigants who perceive more distance 
between themselves and judges are more attuned to procedural justice as a possible 
way of inferring what judges think of them, thus resulting in a stronger link between 
perceived procedural justice and legitimate power ratings.

Finding evidence for this preferred prediction would be extra convincing because 
one may also rationally argue that social distance to the authority has opposite effects. 
That is, there is also the possibility that people who perceive more distance between 
themselves and judges would react less strongly to how judges in the courtroom are 
treating them. For example, people who perceive more distance between themselves 
and judges might find it less important how judges treat them and regard them, and 
may view receiving fair procedural treatment as less natural or desirable. This may be 
especially true when more distance to judges is combined with higher levels of distrust 
of judges and of the legal system in general. An implication of that line of reasoning 
would be that litigants who perceive more distance between themselves and judges are 
less strongly attuned to judges in the courtroom are treating them, thus resulting in 
a weaker link between procedural justice and legitimate power attributed to judges.

The Current Research
In the current paper, we explore the potentially important role of people’s social 

distance to legal authorities in their evaluations of the legitimacy of legal powerholders. 
Specifically, we examine the relationship between litigants’ social distance to judges, 
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perceived procedural justice in the handling of their court cases, and the legitimate power 
they assign to the country’s judges. In doing so, we hope to enhance the understanding 
of when it is that experiences of procedural justice are important for the legitimacy that 
people assign to legal authorities. We conducted our study among actual court litigants 
in civil-law cases.

We invited participants to answer two simple open-ended questions that asked them 
to think about how they were either similar to judges or different to judges. Litigants 
were randomly assigned to the similarities condition or to the differences condition. 
After answering these questions (that only took 1 or 2 minutes of their time) participants 
entered their court hearing.

We interviewed participants and assessed their perceptions of how fairly and justly 
they had been treated by the judges in the courtroom after their court hearing had 
taken place. We also measured how much legitimate power they attribute to the judges 
in the Netherlands. 

Furthermore, we measured how close or distant participants felt to judges, using 
the Inclusion of Other in the Self Scale (IOS Scale; Aron et al., 1992; Schubert & Otten, 
2002). On this scale, two circles were visible that represent oneself and judges. The two 
circles had different distances between them, representing spatial closeness. Participants 
were asked to indicate which of the seven representations of spatial closeness best 
represents how much distance they felt to judges. 

Social distance is an important scientific concept, and seems to play part in issues of 
polarization within societies. Yet, social distance is a difficult concept to operationalize 
in empirical research. For example, we were not sure whether we could rely on traditional 
self-report measures because respondents may have the tendency to give socially 
desirable answers when interviewed about how distant or close they feel to another 
person or group (see Aron et al., 1992; Schubert & Otten, 2002). We also were hesitant 
to treat participants’ educational level, age, or gender as proxies of social distance. 
Therefore, in the current research we chose to measure litigants’ social distance to 
judges using the IOS Scale, because this graphical scale is a more unobtrusive measure. 
Furthermore, this measure has been shown not to be particularly susceptible to social 
desirability response set effects (Aron et al., 1992; Schubert & Otten, 2002). In fact, in 
intimate and social relationships literatures it has been shown that the IOS Scale reliably 
and validly measures people’s closeness or distance to another person (Aron et al., 1992) 
and to a group (Schubert & Otten, 2002). Thus, in a real-world context of the Dutch 
legal system we tested our predictions that higher levels of social distance to judges 
are associated with lower legitimate power assigned to judges, and with a stronger link 
between perceived procedural justice and legitimate power assigned to judges. 
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Research Context
Participants were defendants who appeared at civil-law court hearings after 

receiving a writ of summons, generally about contractual payment obligations. 
In these court hearings of the sub-district court division of the district court, cases 
were handled by a single judge. The judge would check whether the legal proceedings 
had been commenced properly and whether the writ of summons had been properly 
served on defendants. At these hearings, defendants were given the opportunity to 
argue their case (unless they had already turned in written pleas, or asked the judge 
for a postponement to turn in their written pleas). Participants came to their hearings 
without legal representatives. Claimants were not present at these court hearings. At 
about one quarter of these court hearings a bailiff was present representing the creditor.1 

Method
Participants and Design. Participants were 96 individuals who appeared at court 

hearings before the District Court Central Netherlands between March 4 and August 4, 
2015.  The data were collected as part of a research project to study the legitimate power 
litigants attribute to Dutch judges. Participants participated voluntarily in the study. 
The board of the District Court Central Netherlands had approved the study.

Participants were randomly assigned to either the differences or similarities 
conditions. Between 43 and 48 participants took part in each of the conditions.2 In 
the sample, there were 72 men and 22 women (2 participants did not specify their 
gender). Participants had an average age of 46.3 years (SD = 11.59; range 23-72 
years). There were 25 participants with lower educational levels, 26 with intermediate 
educational levels, and 32 with high educational levels (13 scores were missing), in 
accordance with the division in three educational levels by the Dutch Central Bureau of 
Statistics (CBS, 2008). 

The key prediction in this study was an interaction effect between perceived 
procedural justice and social distance on legitimate power assigned to judges. 
A post-hoc G-power analysis (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007) indicated that 
with α = .05 and a medium-large effect size of the interaction effect (¦ = .325) the sample 
of this study has a statistical power of .88 to detect the interactive effect of procedural 
justice and the experimental manipulation.3 A sufficient amount of power is at least .80  
(Cohen, 1992). 

1  Whether or not a bailiff was present did not affect the results reported.
2  Five participants did not fill out the experimental manipulation questionnaires and were excluded 
from the analyses.
3  We grounded the expectation of the medium-large effect size of the predicted interaction effect 
on the large effect size of procedural justice as often found in previous procedural justice research on 
evaluations of authorities (e.g., Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler, 1988, 2006; Tyler & Huo, 2002; Van den Bos, 
2005; Van den Bos, Lind, Vermunt & Wilke, 1997) and the medium-large effect size of the interaction 
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Experimental Procedure. Participants were approached by the experimenter while 
waiting next to the courtroom for their court hearing to start. The experimenter was 
blind to experimental conditions. The experimenter informed participants that we were 
studying how people experience court hearings and asked for their participation in 
the study. Participants were informed that participation in the study was voluntary and 
would involve completing some questions in anonymous questionnaires. When people 
agreed to participate they were invited to follow the experimenter to a separate room 
adjoining the hallway and courtroom where they completed questionnaires before and 
after their court hearings.

In our study, we used an experimental manipulation related to the degree of 
distance that participants feel to judges. Specifically, participants were asked to 
complete a short questionnaire of two brief open-ended questions. In the differences 
condition, participants were asked to think about how they were different from judges. 
In the similarities condition, participants were asked to think about how they were 
similar from judges. That is, the two open-ended questions were as follows: “Please 
describe how judges and you differ from/are similar to each other,” and “Please briefly 
describe the emotions that you experience when you think of how judges and you differ 
from/are similar to each other.” 

The experimental manipulation was administered in paper-and-pencil format, and 
completed by participants individually in the separate room before entering their court 
hearing. After a few minutes, the experimenter re-appeared to collect the envelope 
in which participants had put their completed questionnaires. When asked about 
similarities with judges, part of the participants wrote things that refer to both being 
human beings, wanting justice or doing their job. However, there were also a substantial 
number of participants in the similarities condition who wrote about how they were 
different from judges and started listing negative feelings about judges and their case. 
Similarly, among participants in the differences condition there was also a substantial 
number who wrote about how they were similar rather than different to judges. 
Thus, following the experimental manipulation some participants’ answers went in 
the opposite direction. 

The court hearings lasted approximately 7 to 15 minutes. After their court hearing 
had ended, all participants completed the post-hearing questionnaire which started 
with assessing litigants’ perceived social distance to judges, then measured the level of 
procedural justice experienced in the court hearing, and subsequently assessed the main 
dependent variable, legitimate power assigned to the judges in the Netherlands.

effect between the conceptually related experimental manipulation and participants’educational level 
in the first two studies of Chapter 4.
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To assess how close or distant participants felt to judges, we used the Inclusion of 
Other in the Self Scale (IOS Scale; Aron et al., 1992; Schubert & Otten, 2002). On this 
scale, two circles were visible that represented participants themselves on the one hand 
and judges on the other hand. The two circles had different distances between them, 
representing spatial closeness. Participants were asked to indicate which of the seven 
representations of spatial closeness best represents how much distance they feel to 
judges. The IOS Scale has been shown to reliably and validly measure experienced 
closeness or distance between people (Aron et al., 1992) and to reflect intergroup 
processes, like ingroup identification (Schubert & Otten, 2002). We reversed scores on 
this scale such that higher scores indicated less inclusion of judges in the self. Thus, 
higher scores on this measures indicated that litigants felt less close to judges. 

Our measure of social distance by means of scores on the IOS Scale was not 
significantly associated with participants’ educational level, age or gender. We did not 
ask participants about their income. Thus, these demographic variables could not be 
used to indirectly assess litigants’ social distance to judges. Furthermore, entering 
participants’ educational level, gender or age into the regression model of our main 
data analyses  did not have a significant effect on legitimate power assigned to judges 
and did not change the results discusses here in any meaningful way. Therefore, these 
demographic variables were not included in the analyses presented here.

Our measure of perceived procedural justice was built on Van den Bos, Van der 
Velden, and Lind (2014) and Study 2.2 of the current thesis. Specifically, we asked 
participants to indicate how much they agreed with the following statements: “I am 
treated in a polite manner,” “I feel treated in a just manner,” “I was able to voice my 
opinions,” and “I think the judge responded in a good way when I had questions.” 
Answers on these items were averaged to form a reliable scale of procedural justice 
judgments (alpha = .87).

Our main dependent variable was a measure of legitimate power assigned to 
the judges in the Netherlands that we targeted on the specific context we are studying 
here and grounded on the literature on legitimacy (French & Raven, 1959; Tyler, 
2006; Tyler & Huo, 2006; Weber, 1947). Specifically, we asked participants how much 
legitimate power they attributed to the judges in the Netherlands, expressed as a report 
mark on a scale from 1 to 10. This response scale equals report marks standardly used in 
the Dutch school system. Higher ratings represented higher levels of legitimate power. 
On completion of the post-hearing questionnaire,4 participants were thanked for their 
participation in the research. Participants were debriefed via e-mail.

4  We report all manipulations, all data exclusions, and all measures in the study, so we note that we 
measured different types of reactions, such as perceived procedural justice, legitimate power assigned 
to judges, perceived social distance to judges, evaluations of the individual judge, and positive and 
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Results
Social distance. Participants’ ratings on the IOS Scale revealed a relatively high degree 

of perceived social distance to judges, yielding an average score of 4.91 on the 7-point 
scale, with a standard deviation of 1.79. Inspection of the responses showed that 67.4% 
of the participants felt distance to judges (indicated by response categories 5 or higher). 
In fact, 18.6% of the participants chose the highest representation of distance (7); 27.9% 
of the participants chose the second-highest representation of distance (6); and 20.9% 
chose the third-highest representation of distance (5). 12.8% of the participants chose 
the midpoint of the scale (4). 19.8% of participants indicated they felt little distance to 
judges, indicated by response categories 3 or lower (with 15.1% choosing the lowest 
two categories). Hence, the vast majority of participants indicated they felt distance  
to judges. 

Perceived procedural justice. Overall, participants experienced a fairly high degree 
of procedural justice at their court hearings, yielding an average score of 5.92 on 
the 7-point scale with a standard deviation of 1.10. A review of the average responses 
revealed that 89.1% of the participants experienced the hearing as procedurally fair 
(indicated by an average score of 5 or higher). Specifically, 29.3% of the participants 
awarded 7 points, the highest score; 35.8% of the participants awarded an average 
score of 6 or higher (but not 7); 23.8% awarded an average score of 5 or higher (but 
not 6); and 6.6 % awarded an average score of 4 or higher (but not 5). Only 4.3% of 
the participants awarded an average score below the midpoint (4) of the scale. Hence, 
the vast majority of participants indicated they experienced a high level of procedural 
justice in the interaction with the judge in their court hearing.

Legitimate power assigned to judges. The mean rating for legitimate power assigned 
to judges was 7.13 (on a scale of 1 to 10), with a standard deviation of 1.65. Inspection 
of the average responses showed that 90.7% of the participants rated the legitimate 
power of judges at 6 or higher (passed in terms of school report marks). Specifically, no 
participants gave the highest ratings of legitimate power (10); 13.3% of the participants 
gave the second-highest rating (9); 33.4% of the participants awarded the third-highest 
rating (8); 29.4% of the participants awarded a score of 7; 14.7% awarded an average 
score of 6. Only 4% of participants awarded a score of 5, and 5.3% awarded the lowest 
three ratings (1-3). 

negative feelings about the way participants were treated by the judge. The items not reported in our 
findings were included for exploratory purposes, did not affect the effects reported, and are available 
on request.
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Preliminary analyses. Our main interest in this courtroom study was to examine 
the relationship between social distance, perceived procedural justice, and legitimate 
power of judges. Before we tested this relationship we, of course, had to determine 
whether the experimental manipulation had the intended effects on our measure of 
social distance. Thus, as a manipulation check, we first conducted an analysis of variance 
(ANOVA) with the experimental manipulation as the independent variable and scores 
on the IOS Scale as dependent variable. This analysis showed that the experimental 
manipulation indeed had a significant impact on social distance assessed by means of 
scores on the IOS Scale, F(1, 84) = 8.65, p = .004, ηp

2 = .093. Remarkably, however, this 
effect was in the opposite direction from what we had expected. We expected that when 
asked to think about how judges are different from you, participants would perceive 
more distance to judges compared to when asked to think about how judges are similar 
to you. In contrast, what we found was that participants who had been asked to think 
about how they were similar to judges gave significantly higher ratings of social distance 
to judges on the IOS Scale (M = 5.38, SD = 1.44) than participants who had been asked to 
think about how they were different from judges (M = 4.28, SD = 2.03). This finding may 
be in line with what we observed among a substantial number of participants’ written 
responses to the experimental manipulation questions. That is, when participants were 
asked about how they were similar to judges a sizeable group of participants wrote 
about how they were different from judges. Similarly, when participants were asked how 
they were different from judges, some participants’ answers reflected more similarities. 

As a result of these unexpected qualities of our findings, we found it difficult to 
interpret the effects of the experimental manipulation. For example, we found it 
difficult how to interpret the effects of our manipulation since it had differential 
and contradictory effects among our participants. Thus, we considered the planned 
straightforward way of using the experimental manipulation in our subsequent data 
analyses was not warranted. Furthermore, after ample consideration we decided not 
to put these data in the file drawer but rather to explore the current data in somewhat 
more detail as a starting point for future research.

Specifically, given the significant and strong effect of the experimental manipulation 
on scores on the IOS Scale, we used social distance by means of scores on the IOS 
Scale as independent variable in our main analyses (rather than the experimental 
manipulation). Thus, in our subsequent analyses we treated scores on the IOS Scale 
and perceived procedural justice as independent variables and legitimacy assigned 
to judges as dependent variable. We acknowledge that this analytical procedure 
differs from the straightforward way in which we planned to analyze the data. 
Nevertheless, we think that this data analytic strategy is warranted given our purpose 
of exploring future research directions, also because analyses of variance showed that 



CHAPTER 5

124

5

procedural justice ratings were not influenced by the experimental manipulation,  
F(1, 85) = 0.01, p = .92, ηp

2 = .000. Furthermore, legitimate power assigned to judges 
was not influenced by the experimental manipulation, F(1, 67) = 2.15, p = .15, ηp

2 = 031, 
nor by the interactive effect of the experimental manipulation and perceived procedural 
justice, F(1, 67) = 2.35, p = 0.13, ηp

2 = .034.

Subsequent analyses. For our subsequent analyses, we ran a multiple regression 
analysis with legitimate power assigned to judges as the dependent variable. 
Perceived procedural justice and scores on the IOS Scale were centered and entered as 
independent variables together with the interaction term between these two variables. 
Intercorrelations between the variables included in the multiple regression analysis are 
reported in Table 5.1. Results of the regression analysis are presented in Table 5.2. 

The regression analysis showed a significant main effect of perceived procedural 
justice on legitimate power assigned to judges, indicating that higher levels of perceived 
procedural justice were associated with higher levels of legitimate power assigned to 
Dutch judges. This analysis further showed a significant main effect of scores on the IOS 
Scale on legitimate power assigned to judges, indicating that higher levels of social 
distance were associated with lower levels of legitimate power assigned to Dutch judges. 
Importantly, these main effects were qualified by a significant interaction effect between 
perceived procedural justice and scores on the IOS Scale. Figure 5.1 shows these effects.

To interpret the interaction effect, we conducted simple slope analyses (Aiken 
& West, 1991). This analysis demonstrated that when social distance to judges was 
relatively high (estimated at 1 standard deviation above the mean of the IOS Scale), there 
was a statistically significant positive association between perceived procedural justice 
and the legitimate power assigned to judges, b = .66, t = 4.83, p < .001. By contrast, when 
social distance to judges was relatively low (estimated at 1 standard deviation below 
the mean of the IOS Scale), there was no statistically significant association between 

Table 5.1
Correlation Coefficients between Perceived Procedural Justice, Social Distance and Legitimate 
Power Assigned to Judges 

Variables 1 2 3 

1. Procedural Justice — –.24* .34**
2. Social Distance — –.36**
3. Legitimate Power    —

Note. *p < .05. ** p < .01.
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Table 5.2
Results of Legitimate Power Assigned to Judges Regressed on Perceived Procedural Justice 
and Perceived Social Distance

Predictor B SE B β t p
Lower 95% 
CI

Upper 95% 
CI

Procedural Justice 0.48 0.18 .28 2.71 .007 .13 .83
Social Distance –0.37 0.10 –.38 –3.57 .001 –.58 –.16
Social Distance x 
Procedural Justice

0.31 0.12 .28 2.68 .009 .08 .54

Note.  CI = Confidence Interval.

perceived procedural justice and the legitimate power assigned to judges, b = –.04, 
t = –0.24, p = .81. Thus, for those participants with high levels of social distance to 
judges, higher levels of perceived procedural justice experienced in the courtroom were 
strongly associated with higher levels of legitimate power assigned to Dutch judges. On 
the other hand, for those with low levels of distance to judges, there was no statistically 
significant link between the experience of perceived procedural justice and legitimacy 
assigned to judges. 

Simple slopes analyses (Aiken & West, 1991) further revealed that when perceived 
procedural justice experienced in the court hearing was relatively high (estimated at 
1 standard deviation above the mean of the procedural justice scale), there was no 
statistically significant association between scores on the IOS Scale and legitimate 
power assigned to judges, β = -.03, t = -0.195, p = .85. However, when perceived 
procedural justice was relatively low (estimated at 1 standard deviation below the mean 
of the procedural justice scale), there was a statistically significant negative association 
between scores on the IOS Scale and legitimate power assigned to judges, β = -.73,  
t = -3.91, p < .001. Hence, when litigants experienced lower levels of perceived  
procedural justice in the courtroom, more social distance to judges was strongly 
associated with lower levels of legitimate power assigned to judges. On the other 
hand, when people experienced higher levels of perceived procedural justice in 
the courtroom, social distance to judges was not associated with legitimacy assigned to 
judges. The implications of these results will now be discussed.
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Discussion 
If litigants think that judges are legitimate powerholders, they are more likely to 

accept their authority and voluntarily obey their decisions (Tyler, 2006). As predicted, 
higher levels of social distance to judges were significantly associated with lower levels 
of legitimate power assigned to the country’s judges. This corresponds with recent 
evidence that for members of the general public higher levels of social distance to judges 
were associated with lower levels of trust in judges (see Chapter 4). 

Moreover, in the current study we found that higher levels of perceived procedural 
justice were significantly associated with higher levels of legitimate power assigned to 
judges in the Netherlands. This finding fits with the proposition put forward in the field 
of law and human behavior that people’s experiences of perceived procedural justice in 
their encounters with individual judges and other societal authorities are important for 
whether they think these authorities are legitimate powerholders (see e.g., Tyler, 2006; 
Tyler & Huo, 2002). In accordance with the key prediction in this study, we found that 
higher levels of social distance to judges are associated with a stronger link between 

Figure 5.1. Legitimate power assigned to judges as a function of high distance to judges 
or low distance to judges and low and high levels of perceived procedural justice. 
Note. Legitimacy judgments are on 7-points scales with higher values indicating higher levels of legitimate 
power assigned to Dutch judges. Distance to judges is estimated 1 standard deviation below the mean (low 
distance) and 1 standard deviation above the mean (high distance). Levels of perceived procedural justice are 
estimated 1 standard deviation below the mean (low level) and 1 standard deviation above the mean (high 
level). Error bars represent standard errors of the simple slopes.
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perceived procedural justice and legitimate power assigned to the country’s judges. That 
is, for litigants with high levels of social distance to judges, higher levels of perceived 
procedural justice experienced in the courtroom were significantly and strongly 
associated with higher levels of legitimate power assigned to judges. In contrast, for 
litigants with low levels of distance to judges, there was no statistically significant 
linkage between perceived procedural justice and legitimate power assigned to judges. 
We also found that when litigants experienced relatively lower levels of perceived 
procedural justice in the courtroom, more social distance to judges was strongly 
associated with lower levels of legitimate power assigned to judges. Furthermore, when 
litigants experienced high levels of perceived procedural justice in the courtroom, 
social distance to judges was not associated with legitimate power assigned to judges. 

Thus, in the current study we found across litigants that the experience of procedural 
justice in the handling of their court case was reliably linked with whether they thought 
judges are legitimate powerholders. Furthermore, we observed that for litigants with 
higher levels of social distance to judges, perceived procedural justice was strongly 
linked with the legitimate power they assigned to Dutch judges. For litigants with low 
distance to judges, the association between perceived procedural justice and legitimate 
power attenuated and, in fact, was not statistically significant. 

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research
The current study is certainly not without limitations. In fact, it was only a first 

attempt to start exploring the role of social distance to authorities in the psychological 
process with which people form judgments of legitimate power they assign to these 
authorities and the importance of perceived procedural justice in this process. 

Our initial plan was to use the experimental manipulation related to social distance 
in our main analyses, and to use the IOS Scale as manipulation check. However, 
interpreting what participants wrote down during the experimental manipulation and 
inspecting preliminary analyses suggested to us that it was difficult to ascertain how 
our participants reacted to the experimental manipulation as some of the participants 
responded in contradictory ways. We therefore decided to use correlational analyses 
instead. In these analyses we inspected the associations between social distance, 
procedural justice and legitimate power ratings. We acknowledge that these results  
are correlational. 

The correlational analyses that we report revealed some interesting findings, we 
think. For example, the strong link between procedural justice and legitimate power 
ratings that we found when litigants had more social distance to judges corresponds 
with the conceptual framework of the relational model of authority (Tyler & Lind, 
1992). That is, it would fit with this model that litigants with more social distance 
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to judges would pay stronger attention to how judges regard and value them, thus 
resulting in a stronger linkage between perceived procedural justice and legitimate 
power ratings. The current findings are also consistent with recent evidence suggesting 
that procedural justice matters in court hearings because it helps litigants to make sense 
of what is going on in the courtroom and whether they can trust and find legitimacy 
in the system’s judges (Chapters 2 and 3). Litigants with more social distance to judges 
may be more busy trying to make sense of what is going on in the courtroom, thus 
explaining the stronger link between procedural justice and legitimate power ratings. 
Future research is obviously needed to further empirically examine the role of social 
distance in the psychology of procedural justice. 

The current findings are, of course, clearly more tentative than ideally we would 
like them to be. Legitimate power assigned to judges was assessed by means of a single-
item measure. Future research should use additional items to assess this construct. 
Furthermore, the IOS Scale is a single-item measure as well. It is even conceivable 
that the reverse effects of our experimental manipulation on our assessment of social 
distance is related to the fact that we used the IOS Scale as our operationalization of 
social distance. This noted, people tend to respond in socially desirable manners to 
verbal measures of social distance. The IOS Scale attempts to deal with this issue and 
the graphical IOS Scale has been shown to be a very sensitive assessment of the subjective 
experience of one’s social distance to a group or another person (Schubert & Otten, 
2002; see also Aron et al., 1992). 

Thus, here we used the IOS Scale that has been shown to reliably and validly assess 
social distance (Aron et al., 1992; Schubert & Otten, 2002). Importantly the current 
findings are consistent with findings of Chapter 4, in which we operationalized social 
distance by means of experimental interviewer manipulations. Both the current findings 
and those of Chapter 4 suggest that higher levels of social distance to judges are linked 
with lower perceived legitimacy of the system’s judges. 

Hence, social distance appears to be a relevant concept, but one that is difficult 
to operationalize in empirical research. Operationalizing social distance may be 
particularly difficult in low power distance cultures such as the Netherlands, where 
people readily question authority (Hofstede, 2001). Power distance is the extent to 
which inequality among persons in different positions of formal power is viewed as 
a natural (and even desirable) aspect of social order (Hofstede, 2001). For example, in 
a low power culture such as the Netherlands it is not unusual when citizens are being 
stopped over by the police that they start negotiating with the officer about his decision 
to stop them. Thus, compared to people in high power cultures, individuals in low power 
distance cultures may perceive relatively less social distance to formal powerholders 
and/or may be more hesitant to acknowledge that there is distance between them and 
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powerholders. Viewed in this way, the experimental manipulation had the additional 
benefit of ensuring that there was sufficient variance on social distance within our 
sample of participants from a low power distance culture to study the relationship 
between the three variables of distance, procedural justice, and legitimate power. 

Our experimental manipulation consisted of priming court litigants to think 
about how they were different from or similar to judges just before they entered 
their court hearings. As noted, the effect of the experimental manipulation on scores 
on the IOS Scale was reversed such that thinking about similarities with judges led 
to lower levels of social distance on the IOS Scale. This unexpected finding indicates 
that the experimental manipulation did not succeed in bringing most participants in 
a state in which they imagined being more similar and close to (versus more different 
and distant from) judges. A possible explanation for this may be the specific situation 
our participants were in. After all, the participants were about to enter their court 
hearings. This may have prevented them from readily assimilating to the social distance 
priming manipulation (Van den Bos & Lind, 2013). In fact, for some participants 
the manipulation questions may have led to contrast effects. For example, when asked 
about how they were similar to judges, participants’ answers often reflected how they 
were currently dependent on judges. And when asked about how they were different 
from judges, some participants answered they were not different from judges. This may 
for example suggest these participants did not want to go there and feel the differences, 
especially in the situation in which they were dependent on judges. Of course, these are 
speculations, which need to be corroborated with future research.

The effects of the experimental manipulation may also be related to accessibility 
experiences (Greifeneder, Müller, Stahlberg, Van den Bos, & Bless, 2011; Tversky & 
Kahneman, 1973). For example, the very fact that you are being asked to think about 
similarities with persons (in this case judges) who are not similar to you and in fact 
have decision-authoritative power over you, may make it difficult to bring information 
about similarities to mind and may lead people to perceive that not many similarities 
are there. This may point to the limits of the experimental paradigm we are using here. 

In general, the results of the experimental manipulation may be related to a tension 
between micro-oriented disciplines like social psychology in which theory and methods 
we build to study social distance to legal powerholders versus macro-oriented disciplines 
such as sociology and governance that focus on broader issues of societal polarization 
and differences between societal groups and categories (see, e.g., Bovens, Dekker, & 
Tiemeijer, 2014). We think that obstacles like the ones we faced here are inevitable given 
that we are trying out experimental methods among diverse samples in important real-
world field contexts (Van den Bos & Hulst, 2016). In fact, using experimental methods 
in the real world is a rough and dirty process, but instructive in helping to develop new 
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methodological and new conceptual insights. Whatever the correct interpretation of 
our findings and possible results of future research projects will be, we think this study 
was worthwhile as a first attempt to study how social distance is linked with legitimate 
power and perceived procedural justice.

Implications
Let us for now assume that the tentative results found here are interesting and 

worthwhile to study in future research projects. The suggested relevance of social 
distance to societal authorities is related to polarization and segregation that has 
developed between lower and higher educated people in many Western societies (see 
Bovens et al., 2014; Kriesi et al., 2008, 2012; Stubager 2010). We are not quite there yet 
in terms of empirically operationalizing social distance. But we now do know more 
about how to go in future research projects and what operationalizations we should or 
should not be using in these future research endeavors. And that if those future efforts 
support what we have found here in our correlational analyses, we will have learned 
something interesting about how people’s social distance to authorities can play a role 
in the psychology of perceived legitimacy of societal authorities.

The current findings suggest that for at least some groups of court litigants social 
distance to judges plays a role in the perceived legitimacy of judges. The link between 
reduced legitimate power ratings and higher levels of social distance to judges is 
consistent with what was found among lower educated participants in the first two 
studies of Chapter 4. The idea that when social distance to judges is higher, perceived 
procedural justice becomes more important for litigants’ legitimate power ratings 
corresponds with the idea that procedural justice is important when people are busy 
making sense of what is going on in their environments, including court hearings 
in which they participate. Viewed in this way, the current results fit the findings of 
the studies presented Chapters 2 and 3. An implication may be that this provides new 
insights into when procedural justice matters when people are forming judgments 
about the legitimate power of judges. 

Interestingly, a detailed reflection on our findings indicate that we found the strongest 
effects of perceived procedural justice on legitimate power ratings when there were 
high levels of perceived social distance between our Dutch litigants and judges. To 
us this suggests that the findings suggest that strong effects of procedural justice on 
legitimate power are more likely in case of high-social distance among participants 
from a low-power distance culture. If this finding would hold up in future research 
this could elaborate and refine the existing literature on power distance  (Hofstede, 
2001). For example, Brockner et al. (2001) showed that in cultures with low (as opposed 
to high) power distance beliefs, procedural justice tended to impact people’s reactions 
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more strongly. Our findings support this view and also extend it by suggesting that 
this effect is especially likely when there are high levels of social distance within low-
distance cultures. If this pattern is replicated in future research, it would fit with the idea 
sometimes formulated in procedural justice theorizing that the positive message of 
inclusion that is read in procedural justice is very important, especially for people with 
high social distance (see, e.g., Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler & Lind, 1992). Obviously, future 
research is needed to substantiate and explore this possible implication of our findings.

Conclusions
This is a first study that has its imperfections. Yet, some findings obtained in the study 

are interesting and provide meaningful avenues for future research. The findings also 
connect in important ways with other chapters of this dissertation. We conclude by 
stating that we do believe in the concepts studied here. For example, when first 
conducting research in the courts, the first author noticed that she came from a different 
social category than many people she was interviewing. To us, this suggests that social 
distance is indeed a prevalent issue in many court situations. The social-cognitive kind 
of operationalizion of social distance that we used here may or may not be relevant to 
study the implications of this observation. Future research can also consider including 
more classic ingroup and outgroup operationalizations related to social distance (see, 
e.g., Abrams, 2005; Ellemers, Wilke, & Van Knippenberg, 1993). And, of course, future 
research is needed to develop conceptually new ways to measure or experimentally 
manipulate social distance. All this noted, we think it is reasonable to conclude that 
the current pioneering courtroom study among civil-law litigants may further insights 
of both scientists and practitioners interested in social distance, perceived procedural 
justice, and legitimate power assigned to judges.




