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Trust in Law
The aim of this dissertation was to provide conceptually-grounded and 

methodologically advanced and robust insights into the issue of perceived procedural 
justice and the association of this concept with people’s trust in law and society. To this 
end, I put forward an experimental legal studies perspective on procedural justice and 
trust in law and developed both the theoretical conceptualization and empirical testable 
operationalization of these topics that are relevant for both law and people having to 
do with law, including litigants and citizens observing judges in their legal constitution.

As scientists we do not know so well what trust is exactly and how it is formed. 
The present thesis aimed to address this issue by carefully operationalizing trust as 
dependent variable in most of the studies presented here and legitimacy in the other 
studies. I did this because it is widely believed that trust is at the core of what makes 
and breaks cooperative relationships (Dasgupta, 1988). That is, trust is essential for 
why individuals and groups cooperate. And demise of trust or the growing of distrust 
is why people fail to cooperate and instead have conflicts with each other (Baillet & Van 
Lange, 2013; Dasgupta, 1988; Robinson, 1996; Sztompka, 1999; Yamagishi, 1986). Thus, 
trust is related to the notion of social capital as trust is widely seen as allowing people 
to cooperate (Fukuyama, 1995; Putnam, 2000).

With regard to trust in societal authorities and institutions empowered to enforce 
the law, trust is a key concept to understanding why people defer to those authorities 
and institutions empowered to enforce the law (Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995; 
Tyler & Huo, 2002). While there may be other factors that affect deference to authority 
and decision acceptance in specific, single instances, trust in law and society plays 
a crucial role in people’s generalized, long-term deference to law and society and as 
such may affect law-related behaviors such as compliance with the law and voluntary 
acceptance of legal decisions. As such, trust (and the associated construct of legitimacy) 
is at the heart of the functioning of the rule of law, which of course is an important 
underlying dimension of liberal democracy. Hence, trust can be seen as a commodity 
for the functioning of the law (Dasgupta, 1988). 

Viewed in this way, it is pivotal for any democratic society that citizens trust their 
institutions of justice as trust is central to all interactions between legal authorities and 

litigants and the public. Yet, legal scholars rarely study the notion of trust in law in 
detail in that they do not scrutinize let alone problematize the assessment of trust in 
empirical studies, for example. And if we as legal scholars and practitioners do discuss 
trust, those discussions are often quick to be consoled by reports on the relatively high 
and stable public trust in the judiciary at least in the Netherlands and many other 
industrialized democracies (e.g., Dekker & Van Houwelingen, 2016; Rusman, 2016; 
TNS Political & Social, 2013). Seen in this light, the findings presented in this thesis 
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gain in importance as these findings suggest that lower levels of public trust may be 
overlooked because of how trust research is commonly conducted (see Chapter 4). 

Moreover, in legal scholarship and the practice of law, trust often is treated rather as 
background information, present whenever called upon, a sort of ever-ready lubricant 
that permits voluntary participation (cf. Dasgupta, 1988). For example, it is my 
impression that in what I call here “the standard model of law” it is implicitly assumed 
that people know and follow the law and thus defer to the authorities empowered to 
enforce the law, or that people shape their law-abiding behaviors based on rational 
reasoning about the personal gains and losses resulting from different kinds of behaviors 
(e.g., Sitkin & Roth, 1993). Hence, it can be argued that in the standard model of law 
it is implicitly assumed that humans are motivated to defer to law and society because 
they are authority driven or can be motivated to do so through sanctions and incentives 
because they are self-interest driven. As such, the standard model of law underestimates 
the important lessons that can be drawn from social psychology, such as the power 
of immaterial motives and reputation, the fact that people’s thinking is influenced by 
affective aspects, and the notion that humans are social animals (Aronson, 1972; Kelley 
& Thibaut, 1978) and are interested in affiliation with others (McClelland, 1987). 

In my research, I tried to extend this standard model of law by focusing on relevant 
psychological processes that play a role in people’s trust in law and society. To this 
end, I have adopted and furthered conceptual social science perspectives and advanced 
empirical methods to help enhance the understanding of a more realistic view and an 
evidence-based perspective on what motivates people to defer to the law and the people, 
authorities and institutions empowered to enforce it. 

Specifically, I presented nine mostly experimental studies in four empirical chapters. 
The contents studied in these chapters differ and are related to each other at the same 
time. The chapters are divided in two parts. In the first part of this dissertation 
I examined why procedural justice matters for trust among actual litigants in court 
hearings. In the second part of this dissertation, I studied how people’s social distance 
to legal power holders relates to trust and legitimacy judgments about those legal  
power holders. 

Reader’s guide 
What you see in this dissertation is like brushstrokes on a blank canvas. But I think 

that taken together these first brushstrokes form an interesting palette. That is, I think 
it is safe to conclude that I have found some interesting and new conceptual insights 
in this thesis. It is also worth noting that I developed a range of new methods and 
research designs that can, and already are, being used to study similar and related topics 
in careful and controlled manners in the field of law and society. 
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The current research studies innovate the empirical study of trust in law by going 
beyond earlier work in not merely aspiring to high levels of external validity, but also 
by being conceptually grounded and having high internal validity. This allowed me to 
find support for a new conceptual explanation why procedural justice genuinely matters 
in situations such as court hearings (Chapters 2 and 3). The current thesis also extends 
earlier work by showing that WEIRD-ness is not just something that applies to research 
participants. That is, this thesis is novel by showing for the first time that the WEIRD-
ness of interviewers can lead to missing crucial patterns of trust in law and society 
among under-investigated participants (Chapter 4). My findings are also original by 
showing that social distance to legal authorities is an issue that plays an important role 
in courtrooms, and by showing for the first time that this can interact with the effects of 
procedural justice on the legitimate power assigned to authorities (Chapter 5)

I initiated this dissertation project because I wanted to conduct experimental 
research, integrating social psychology and law. In doing so, I aimed at gaining basic 
insights that could inform the study and practice of law. As such, I was picking up 
a blank canvas. What I wanted to do was something that did not really fit within existing 
disciplines. Social psychologists often seemed particularly interested in social cognition 
and laboratory research, and just after I started the field of social psychology was hit by 
crises of fraud and replicability. Furthermore, legal scholars are interested in normative 
law. Related to this, as I explained in Chapter 1, an important tradition of empirical 
studies in the field of law is to focus on the normative aims of law and the empirical 
underpinnings of these normative aims. As a result of these starting points, I had to 
start more or less from scratch and hence developed many things in this thesis. So 
the current dissertation work has a pioneering character and is of course not without 
limitations. 

Let us consider in more detail the innovative contributions of the work reported 
here. I will start with a summary of the empirical findings. I will then go on to 
discuss the conceptual and methodological contributions, and the limitations. In this 
final chapter I am more interested in the similarities than in the differences between 
the different chapters. After all, taken together the perspective of litigants and 
the relationship between legal authority and litigants is the focal point of this thesis. 

Why Procedural Justice Matters for Trust in Legal Settings
Using two randomized controlled courtroom experiments on actual litigants at 

court hearings (Studies 2.1 and 2.2), I have examined a thus far unexplored reason 
why perceived procedural justice can be strongly associated with litigants’ trust in 
judges and legitimate power assigned to judges. I argued that people in formalized 
legal settings such as court hearings are often in a state of behavioral inhibition because 
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they try to make sense what is happening in the confusing and evaluative situation 
that a court hearing is for most litigants. During this state of behavioral inhibition, 
experiences of how fairly legal authorities are treating them will have a sturdy impact on  
people’s reactions.

In Studies 2.1 and 2.2, 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 found 
that following an experimental manipulation that has been shown to weaken behavioral 
inhibition (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. These findings supported my reasoning 
that litigants’ behavioral inhibition system activation is an important psychological 
explanation why perceived procedural justice happens to be important for litigants’ 
trust in legal authorities and the legitimate power assigned to those authorities.

The basic pattern of findings of Chapter 2 among court litigants is consistent with 
findings in Chapter 3. As such, Chapter 3 serves to back-up and extend the findings 
reported in Chapter 2. That is, Studies 3.1 and 3.2 extended on Chapter 2 by investigating 
whether strengthening behavioral inhibition has the opposite effect of enhancing 
people’s reactions to fair and unfair procedures. In Studies 3.1 and 3.2, I also included an 
experimental manipulation of procedure to study the causal effect of important aspects 
of procedural justice on people’s reactions. As predicted, in Chapter 3 I have found that 
reminding (vs. not reminding) people of having acted with public inhibitions 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 further supported my reasoning that perceived procedural justice has 
a sturdy effect on people’s reactions when they are in a state of behavioral inhibition. 

Thus, in Studies 2.1 and 2.2 the influence that perceived procedural justice normally 
has on litigants was “switched off ” when litigants’ behavioral inhibition was weakened 
by means of a disinhibition manipulation (Van den Bos et al., 2009). And in Studies 
3.1 and 3.2 the influence of procedural justice on peoples’ reactions was “switched 
on” when people’s behavioral inhibition was strengthened by means of an inhibition 
manipulation (see also the pretest presented in Chapter 3). As such, one could say 
that in the experiments presented in Chapters 2 and 3, I was able to turn the knobs of 
perceived procedural justice and the associated fair process effect. In doing so, I provide 
new fundamental insights into why perceived procedural justice really happens to play 
an important role in how people come to trust legal authorities and assign legitimate 
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power to those authorities. Findings support my reasoning that procedural justice 
matters in legal settings such as when litigants appear at court hearings because people 
are trying to understand what is going on and how the legal authority regards them.

Social Distance to Law and Society 
In this thesis, I argued that studies on trust in law and society may be missing crucial 

patters of participant reactions because participants are surveyed by Western, Educated, 
Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic (WEIRD) interviewers. In Chapter 4, I have 
presented controlled field experiments designed specifically to test this assumption. In 
all of these experiments, I systematically varied how the same interviewers presented 
themselves to participants.

In Studies 4.1 and 4.2 I found 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 of relatively high trust in judges and 
the judiciary that is often seen in trust surveys in the Netherlands and in other countries 
(see, e.g., Dekker & Van Houwelingen, 2016; Dekker & Van der Meer, 2007; TNS Political 
& Social, 2013). Yet, in both Studies 4.1 and 4.2 I found that when the same interviewer 
presented herself as coming from a lower educated background, participants reported 
remarkably low levels of trust in judges. This supported my reasoning that because 
trust surveys are often carried out by organizations that are part of the societal status 
quo, this means that in practice lower levels of trust among people who are not part of 
the societal status quo often go unnoticed.

Similar effects were found in Study 4.3 when female Muslims were interviewed by 
a woman who was a member of the majority group in the Netherlands and did not 
wear a headscarf. In the case of this majority interviewer, the female Muslims indicated 
relatively high trust in Dutch society and in people who are not Muslim. Yet, when 
the same interviewer did wear a headscarf then female Muslims reported they have 
significantly lower trust in Dutch society and non-Muslims. This supported my 
reasoning that lower levels of trust in law and society among minority group members 
may go unnoticed, when trust surveys are conducted by interviewers who are members 
of the majority group.

When returning their questionnaires, lower educated participants in Studies 4.1 and 
4.2 spontaneously told the community college interviewer that judges are very different 
from themselves. Related to this, female Muslim participants in Study 4.3 spontaneously 
told the head-scarf wearing interviewer that it is simply not right how the Dutch 
police treat male Moroccans in their neighborhood. These types of statements were 
not conveyed toward the interviewers from the status quo and the nation’s majority 
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group (university and non-headscarf interviewers). To me this further suggests that 
for researchers who come from the status quo or majority groups it is easy to miss 
important reactions of people who are not part of the societal status quo and who 
participate relatively little in social science studies or trust research.

In sum, the findings of Studies 4.1, 4.2 and 4.3 supported my reasoning that lower 
levels of trust in law and society will be missed when trust surveys are conducted by 
interviewers with a WEIRD background. The organizational affiliation and group 
identity of interviewers was found to affect trust reporting among under-investigated 
participants such as those with lower education or female Muslims. 

Thus, findings of Chapter 4 suggested that lower educated members of the general 
public perceive social distance to judges and that this was linked with low trust in 
the nation’s judges as reported to interviewers from a lower educated background. Given 
that people’s relationship with the authority is considered central in the psychology of 
legitimacy (Schuyt, 1983; Tyler & Lind, 1992), in a courtroom study among actual court 
litigants (Study 5.1) I started to explore how social distance to judges works for litigants 
in the courtroom. Consistent with findings presented in Chapter 4 that for members 
of the general public more social distance to judges was associated with lower levels of 
trust in judges, in Study 5.1 I found that when litigants perceive more social distance to 
judges this was associated with lower levels of legitimate power that litigants assign to 
the country’s judges. 

Furthermore, the key finding of Study 5.1 suggests that when litigants perceive 
a relatively large social distance between themselves and judges, perceived procedural 
justice is strongly and positively associated with the level of legitimate power those 
litigants assign to Dutch judges. Yet, when litigants experienced relatively small social 
distance between themselves and judges, the linkage between perceived procedural 
justice and assigned legitimate power was considerably weaker. The findings of this one 
study provided initial support for my reasoning that social distance to authorities plays 
a role 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. Specifically, findings of Study 5.1 supported the reasoning that 
perceived procedural justice becomes more important for the legitimate power that 
litigants assign to judges when litigants perceive more social distance relative to legal 
power holders. 

The concept of social distance that litigants perceive between legal power holders and 
themselves is closely related to the construct of reduced power of the litigant relative to 
the legal power holder. Power can be defined as an individual’s relative capacity to modify 
others’ states by providing or withholding resources or administering punishments 
(Keltner, Gruenfeld & Anderson, 2003). Importantly, when people experience reduced 



GENERAL DISCUSSION

141

6

power this increases behavioral inhibition (for a review, see Keltner et al., 2003). Viewed 
in this way, the findings of Study 5.1 connect with findings of the studies presented 
in Chapters 2 and 3. That is, findings of Study 5.1 supported the reasoning that when 
litigants feel more social distance relative to legal power holders they are more strongly 
influenced by perceived procedural justice. This fits with findings of the studies presented 
in Chapters 2 and 3 indicating that it is when people are behaviorally inhibited that 
perceived procedural justice has a profound impact on their trust in legal authorities 
and the legitimate power assigned to those authorities.

Scientific Contributions
The work presented in this dissertation has generated new conceptual insights into 

the linkage between procedural justice and trust in legal authorities and legitimate 
power assigned to those authorities. The current thesis shows for the first time that 
the constructs of behavioral inhibition (Chapters 2 and 3) and social distance (Chapters 
4 and 5) play a role in this linkage. As such, this work gives important insight in 
the perspective of litigants interacting with legal authorities. 

In Chapters 2 and 5, I have also examined the construct of legitimate power that 
litigants assign to legal authority as outcome measure. This construct of legitimate 
power of judges is highly relevant for the science and practice of law. 

Moreover, the current findings provide the entirely new conceptual insight that 
discontent against law and society may go unnoticed because people are tested by 
WEIRD interviewers. This has important conceptual and methodological implications 
for understanding public trust in law and society. This issue is also related to societal 
polarization and as such may have practical value. After all, as Lewin (1951) stated: 
there is nothing so practical as a good theory. 

By now I have discussed many things. Let me single out three scientific contributions 
over and beyond what I already discussed earlier in this thesis. These issues have to 
do with the experience of procedural justice, the development toward a non-WEIRD 
science of trust, and the notion of experimental legal studies.

Procedural Justice
What I did in Chapters 2 and 3 cannot be explained readily in one or two sentences. 

In fact, I would have much preferred it if that would have been the case. After all, some 
of the insights that I presented are a bit technical, perhaps even counter-intuitive, and 
their relevance may not be immediately apparent from the perspective of traditional 
legal scholarship. But I do think these scientific insights are relevant to the study 
and practice of law. Even to those readers who are not interested in the workings of 
the particular psychological system that I included in this research. Here is why. 
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Previous research studies on procedural justice in legal settings were of a correlational 
and qualitative quality and mostly used telephone interviews asking respondents about 
interactions with legal authorities in the past (see, e.g., Tyler, 2006). The correlational 
or qualitative quality and retrospective data collection limit what we can learn from this 
earlier research in legal settings. My studies extend earlier research in legal settings both 
in terms of advanced methods and non-retrospective data collection 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 trust in the system. More 
generally, my courtroom studies go beyond previous correlational and retrospective 
research studies in legal settings by combining high levels of methodological rigor and 
control and by using these methods to test novel conceptual explanations of responsive 
and legitimate law in relevant courtroom settings that are important for litigants and 
legal authorities.

Findings of my methodologically advanced studies presented in the first part of 
this thesis demonstrate that the default situation in these type of court hearings is that 
the experience of procedural justice in the court hearing matters for trust and legitimate 
power ratings of the system’s judges. And my findings show why this link normally 
exists in legal settings such as court hearings. I note that I replicated and attenuated 
the link between procedural justice and trust and legitimacy ratings by weakening 
a psychological system in the courtroom experiments of Chapter 2, and I strengthened 
the fair process effect in the experiments of Chapter 3 by strengthening this psychological 
system. My findings indicate that procedural justice genuinely matters in court hearings 
and provide basic insights in why this is the case. These insights may help move legal 
scholarship and legal practice to go beyond what legal scholars and practitioners believe 
and do not believe to be true about the relevance of procedural justice in situations such 
as court hearings. 

Scientific insight into why it is that procedural justice matters for trust in and 
perceived legitimacy of legal authorities in situations such as court hearings is relevant 
to the science and practice of law. Specifically, the psychology of procedural justice and 
legitimacy is very much about people’s subjective perceptions of how they are treated by 
authorities (Tyler & Lind, 1992). And what I did in the experiments of Chapters 2 and 
3 was examining this perceptual perspective more closely and in a novel manner. Thus, 
I focused on how litigants perceive or appraise their court hearings and how they are 
treated by judges and other societal authorities. 

Hence, in the first part of this dissertation I wanted to examine why procedural 
justice matters in situations such as court hearings. And, in doing so, I adopted Lewin’s 
(1946) recommendation that if you want to truly understand something you need to try 
to change it. In particular, I focused on the possible role that the behavioral inhibition 
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system plays in this process. Thus, I studied how the experience of procedural justice 
in court hearings matters for trust and legitimacy ratings of judges by experimentally 
tinkering with the normal conditions under which these concepts operate. 

Trying to understand court hearings. Findings of Chapters 2 and 3 show for the first 
time that activation of the behavioral inhibition system can explain why procedural 
justice often has such a strong impact on people’s reactions. This basic psychological 
system is activated when a signal for sense making occurs (Van den Bos & Lind, 2013). 
The conceptual connection between behavioral inhibition and procedural justice in my 
findings indicates that procedural justice plays a role when people try to make sense of 
what is going on. Findings indicate that procedural justice in court hearings matters 
for trust and legitimacy of judges because people want to understand what is going on 
in their court hearings. That is, findings support my line of reasoning that procedural 
justice in court hearings is important for trust and legitimacy because litigants are 
likely to be in a state of behavioral inhibition, the result of being in an unsettling and 
evaluative situation in which they want to make sense of what is going on. 

For most people appearing at a court hearing will be a situation in which their 
behavioral inhibition system is switched on because they try to make sense of what 
is happening and what important others such as judges will think of them and their 
actions. This may especially be the case when they are summoned to court to have their 
behaviors or personal situation being discussed in the light of legal values or things that 
possibly went wrong in their lives. In these kind of situations people’s good intentions 
may often be questioned which may touch upon the core of who they are, and hence 
may invoke identity concerns (Harinck & Ellemers, 2014). At least, in such situations 
litigants will know that they are being evaluated and may feel judged. 

Findings indicate that entering a court hearing is an unsettling, sense-making 
triggering event that instigates activation of the behavioral inhibition system, at least 
for most litigants in the type of court hearings that I studied here. I do not know exactly 
which components of the situation trigger behavioral inhibition system activation. 
There may be several components of that situation that may make it unsettling and in 
itself be sufficient to trigger activation of the behavioral inhibition system. It is likely 
that taken together these components may make the event even more unsettling, and 
thus cause greater behavioral inhibition system effects. 

Aspects of court hearings that may trigger sense-making processes include 
the following: Litigants meet an important social authority who has power over them 
to take an outcome decision, the court hearing will be an hard to interpret event (given 
that most litigants will not have all the information they ideally need to know how 
judges will come to their decisions, what will happen during court hearings and what 
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be legally relevant in their court hearings), and litigants will know that they are being 
evaluated and may feel judged. All these components together ensure, I argue, that for 
most people appearing at a court hearing will be a situation in which their behavioral 
inhibition system is switched on because they try to make sense of what is happening 
and what important others such as judges will think of them and their actions.

I do note that the replication and attenuation of the linkage between procedural justice 
and trust and legitimacy ratings in Chapter 2 and the replication and strengthening of 
the voice effect in Chapter 3 seem to be robust and can be related in meaningful ways to 
the activation and de-activation of the human inhibition system. These findings support 
my reasoning that litigants’ behavioral inhibition activation can explain why perceived 
procedural justice in court hearings happens to be strongly linked with litigants’ trust 
in judges and legitimate power assigned to judges. This said, I acknowledge explicitly 
that I have not been able to directly include sense-making variables in the design of 
my experiments. Viewed in this way I put forward my preferred interpretation of 
the findings in straightforward manners because I think this may be conducive to future 
research and possibly relevant recommendations for legal practice.

The current findings can also help to predict conditions under which trust and 
legitimacy ratings are likely to be less strongly linked to litigants’ procedural justice 
perceptions. It is probable that in many formalized legal contexts such as court or 
police hearings activation of the behavioral inhibition system is the rule rather than 
the exception, which would mean that evaluations of judges will be linked with procedural 
justice perceptions most of the time. But activation of the behavioral inhibition system 
may well be less strong for people for whom interactions with the court are less confusing 
and who are less busy trying to understand what is going on. This would be the case, 
for example, among people with substantial experience and familiarity with the courts 
and perhaps also for those who have more information to evaluate the legal content of 
the legal decision-making process and the (expected) outcome decision on their merits 
(e.g., Brockner & Wiesenfeld, 1996). As such, the insight that procedural justice plays 
a role in litigant’s sense-making processes may be an important first step in advancing 
the understanding of whether differentiation is needed in efforts to promote perceived 
procedural justice according to various types of litigants. 

The notion that people try to understand what the legal authority thinks of 
them connects with the relational model of authority (Tyler & Lind, 1992). That is, 
the suggested psychological process of activation of the behavioral inhibition system as 
one of the factors that can explain people’s reactions to procedural justice may underlie 
existing explanations of why procedural justice is important, including the relational 
model of authority that argues that people want to understand how the authority views 
them (Tyler & Lind 1992). As such the current work also connects with the symbolic 
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interactionist perspective on law and legal authority (Schuyt, 1983). Viewed in this way, 
this dissertation is a modern, experimental and psychologically oriented updated version 
of the tradition of symbolic interaction legal sociology as initiated in the Netherlands 
by Schuyt (e.g., 1983). 

Furthermore, these findings show that for actual court litigants’ judgments of trust 
and legitimate power about judges are formed on the basis of their experiences of 
procedural justice, a theoretical proposition put forward in the social psychological 
literature on procedural justice (Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler & Lind, 1992; Tyler, 2006; 
Tyler & Huo, 2002). My findings extend earlier work by showing that experiences of 
procedural justice in encounters with individual authority representatives carry over to 
trust and legitimacy evaluations of judges at the institutional level.

I emphasize that the implication of what I did here is not that disinhibition or 
inhibition is normatively right or recommendable. Rather, the implication is new basic 
insight into why procedural justice genuinely matters in situations such as court hearings 
when people are forming judgments of trust in societal authorities and the legitimate 
power of those authorities. I hope that my work can advance the understanding of how 
the link between procedural justice and legitimacy of the law works and how this can 
be used in the practice of law. Also this can provide insight into when legal authorities 
should differentiate the extent to which they try to promote perceived procedural justice 
between various types of litigants and types of cases.

Practical implications. A practical implication of these scientific insights is that it is 
clear that litigants are in a state of psychological inhibition when they enter their court 
hearings, at least in the kind of court hearings that I studied here. This psychological 
state is the result of litigants’ feeling evaluated and knowing that they are being judged 
in court hearings. This psychological state can be compared to a STOP response. Thus, 
when entering their court hearing, most litigants will: Stop, Think, Observe and only 
then Proceed with their normal, ongoing behaviors. 

For judges, it may be interesting to realize that certainly at the beginning of court 
hearings litigants’ normal behaviors will be interrupted (Stop in STOP). As a result, 
litigants may behave in unnatural ways that do not reflect their normal psychological 
traits or states. Rather, litigants’ behavior is constrained by this particular situation. 
Future research may study what this means for litigants’ behavior in court hearings, and 
whether this could for instance lead to judges misinterpreting litigants’ good intentions. 
Normally when people are inhibited they will tend to hide their emotions (and instead 
show increased facial muscle actions that inhibit emotional displays, such as lip presses 
and lip sucks, Keltner et al., 1998), and be more avoidant or withdrawn toward others, 
such as that they may avert their gaze and not look others such as judges in the eye. 
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Moreover, inhibited people restrain what they say (e.g., less direct expression of ideas, 
increased hesitation, Keltner et al., 1998). It seems likely that when people are asked to 
speak during this state, they will speak in a forced manner. Inhibited people may also 
experience more negative affect (e.g., more anxious, neurotic) and focus more strongly 
on negative stimuli present in the situation. 

My findings imply that especially during the beginning of court hearings litigants will 
watch very closely how the judge is treating them, and they are likely to closely inspect 
judges’ facial and verbal expressions to infer what they are thinking of them, possibly 
with a special focus on punishment contingencies in the judges’ behavior and whether 
the judge is treating them as a full-fledged and valuable member of society (Observe in 
STOP). Given that people interrupt their normal behaviors, allowing litigants to voice 
their opinions may perhaps work best after the initial phase of court hearings. 

Findings also imply that litigants are trying to understand what is going on at 
their court hearing (Think in STOP). Judges may connect to this by taking the time at 
the beginning of court hearings to briefly explain what will happen during the hearing, 
at which moment litigants will be given the opportunity to give their view and perhaps 
also how they will reach their decisions (which may include explaining which legal 
aspects are relevant in the judges’ decision-making process). 

Toward a Non-WEIRD Science
When pilot-testing for the first courtroom study among court litigants in which I 

surveyed their views on and experiences with judges, I got the feeling that there was 
distance between some litigants and me (the interviewer) and that some litigants saw 
me as coming from another social category. My impression was backed up by Henrich, 
Heine, and Norenzayan (2010) who had raised the issue that scientific knowledge 
about human psychology and behavior is largely based on findings from a narrow 
and unrepresentative subpopulation of Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich and 
Democratic (WEIRD) subjects. In this dissertation, I have proposed that the issue 
of WEIRD science does not only apply to the WEIRD-ness of participants, but that 
the issue of WEIRD-ness extends to research staff as well. And I have shown that 
the WEIRD-ness of interviewers can systematically influence research findings. As such, 
crucial patterns of participant reactions might go unnoticed because participants are 
tested by WEIRD interviewers, at least when examining trust in law and society among 
under-investigated participants (see also Does, Ellemers, et al., 2016). Importantly, 
in examining these issues I have taken a constructive approach by developing a novel 
manner to overcome these issues.
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Experimental approach toward non-WEIRD science. That is, I have developed 
a novel experimental approach to systematically study and tackle the issue that 
the WEIRD-ness of research staff can distort research findings. This experimental 
approach may detect possible lying against WEIRD interviewers.

The research findings of Chapter 4 have important implications for the methodology 
of studies on trust in law and society and the conceptual conclusions that are based on 
these studies. To me, the current findings suggest that there is value to more systematically 
and rigorously re-evaluate the designs of our studies on trust in law and society. My 
findings indicate that experimental research methods can contribute to examining 
the key role of interviewers in trust studies. The interviewer effects that we found in our 
studies indicate that the background of interviewers should be systematically addressed 
in the research design of studies on trust in law and society. Thus our research suggests 
that even for trust researchers who are more interested in using survey or interview 
methods, the background of interviewers should be systematically included in their 
research designs. For example, when selecting interviewers to conduct a survey, 
researchers might want to consider whether certain issues of group membership or 
societal categorization may play a role in the eyes of at least some research respondents. 

The conceptual insight and methodological solution of experimentally varying 
social distance of the interviewer developed in this thesis is also relevant for many other 
important societal issues. For instance, studies about radicalization might make Muslim 
participants become aware of their religious group membership, which in turn could 
motivate them to respond in a certain way depending on who is interviewing them. 
Thus, the new experimental approach developed in this dissertation can also be used to 
investigate issues like radicalization and rejection of the democratic state (right-wing, 
left-wing, and Muslim radicalism), access to justice (e.g., Schuyt, 1983), acceptance of 
legal decisions (e.g., Tyler, 2006), and distrust in law. 

Concealed distrust in law and society. So in all interviewer experiments of 
Chapter 4 the degree of trust in law and society among under-investigated participants 
varied quite substantially depending on the interviewer conducting the trust study. 
One possible explanation for these findings might be that levels of trust among some 
participants are concealed or hidden from WEIRD interviewers. Thus, that this would 
be a matter of deliberately withholding or lying about certain views. Yet, my working 
assumption is that our findings can best be explained as different spontaneous reactions 
as a result of social categorization processes (Devine, 1989) in which people quickly 
classify the interviewer as “with me” or “not with me.” When the interviewer is classified 
as ingroup member, spontaneous sharing of negative emotions may follow, whereas 
when the interviewer is classified as belonging to an outgroup, the spontaneous reaction 
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that then follows may not even allow these views to come up because then people do not 
share their inner feelings with the other. That is, then people become somewhat locked 
up or psychologically inhibited even, especially when the other person is from a more 
prestigious social category. Thus, the idea is that as a result of social categorization, 
negative emotions and these views are spontaneously shared or are not shared. If people 
indeed would even conceal these views from themselves, this would be at odds with 
ideas about societal protest that when people do not protest they are deferring explicitly 
to the status quo (e.g., Klandermans, 1997). Whatever the right explanation may be, 
my approach of systematically varying the interviewer would help uncover hidden 
discontented views, for example about trust in mainstream institutions and the society 
at large. 

My working explanation of my findings that these negative views become salient 
to the interviewee when this individual meets the own group may also connect with 
Greene’s (2013) notion of moral tribes (Greene, 2013). Greene posits that in the small 
tribes that dominated human evolution moral rules emerged as a way to encourage 
individuals to put the best interests of a home group, or “us” ahead of “me.” Moral 
systems also prompted tribal people to value “us” over competing groups, or “them.” 
In other words, Greene’s work postulates that morality pertains in large part to what 
happens within your own group. In this way, morality is about the ingroup. Related to 
this, a pivotal issue according to Greene is whether the other person belongs to your 
ingroup or is affiliated with an outgroup. This explains why different moral tribes have 
different views about what is right and wrong in law and society. It also makes clear 
why people tend to favor moral values endorsed by their ingroup (e.g., Ellemers & Van 
den Bos, 2012). People’s views on what is right and wrong define who they are and may 
affect trust in other groups (e.g., Ellemers & Van den Bos, 2012). And trust is closely 
related to what is considered right or wrong. 

This may be illustrated by female Muslims stating to the headscarf-wearing 
interviewer of Study 4.3 that the police are wrong in how they treat male Moroccans, 
and lower-educated people stating to the lower educated interviewer of Studies 4.1 and 
4.2 that those judges empowered to decide on prison sentences do not understand what 
matters to ordinary citizens. In my view, the notion of different groups having different 
ideas about what is right and wrong also connects with observations in one qualitative 
pilot study in which an interviewer who presented herself as coming from a lower 
educated background went out to shopping malls and asked lower educated members 
of the general public about their trust in judges. When asked about their trust in 
judges these interviewees regularly started talking about how judges were wrong in not 
sentencing harsh enough, and especially in giving less frequent and less severe sentences 
to rich and higher educated people and those with an immigration background. If these 
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speculations have merit, then this would imply that the pioneering studies presented are 
relevant for many other social domains and associated future research studies. 

Social distance and polarization. In my work, more social distance to judges was 
linked with lower ratings of legitimacy (Chapter 5) and trust (indicated to the lower 
educated interviewer, Chapter 4). Social distance to judges was measured by assessing 
inclusion of judges in the participants’ self (Aron et al., 1992) in the courtroom study of 
Chapter 5. And social distance between interviewee and interviewer was experimentally 
manipulated in the interviewer studies of Chapter 4 (in terms of educational level or 
religious or ethnic background). The implication of the findings of Chapter 4 is that 
more (as opposed to less) social distance between interviewer and interviewee made 
under-investigated participants to report higher degrees of trust in law and society. 
The extent to which the interviewee includes the interviewer in the self may play a role 
in this. Additional findings not reported in this version of the paper in Chapter 4 
indicated that lower educated participants did not include university interviewers in 
the self, and especially not law school interviewers, as assessed by means of an adapted 
version of the Inclusion of the Other in the Self scale (Aron et al., 1992). Similarly, 
female Muslims did not include the non-headscarf wearing interviewer in the self. 
These additional findings suggest inclusion of the interviewer in the self (yes or no) 
plays a role in trust surveys. Future research could further study what is exactly driving 
these interviewer effects. 

Also, future research studies might keep the presentation of the interviewer similar 
and vary only in the paper-and-pencil questionnaire whether the questionnaire is 
coming from a university or non-university type of organization. Findings of a pilot 
study that did precisely that suggested that lower educated interviewees felt more social 
distance to the interviewer, as assessed by less inclusion of the interviewer in the self and 
lower perceived similarity when the questionnaire came from a university organization 
compared to when the questionnaire came from a non-university type of organization. 

Thus, in this thesis social distance between interviewer and interviewee was found 
to have a distorting effect on trust reporting. There is concealed discontent against 
judges in the Netherlands among lower educated people (Chapter 4). And I have 
developed concrete starting points how to study the issue of social distance between 
societal groups by also including non-WEIRD interviewers in research designs  
(see Chapter 4). The issue of social distance to judges also plays a role in the courtroom. 
After all, litigants with more social distance assign less legitimate power to judges, and 
are more strongly influenced by procedural justice concerns (Chapter 5). This finding 
may connect with the reasoning and findings on sense making and the inhibited state 
in which litigants enter the courtroom (Chapters 2 and 3).
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Thus, the manipulations developed in Chapter 4 can help to detect concealed levels 
of discontent against important institutions and society at large. And more broadly 
I think that the kind of field experimental research among diverse, non-WEIRD 
participants in real-world settings that I have conducted in this thesis may lead the field 
of law and human behavior as well as the field of psychology that I build on, to become 
a non-WEIRD science.

Practical implications. My novel scientific insights on social distance and WEIRD-
ness connect with the urgent and challenging issue of societal polarization and have 
the potential to inspire a wide range of practical implications. 

The issue and consequences of resentment against the societal status quo 
(establishment) among groups of (for example) lower-educated people in non-urban 
areas suddenly became overt to everyone when I was finalizing this thesis. In fact, 
the entire public community in the Western world is now struggling with the issue 
of education-linked polarization and segregation between 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 
(Bovens et al., 2014). With apparent foresight, my experimental studies revealed that 
there is also concealed distrust against Dutch judges among lower educated people. 
More generally, increased social-cultural societal polarization processes may be related 
to erosion of the perceived legitimacy of the judiciary.  

The scientific insights developed in this thesis can also inform the practice of survey 
and political opinion poll research (Hulst & Van den Bos, 2016). A major concern in 
research is that lower educated and minority group members simply participate much 
less in research studies and opinion polls. A major additional concern that follows 
from my research is that in practice dissatisfaction against the elite will be overlooked 
if surveys and polls continue to be carried out by Western Educated Industrialized Rich 
Democratic interviewers. Opinion polls are often carried out by organizations that are 
part of the establishment, and people who are not part of the status quo do not reveal 
their discontent with the elite to these organizations. In other words, support for political 
anti-establishment candidates and movements may not be properly predicted across 
the globe as long as polls are conducted by interviewers with a WEIRD background.

My findings imply that the issue of WEIRD-ness may also play a role in the courtroom. 
Thus, social distance relative to judges appears to play role, at least among some members 
of the public and litigants who tend to see judges as belonging to a different social 
category. Is this a problem? Should judges try to reduce distance, for instance inside 
the courtroom? Indeed, more social distance to judges was linked with lower trust and 
lower levels of legitimate power assigned to judges, among both lower educated people 
in the streets and among litigants in the simple civil-law court hearings studied here. 
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Based on my overall findings on the perspective of litigants I think what matters here 
is not reducing the distance that is inherent to the role of judges per se, for example by 
means of more informal procedures or mediation. Rather what matters is procedural 
justice as this can promote trust and perceived legitimacy, also given the finding that 
procedural justice was more important for litigants who felt more distance to judges.

Thus, reducing distance inherent to judges’ professional role is not what is needed 
per se. Distance may, however, also be related to the non-professional social-cultural 
background of judges. And perhaps judges may not want to trigger social categorization 
processes among litigants in their courtrooms by (implicit) behaviors that are not 
directly related to their professional role and the content of their work. So, legal 
decision-makers such as judges may want to be aware that they will be seen as belonging 
to a different social group by at least some people, including litigants. For example, 
judges may be seen as educated, rich, belonging to the elite and with a perhaps different 
political orientation by some litigants. Legal professionals may not want to strengthen 
categorization processes in terms of non-professionally related social background any 
more than is necessary and directly related to the content of their work and role, let 
alone send a potential message of social exclusion to litigants. And legal professionals 
may want to become aware that in practice status and belonging to the status quo may 
well play a role in the behavior of legal representatives and judges, albeit implicit. For 
example, rumor has it that lawyers start speaking in a more posh and formal manner 
in the courtroom, compared to their conversations with litigants in non-courtroom 
interactions. And of course, lawyers tend to use formal and stately language, for example 
when compared to lay people. 

Although when asked judges may think they find plain language more convincing 
(e.g., Feteris, 2016), future research may want to examine whether in reality judges are 
more convinced when lawyers use language that belongs to their ingroup (or: the status 
quo) (e.g., Nisbett & Wilson, 1977). Social categorization processes may also play out 
when judges share a joke with lawyers. For example, in a recent televised court case 
a lawyer read out a Whatsapp message received by his client that contained popular, 
non-explicit language, and the lawyer sighed, “I just read it out literally” to which 
the judge replied “We all know that you come from a good milieu.”  Also, some judges 
have told me that they consider it key to good court hearings that they share a joke. 
Sometimes this may well break the ice, but case-irrelevant chats between judges and 
lawyers may also trigger social categorization processes that legal practitioners may not 
want. Hence, my new conceptual insights may well inspire future ideas and practices on 
courtroom interactions. 

My new conceptual insights on WEIRD and social distance may also play an 
important role in debates about diversity in the legal profession, such as debates about 
one-sided composition of the population of judges in terms of political or ideological 
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orientation and social-cultural and ethnic backgrounds, and related to this, appointment 
systems of judges. Also, the composition of students at Dutch university law school 
programs tends to be one-sided in terms of social-cultural and ethnic background, with 
some notable exceptions (e.g., Erasmus University Rotterdam and Vrije Universiteit 
Amsterdam). My findings on social distance may imply that first generation university 
students and students with a different ethnic background can be important for 
diminishing social-cultural contrasts between the legal profession and at least part of 
the public and litigants. Diversity may bring subtle changes to organizational cultures, 
and for example may help to enhance the understanding in the social worlds of legal 
scholars and practitioners of what is important to other groups of people such as those 
with a lower educational or different ethnic background. 

Finally, my scientific insights also have important practical implications for 
the methodology and conclusions that are based on trust research studies, including 
the stable and relatively high degree of public trust in the judiciary, in national 
and international reports on public trust in law and society (e.g., TNS Political &  
Social, 2013). 

Experimental Legal Studies 
A major methodological contribution of the work presented in this dissertation, 

is that I pioneered the issue and relevance of “experimental legal studies,” a label 
that I coined in this thesis. That is, in my research that was conceptually grounded 
in modern social sciences I used experimental methods whenever possible or other 
empirical methods with high levels of methodological rigor and control. And I focused 
on conducting experiments in field settings, such as various courtroom settings 
among actual litigants and other real-world surroundings among people with diverse 
demographic backgrounds. Thus, I shaped theoretical concepts into testable hypotheses 
and operationalizations (construct validity) in studies that combined high levels of 
internal validity with in meaning real-world settings with high levels of external validity 
to study events and phenomena that really matter to the legal system and to the public, 
including litigants. 

I argue that my conceptually grounded and methodologically thorough integration of 
law and social psychological experimentation may help and stimulate in getting the field 
of empirical legal studies more balanced. This is important because in essence building 
successful and impactful research programs involves finding the right balance between 
appropriate levels of internal and external validity and the right focus on both problem-
oriented (“bottom-up”) and theory-oriented (“top-down”) research projects (e.g., West, 
Biesanz, & Pitts, 2000). In the field of empirical legal studies there is too much emphasis 
on problem-focused projects with relatively low levels of internal validity and absence 
of causal control. The experimental legal studies approach that I pioneered here may 
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shift the imbalance in the field of empirical legal studies. In fact, using the experimental 
method to formulate interesting and testable research predictions has the potential to 
stimulate an entire field of research. 

The goal of my courtroom experiments presented in Chapter 2 was to add enhanced 
methodological rigor and control in studying the linkage between procedural justice 
and trust and legitimacy evaluations of judges. With this advanced methodological 
approach while directly examining litigants’ reactions to various court hearings, I 
strengthen existing research on procedural justice in the legal domain. The original 
research program of psychologist Thibaut and legal scholar Walker that first documented 
procedural justice was largely experimental, involving college students’ reactions to 
simulated conflict resolution scenarios (e.g., Thibaut & Walker, 1975). Thus, while 
the Thibaut and Walker program and social psychological laboratory experimentation 
on procedural justice sacrificed ecological realism in order to increase the internal 
validity, earlier field studies on procedural justice in legal settings purchased external 
validity at the cost of greater uncertainty about causation (e.g., Hayden & Andersen, 
1979; MacCoun, 2005). 

By combining high levels of external validity with high levels of internal validity, 
I importantly extend earlier research in legal settings that studied the association 
between procedural justice and trust and legitimacy of authorities or other reactions 
with lower levels of internal validity and often used retrospective data collection. In 
doing so, I grounded a “Procedural Justice 2.0” approach. My novel experimental 
approach provides stronger empirical evidence that procedural justice really matters 
in legal settings, and gives more insight in how this mechanism works and how it can 
be put into practice. Furthermore, I pioneered and developed a range of new research 
designs, methods and operationalizations in this dissertation that can be, and already 
are being, used to study similar and related topics in careful and controlled manners. In 
fact, my new approach is already being followed in other research projects. 

One methodological contribution of my pioneering courtroom studies is 
insight in how perceived procedural justice in the courts can be conceptualized and 
operationalized. Furthermore, in my research I used two related independent variables, 
trust and legitimate power. Legitimate power is closely related to law but is not often 
studied. Yet, I developed and tested conceptualizations and operationalizations of 
trust and legitimate power in legal authorities. The interviewer manipulation method 
and the conceptualizations and operationalizations of trust, legitimate power in legal 
authorities and of procedural justice in the courts already are being used in other 
research projects.

Finding of the studies presented in Chapter 4 have important implications for 
the methodology of studies on trust in law and society and the conceptual conclusions that 
are based on these studies. My findings show that it is important to more systematically 
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and rigorously re-evaluate the designs of our studies on trust in law and society. 
The innovative experimental research methods reported in Chapter 4 can contribute 
to examining the key role of interviewers in trust studies. In fact, the manipulation 
developed here can be used to detect possible lying against interviewers. The interviewer 
effects found in these studies indicate that the background of interviewers should be 
systematically addressed in the research design of studies on trust in law and society, 
even for trust researchers who are more interested in using survey or interview methods. 
For example, when selecting interviewers to conduct a survey, researchers might want 
to consider whether certain issues of group membership or societal categorization may 
play a role in the eyes of at least some research respondents. 

I think my integrative experimental legal studies approach is important, in part 
because what I do in this dissertation is trying to understand basic psychological 
processes that underlie why litigants and members of the public come to voluntarily 
defer to legal power holders. Thus, with my experimental legal studies approach I 
provide more precise fundamental insights into the functioning of law. In doing so, I 
extend existing research in the law and psychology field that is dominated by studies in 
which psychology is applied to the legal domain, often in order to assist in the normative 
aims of the law and mostly focusing on accuracy of the facts. 

Moreover, findings of this dissertation also feed into basic psychology both 
in terms of content and research methodology. In my experiments among 
diverse samples in important real-world field settings I discovered and examined 
psychological processes that may not come into view when studying homogenous 
student samples in the psychology laboratory. Importantly, my findings provide novel 
substantive basic insights into sampling processes relevant in modern psychology  
(Henrich et al., 2010), that research development and research reports needs to address 
that research staff demographics can systematically influence results (Does, Ellemers, 
et al., 2016) and how this relates to urgent issues of social polarization (Chapter 4). 
Related to this, findings suggest that social distance to legal power holders interacts with 
the effect of perceived procedural justice on legitimate power assigned to authorities 
(Chapter 5). Furthermore, I found a new conceptual connection between behavioral 
inhibition and procedural justice (Chapters 2 and 3). And 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). 

Practical implications. The findings of the studies of Chapter 4 also have practical 
implications for how research staff members who often come from status quo 
organizations or majority groups present themselves when conducting this kind of 
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research on trust in law and society. For example, already from the start of the data 
collection for the courtroom studies presented in Chapters 2 and 5, the university 
affiliation was not mentioned in experimenters’ oral introduction to participants, nor 
were university logos used in the stimulus materials of those studies. Experimenters 
in all courtroom studies also dressed down, in that they wore plain sweaters and jeans 
and refrained from wearing expensive looking jewelry or clothing. And in the oral 
introductions and stimulus materials I tried to use words that all participants could 
understand. I chose to do so because already during my first days of pilot testing 
for the first courtroom study I had noticed that there was distance between me as 
high-educated university interviewer and some of the litigants who appeared at 
the court hearings that I studied. Moreover and somewhat related to this, I followed 
the recommendation by one of my teachers at the Psychological Methods department 
at the University of Amsterdam that when trying to encourage people to participate in 
research one should try not to impress them with how important you are, but rather 
emphasize how valuable the respondent’s perspective is, such as how learning from 
their perspective may benefit future others in similar situations (H.C.M. Vorst, personal 
communication, May 2009). 

The practical implications on how research staff present themselves to research 
respondents may also extend to research that differs in terms of content and research 
methods. Researchers may want to consider whether issues of group membership or 
societal categorization may play a role in the eyes of at least some research respondents. 
For example, this may also be relevant for qualitative empirical legal studies that 
examine laypeople’s views on (the appropriateness of) legal values and legal procedures 
where research staff may be seen as part of the system by some respondents. 

Limitations of Research Methodology
Let me single out three issues that may be limitations of the research methodology 

used here. These issues have to do with the experimental priming manipulations that I 
used in this dissertation, the conclusiveness of the results presented, and the artificial 
quality of the methods reported.

Experimental Priming Manipulations
In this interdisciplinary thesis I relied on social psychological theory and research 

methods, such as experimental manipulations. Most readers will be aware that recent 
years have been rocky for the field of social psychology as the field has been exposed to 
events of fraud and failures to replicate some important textbook phenomena, such as 
that volunteers might not always walk more slowly down a corridor after seeing words 
related to old age (Bargh, Chen, & Burrows, 1996). Hence, questions have been raised 
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about the robustness of the effects of experimental “priming” manipulations (Higgins, 
1996). Thus, while stating that he counts himself as a general believer in priming 
effects, Nobel prize-winner Kahneman (2012) suggested that researchers working in 
the priming field should actively strive to solve this issue, for example by examining 
the replicability of priming results (see also, Yong, 2012). 

I think that the results from the randomized controlled field experiments conducted 
in courtrooms among actual litigants (Chapter 2) can serve an important role in 
the discussion on the robustness of priming effects (Kahneman, 2012). In this respect, 
I note that the experimental priming manipulations used in Chapters 2 and 3 of this 
dissertation work are conceptually grounded and have an open-questions format and are 
rather minimal, but not overly minimal. In these manipulations participants were asked 
to recall earlier behaviors and earlier thoughts and feelings. In this way, knowledge that 
participants already have is made accessible (Higgins, 1996). These manipulations affect 
people’s psychological states (“mindsets”) in small, yet robust ways. In using the recall 
open-questions format I depart from the idea that priming techniques should induce 
nonconscious information processing (i.e., primes that trigger mental representations 
beyond the subjects’ awareness; Sturm & Antonakis, 2015) or should rely on very 
minimal manipulations. 

In two meaningful courtroom experiments in different legal domains 
the experimental manipulation was induced before litigants entered their court hearing 
and after relatively large time frames the manipulation had reliable effects on how 
litigants responded to their court hearings (Chapter 2). Given the reliable effects and 
the relatively large time frames in which the experimental manipulation had an effect on 
relevant post-hearing responses of actual litigants in important real-world courtroom 
settings, I think these results may contribute to the robustness of experimental social 
psychology. Specifically, I think the priming results found in the courtroom experiments 
of Chapter 2 may provide more precise psychological insight about minimal yet robust 
priming manipulations.

Related to this, I would like to mention that the concept and the practice of 
experimental manipulation in field experiments deserve careful attention from an 
ethical viewpoint. I was pursuing the legitimate aim of trying to advance behaviorally 
scientific insight in the perspective of litigants. I argue that not only my ends but also 
the means of my experimental manipulations were ethically sound. For example, by 
reminding my participants about behavior that they had performed the experimental 
manipulation questions used in Chapters 2 and 3 (and 5) made information that 
participants already have (about earlier behaviors, thoughts and feelings) accessible 
(Higgins, 1996). So people were not reminded of behaviors foreign to their nature, but 
rather what they used to do. 
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On the basis of the scientific literature we know that these kind of mindset 
manipulations have small yet statistically reliable effects on what people think (e.g., 
Fujita & Trope, 2014; Oyserman, 2011; Trafimow, Triandis, & Goto, 1991), rather 
than affecting how they behave. Thus, the effects of these mindset manipulations are 
predominantly perceptual, rather than affecting litigants’ behavior in the courtroom. 
Moreover, it is also unrealistic that there are effects on how judges will perceive litigants, 
or on interpersonal interactions, let alone on the behavior or decision-making by judges 
or others in those situations. Rather, these manipulations lead litigants to perceive 
things in a certain manner that connect with at least part of who they are. This fits with 
the view that important components of the psychology of procedural justice have to do 
with how people perceive fair and unfair treatment by important societal authorities 
(Tyler & Lind, 1992; Van den Bos & Lind, 2009). 

Conclusiveness of Empirical Results for Line of Reasoning
In this interdisciplinary thesis I started a new line of research both in terms of 

methods and content with the aim of advancing behaviorally-science based basic insight 
in how people come to defer to legal authority. When starting something new, things 
cannot always as tight as one would ideally like them to be. For example, the study 
of trust is huge, encompasses different scientific literatures with different definitions 
and operationalizations, making it rather unclear how people form trust and legitimacy 
ratings exactly (see Chapter 1). So, how conclusive are my empirical data are for 
the research questions and line of reasoning put forward in the thesis? 

In this thesis I wanted to examine why procedural justice really matters for 
litigants’ judgments of trust and legitimate power. I acknowledge that I have reported 
correlational data on the linkage between litigants’ procedural justice ratings and their 
trust and legitimacy ratings of judges in Chapters 2 and 5. After all, it was not possible 
to experimentally vary whether litigants were treated in unfair (as opposed to fair) ways 
by judges in actual court hearings. This noted, the fact that I was able to both replicate 
and weaken the link between procedural justice and trust and legitimacy ratings in both 
experiments of Chapter 2 does provide support for my line of reasoning that because 
litigants are psychologically inhibited they rely on how the judge is treating them in 
forming trust and legitimacy judgments. I also note that the favorability of the outcomes 
(Brockner & Wiesenfeld, 1996) that litigants received did not significantly moderate my 
findings (Study 2.2). Furthermore, in the experiments of Chapter 3 I did experimentally 
vary the fairness of the procedure. And here I have direct found evidence that this 
psychological process of behavioral inhibition moderates the causal effect of (important 
aspects of) procedural justice on people’s reactions. Moreover, results reported in 
Chapters 2 and 3 converge with findings of earlier laboratory experiments on student 
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samples that provide strong evidence for the causal direction of the fair process 
effect on various attitudes and behaviors (for overviews, see, e.g., Lind & Tyler, 1988;  
Van den Bos, 2015).

In the studies presented here I used self-report measures. Of course, ideally future 
research would add behavioral and repeated measures. Yet, while it was previously 
thought that people may misreport private information, large scale meta-analytic studies 
have shown that, in fact, people lie surprisingly little and have a strong preference for 
truth-telling (Abeler, Becker, & Falk, 2014; Abeler, Nosenzo, & Raymond, 2016). So 
questionnaire research appears to be a lot less biased than what was thought for decades 
and has become more relevant in economic research (Dur, 2016). 

I acknowledge that part of my line of reasoning in the first part of this dissertation 
is about psychological processes that I do not have empirical data about. That is, I have 
built on earlier evidence that validates the claim that the experimental manipulation 
that I used in Chapter 2 weakens state behavioral inhibition (Van den Bos et al., 2009). 
I have not directly tested the effects of the disinhibition manipulation in the courts, nor 
measured behavioral inhibition activation of actual litigants in the courts (Chapter 2). 
For this I had several reasons. Including this in one design could have disturbed the effects 
studied (Spencer, Zanna, & Fong, 2005), and I had to use the unique opportunity of 
doing experimental research in actual court hearings sparingly. Moreover, I did not 
want to ask court litigants about anxiety-provoking situations included in the scale 
commonly used to measure state behavioral inhibition (Carver & White, 1994), given 
that the conceptualization of the behavioral inhibition system that I built on here 
partially differs from that of this scale in arguing that general sense-making triggering 
stimuli are sufficient to instigate activation of this system (Van den Bos & Lind, 2013). 

Finally, measuring psychological constructs such as behavioral inhibition can be 
difficult. And testing the effects of this manipulation is something that needs to be done 
in a precise manner, as the recall task may have led to an opposite reaction by the time 
the person is asked how they now feel. I was able to carefully pretest the inhibition 
manipulation and here I have found that this manipulation indeed lead to participants 
feeling more inhibited as checked by a reliable, purpose-designed scale (Chapter 3). 
Thus, while the disinhibition manipulation has been shown to weaken state behavioral 
inhibition (Van den Bos et al., 2009), the pretest presented in Chapter 3 provided 
evidence for my line of reasoning that the inhibition manipulation strengthened state 
behavioral inhibition.

Though effective overall, the complexity of the interviewer manipulation used 
in Studies 4.1 and 4.2 results in some ambiguity regarding which components are 
responsible for its effects. Although the complexity of the interviewer manipulation 
used in Studies 4.1 and 4.2 brings ambiguity in the interpretation of the effects of 
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this manipulation, it is also likely that there is no single “magic bullet” that, by itself, 
prompts the impression that an interviewer belongs to a different social group in terms 
of educational level. Instead, several components likely work in combination to prompt 
this social categorization process and translate that social categorization process in effects 
on trust reporting. Thus, in real-world interpersonal exchanges between interviewers 
and participants the impression that the interviewer belongs to a group with a different 
educational level is likely to be triggered by a mixture of different things, including 
the interviewer’s way of speaking such as accent and choice of words, clothing style, and 
affiliation. Future studies that dismantle the educational level interviewer manipulation 
by systematically manipulating the manipulation’s components will help identify which 
components of the manipulations are necessary and sufficient to produce its distinct 
effects. Importantly, I emphasize that in Study 4.3 I only varied whether the same 
interviewer was or was not wearing a headscarf. And this single component was in fact 
sufficient to produce its distinct effects on trust reporting among female Muslims. 

In the research presented in this thesis I was specifically interested in trust in and 
legitimate power assigned to the system’s judges. Thus, in evaluations of the country’s 
judges at the institutional level. That the link between procedural justice on trust and 
legitimacy ratings of the system’s judges is robust is also supported by the observation 
that procedural justice was also found to be positively associated with other reactions 
of litigants assessed in my questionnaires, such as trust in the individual judges who 
conducted their court hearing. The fact that the positive link between procedural justice 
and the main dependent variables was found in all types of court hearings that I studied 
here (minor criminal infractions, insolvency of natural person debtors, and civil-law 
sub-district court hearings) further supports the robustness of this link. 

I think the effects found in the mostly multi-study chapters of this thesis are robust. 
Yet, one can never rule out the possibility of statistically non-significant effects in 

future replication efforts. In this respect, I note that the problem with statistically non-
significant effects in experimental research is that different issues can be responsible 
for these “null effects” (Van den Bos & Hulst, 2016). That is, the conclusion from such 
a null effect could be that the conceptual theory is fundamentally flawed. But there is 
also the likelihood that something in the operationalization process went wrong that 
is more specifically related to empirical and non-conceptual issues. Hence, null effects 
could also mean that concepts the experiments intended to test indeed were not tested 
in a meaningful way. 

While trying out and developing various novel things in this dissertation project 
I have found null effects in other studies that I do not report in this thesis. Also, I 
have found that an experimental manipulation can have reverse effects as I report in 
Chapter 5. From debriefing interviews following a pretest study for the interviewer 
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experiments of Chapter 4 I learned that I had to make sure that the interviewer 
organizational background manipulation was persuasive to participants. This noted, 
I started more or less from scratch and advanced new conceptual insights. And it is 
indicative of the robustness that my reasoning on why procedural justice matters was 
confirmed in different courtroom contexts across bankruptcy petitioners and criminal 
defendants, as well as in more controlled studies outside the courtroom. Similarly, 
evidence for interviewer effects was found in multiple studies with different interviewer 
manipulations, in various real-world contexts across lower educated people and female 
Muslims. Moreover, social distance was found to not only play a role in interactions 
between interviewees and trust interviewers, but also in the courtroom between litigants 
and judges. Hence, by pioneering experimental legal studies I chose to start painting on 
blank canvas. Obviously, future research is needed to further back up my promising first 
brushstrokes and fill in the blank spots.

Artificial Quality
I acknowledge that there is a certain artificial quality of the studies presented, 

notably the disinihibition manipulation (Chapter 2), the inhibition manipulation and 
the scenario studies (Chapter 3) and to some extent perhaps even the interviewer 
manipulations (Chapter 4). I did this with a reason, namely in order to achieve high 
levels of internal validity and thus rule out the influence of confounding variables. 
Are the effects that I found representative of what can happen in everyday life? For 
interferences to be ecologically valid, the research setting and operationalizations 
need not to resemble events in normal, everyday life (mundane realism). Rather, what 
matters is that the experimental setting and materials capture the psychological processes 
that are highly representative of those that underlie events in the real world//occur in 
an experiment are the same as in everyday life (psychological realism; Brewer & Crano, 
2014; Wilson, Aronson, & Carlsmith, 2010). 

Achieving acceptable levels of psychological realism often is a major concern in 
psychology laboratory research where researchers often have to go at great lengths to 
make research settings psychologically real. And this is also more difficult to achieve 
in scenario studies (Chapter 3). However, in the majority of the studies presented here 
psychological realism was much less of an issue. Not only because of the locations where 
I conducted my conceptually grounded studies, such as meaningful courtroom settings, 
but also because of what my research was about: trust in and perceived legitimacy of 
Dutch judges and Dutch society. These are topics that are truly vivid and psychologically 
real to litigants and other non-student samples in important real-world settings (Brewer 
& Crano, 2014). These topics really matter. They have real societal impact. So in fact, I 
think I combined internal and external validity, psychological realism and societal and 
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personal relevance. This illustrates, I think, how promising this new behavioral science 
based approach to experimental legal studies is.

Limitations for the Study and Practice of Law
This has been a scientific dissertation. In fact, that was my explicit goal to start using 

experimental methods combined with conceptual grounding in order to advance basic 
insights into the functioning of law. More specifically, I was trying to understand some 
fundamental psychological processes that underlie people’s voluntary deference to 
important societal institutions. My theory-oriented experimental legal studies approach 
importantly extends the field of empirical legal studies. This field is currently dominated 
by problem-focused projects with relatively low levels of internal validity and absence 
of causal control. Moreover, for my personal research program this scientific project 
elaborates on my applied empirical legal research studies that shared my continuing 
focus on the perspective of litigants interacting with the legal system. Those applied 
studies employed qualitative, large-scale survey and meta-analytic methods. And 
in these studies psychology was applied to inform and substantiate normative legal 
debates on whether particular legal procedures and laws were appropriate and effective, 
for example examining the extent to which legal procedures and legal values connect 
with what litigants want from the legal system and the effects that legal procedures have 
on claimants (e.g., Hulst & Akkermans, 2011; Hulst, Akkermans, & Van Buschbach, 
2014; see also Akkermans & Hulst, 2014; Akkermans, Hulst, et al., 2015; Antokolskaia, 
Breederveld, Hulst, Kolkman, Salomons & Verstappen, 2011; Elbers, Hulst, Cuijpers, 
Akkermans, & Bruinvels, 2013; Smeehuijzen, Van Wees, Akkermans, Legemaate, Van 
Buschbach & Hulst, 2013a, 2013b).

So I argue that my conceptually grounded law and social psychological experimental 
approach are an important contribution to the field of empirical legal studies. One 
reason for this is that the goal of my experimental approach was to propose some 
important psychologically relevant, conceptual similarities that play a role in different 
legal contexts and that generalize across different case types, thus transcending for 
instance traditional divisions in legal content areas. Indeed, my research enhances 
the understanding of some basic psychological processes that underlie people’s reactions 
to legal power holders. So in this research I advanced abstract, conceptual insights into 
why procedural justice matters and how distance to law and society plays out in public 
trust reporting and in the courtroom. I argue that these conceptual insights may be 
expected to hold up in at least somewhat different contexts and generalize across various 
different legal settings. My scientific insights into why procedural justice matters may 
also have practical value in advancing insight that policies to promote procedural justice 
in the courts are in fact evidence-based, and they may advance the understanding of 
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when it is psychologically relevant to differentiate and tailor such approaches between 
different kinds of litigants and case types.  

The experimental method requires focus (Van den Bos & Hulst, 2016). A good, 
successful empirical research project must focus on core issues under consideration that 
are conceptually important and that can be studied and operationalized in empirical 
meaningful ways. Accordingly, one has to accept that empirical studies cannot address 
everything. Whereas legal scholarship may be characterized by an individualistic kind 
of case orientation and diverging attention to the many issues associated with legal 
problems, empirical and particularly experimental approaches must focus on some core 
aspects only. Importantly, experiments are built upon a “simple effect,” in my studies 
the association between perceived procedural justice and trust or legitimacy ratings. 
A simple effect gives direction to researchers what to focus on in the field context in 
which so many things may be going on or might be important (e.g., Van den Bos & 
Hulst, 2016). 

An implication of this focus is that even a dissertation that includes several multi-
experiment chapters has some important limitations in that it necessarily focuses on 
the core aspects under consideration only (cf. Van den Bos & Hulst, 2016). Here I will 
focus on three issues that may be limitations of my research for the study and practice 
of law. These issues relate to legal outcomes, legal content and complex cases, and 
the question whether procedural justice is a distractor of legal issues.

Outcomes
Surely, the previous discussion does not mean that trust in the system’s judges 

and legitimacy assigned to those judges may not also be affected by other variables 
than perceived procedural justice. For example, legal outcome decisions may also 
affect trust and legitimate power ratings. After all, when litigants receive a favorable 
outcome decision this is likely to be linked with higher levels of trust in legal authorities 
compared to when outcomes are unfavorable. But interestingly, earlier studies have 
found again and again that procedural justice is positively associated with trust in judges 
and other societal authorities when outcomes are favorable, and that this association 
is even stronger when outcomes are unfavorable (for a review, see, e.g., Brockner & 
Wiesenfeld, 1996). Thus, much like it is recognized in modern behavioral sciences 
that it is not either nature or nurture, but rather that both nature and nurture have an 
interactive effect on many aspects of human behavior and development. Similarly, it is 
not a question of procedural justice or outcomes, but rather that both procedural and 
outcome concerns will play a role and interact when litigants form their judgments on 
trust in judges. Thus, I argue that it is probable that procedural justice matters when 
legal outcomes are favorable and procedural justice matters even more when legal 
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outcomes are unfavorable (Brockner & Wiesenfeld, 1996; Brockner, Siegel, Daly, Tyler, 
& Martin, 1997). Future research could further examine when outcome favorability 
would in fact moderate the interactive effect of procedural justice and activation of 
the psychological system studied in Chapters 2 and 3, given that unfavorable outcomes 
may elicit sense-making processes (Brockner et al., 1997).

In practice, litigants will often not have all the information they would ideally need 
(Kahneman, Slovic, & Tversky, 1982) to be able to evaluate legal decisions on their 
merits. While equity theory in psychology posits that in order to evaluate an outcome 
people need to know the outcomes of comparable others (e.g., Adams, 1965; Messick 
& Sentis, 1983), in practice information on outcomes in similar legal cases may often 
not be available to lay people. Procedural justice will also have a stronger impact on 
people’s reactions when people have insufficient information to evaluate outcomes on 
their merits, at least that is what we can learn from laboratory experiments on student 
samples (Van den Bos et al., 1997; Van den Bos, Wilke, Lind & Vermunt, 1998). In such 
situations, litigants will use information about the fairness of the procedure as a heuristic 
substitute to infer whether their legal outcome is just. In practice, this may also often 
be the case. For example, when legal professionals evaluate whether a particular legal 
decision is just, they will look into case law. Lay people, however, tend to have no insight 
into case law, explaining the strong and robust effects of perceived procedural justice, 
including the reliable effects among real litigants in the present thesis.  

Hence, trust in and legitimacy of judges may well also be affected by outcome 
decisions, and both procedural and outcome concerns will play a role when litigants are 
forming their judgments of trust in judges. 

Content and Complexity of Cases
In this thesis I collected my data at two types of relatively simple civil law court 

hearings and at simple criminal court hearings. Unfortunately, I could not study 
administrative law court hearings. Furthermore, all hearings that I studied were 
conducted by a single judge. And in all studies, I collected my data among litigants 
without legal representation. Thus, I studied relatively simple court hearings that involved 
one judge versus one litigant. That was my explicit choice, as I wanted to experimentally 
study whether I could switch off the fair process effect in court hearings, and study 
the role of social distance to judges in court hearings. Thus, I chose court hearings that 
were particularly well suited to test my hypotheses (for details, see Chapters 2 and 5). 

My line of reasoning in this thesis applies to both natural person litigants and lay 
observers for whom their interaction with the court is often a new and/or unusual and 
important situation, but perhaps less to corporate or professional litigants who may 
be more familiar with the courts. In this research I focused on litigating individuals 
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because I expected them to show the strongest inhibition reactions to the court, as 
well as experience the strongest social distance to judges. I did not study individual 
trait differences (such as in trust propensity or in how people respond to stressful and 
uncertain situations). Here I found no significant effects of former court experience 
on the effects reported. Future research may also study the role of having former court 
experience more extensively. 

Moreover, although legal scholars and practitioners are of course more interested in 
legally more complex cases than in run-of-the mill cases, these kind of relatively simple 
court cases involving natural persons do make up an important part of the caseload in 
the court system. Future research should definitely also study more complex cases in 
which more than one litigating party is involved and cases in which parties have legal 
representation. 

I do note that while I admit that I focused on relatively simple court cases, 
the criminal hearings examined in Study 2.2 also involved a public prosecutor. Thus, 
the results obtained in Study 2.1 (in which there was one judge versus one litigant in 
the bankruptcy courtroom) were replicated in Study 2.2 in the criminal courtroom in 
which also a public prosecutor was involved. Furthermore, at the court hearings in 
Chapter 5 there sometimes was a bailiff present representing the creditor. So, there was 
some variation in case content and case complexity, and the findings presented here 
seem to be robust across the levels of content and complexity examined here. Again, 
I emphasize that more research into these intriguing and possibly important issues  
is needed.

Related to this, I think that litigants may also notice, learn from and react to the legal 
content of their court hearing. Here I did not systematically observe the content 
of the hearings, nor did I specifically focus on the content of the court hearings in 
the questionnaires that I used. I did include the extent to which litigants thought the legal 
content of their hearing was made clear and understandable to them by the judge at 
their hearing, which was not significantly related to the effects reported. 

The legal content of court hearings or type of case may perhaps also play a role when 
litigants are forming trust in judges, especially when parties have legal representation 
(which will more often be the case in more complicated legal cases). Thus, in this 
research I did not focus on how legal content of the court hearing, or case type, or what 
litigants have at stake here, may or may not be related to litigants’ trust in judges or to 
the legitimacy they assign to judges. But interestingly, also the effects of legal content 
may interact with the effects of procedural justice. That is, I would predict that when 
the legal content of their court hearing is relatively ambiguous to litigants, the experience 
of procedural justice is will have a stronger impact on litigants’ reactions compared to 
when the legal content of their hearing is relatively clear to litigants. Specifically, when 
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litigants have insufficient information to evaluate the legal content of their hearings 
(and/or their legal outcomes) on their merits, litigants will use information about 
the fairness of the procedure as a heuristic substitute to infer whether the legal content 
of the hearing (and the outcome) is just.

Legal advisers can play a role in the extent to which their clients have adequate 
information to evaluate the legal content of their hearings on their merits. And it is likely 
that lawyers will differ in the extent to which they transmit legal content information 
that allows their clients to evaluate legal court hearings and legal outcome decisions 
on their merits. I would predict that when lawyers have not effectively explained and 
translated legal content information before their clients enter their court hearing, 
their clients will more strongly use information about the fairness of the procedure as 
a heuristic substitute to infer whether the legal content of their court hearing is just. As 
such, these litigants will be more strongly influenced by perceived procedural justice. 
Similarly, when prior to entering court hearings, for example, lawyers will have told 
their clients that they do not know what judges can be expected to decide in the case 
at hand, litigants may have less information available to evaluate their hearing on its 
legal content merits resulting in a greater influence of procedural justice. In contrast, 
for example when lawyers will have told their clients before their court hearing that 
they think their client will win the case or that their client has a very difficult case 
and is likely to lose the case, the legal content of the court hearing may perhaps have 
a more pronounced effect on litigants’ reactions. Speculation aside, future research may 
study the role of legal content and the role of legal advisers on litigants’ reactions to  
court hearings.

In short, in this thesis I did not pay specific attention to the type of case. As 
a former legal practitioner, I know that litigants may also respond to the legal content 
and potential outcomes of their court hearing. At the same time, by thinking about 
psychologically relevant aspects in the perspective of litigants and members of 
the general public on the law in more abstract ways and studying these aspects among 
sufficiently large samples and in various legal settings, I was able to establish some very 
interesting similarities in litigants’ reactions to court hearings that transcend different 
case types and areas of law. 

To be sure, the findings in the courtroom studies presented in this thesis do not 
relate necessarily to more serious criminal court cases. And more complicated court 
cases involving more than one litigating party and lawyers require further research. 
Furthermore, the reactions of corporate and professional litigants require further study.  

In the pioneering research that I presented here, my overall goal was to start with 
cases that I could a grip on. And it is my firm impression that the findings presented in 
this thesis are valid across multiple types of court cases and for different areas of the law. 
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How subtle nuances might play out in different case types or areas of the law should be 
examined in future research. 

Procedural Justice and the Distracting of Legal Issues
My findings provide important psychological insights into the perspective of litigants 

appearing at court hearings. Again and again, the findings of the studies presented in 
this thesis indicate that litigants’ perceptions of how fairly they have been treated by 
individual judges during court hearings genuinely matter in legal settings such as court 
hearings. My findings also provide important insight in the criteria that play in role in 
whether litigants perceive the way they are treated by judges at court hearings as just 
and fair or unjust and unfair. After all, a detailed inspection of my findings suggests that 
what matters most is the impression of litigants that they are treated with respect and 
in a polite manner, that they were able to voice their opinion and that their opinion was 
seriously listened, and that they were treated in a just manner and that they have been 
fairly treated by individual judges at the hearing. Additionally, what may also play a role 
in the subjective experience of procedural justice is that litigants think that the judges 
at their hearing used all necessary information, treated them in the same way as others, 
made a good assessment between their concerns and the concerns of others, gave them 
a good explanation about the judge’s decision, and responded in a good way when I 
had questions. Hence, key aspects of procedural justice are treatment with dignity 
and respect, and voice and due consideration thereof. This insight in what procedural 
justice in courtroom settings is about is important because the field currently lacks 
clear, widely accepted conceptualizations and operationalizations of procedural justice 
in legal and/or other settings. 

The observation that a key aspect of perceived procedural justice is treatment with 
dignity and respect suggests that procedural justice really is about the interpersonal 
contact between the representative of an important societal institution and the litigant. 
Litigants are forming an impression of who those persons are and whether they can trust 
them. Litigants may not be too concerned about the technical differentiation between 
the components of procedural justice (voice, due consideration, etc.) or about whether 
the formal procedures have been correctly applied. Rather, litigants are likely to react to 
relatively global impressions as to whether they have been treated fairly and respectfully 
(Van den Bos, Van der Velden & Lind, 2014). And it is likely that this global impression 
forming will happen probably early in the interaction, also given the psychologically 
inhibited state in which litigants enter the courtroom. So what matters is dignity and 
respect in the interpersonal interaction between judge and litigant. If litigants have 
the impression that judges know their names, have read the file and know what the case 
is about, oftentimes things may soon be all right. 
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One very important factor that we have seen is impacting procedural justice 
perceptions is voice and due consideration. Of course, litigants’ story of their case may 
not be legally relevant. What is important is that judges allow litigants to provide their 
input and that litigants feel that their perspective is recognized by the judges handling 
their court case, which is not same as judges agreeing with them. For instance, judges 
interrupting litigants mid-sentence is not likely to go down well, but procedural justice 
is about competent and professional decision-makers being in the lead and judges can 
direct and explain when and how much room there is for litigants to give their views. 
Related to this, what will certainly help are brief explanations by judges of what will 
happen during the court hearing (and how the remaining procedure works and how 
a decision is or will be reached). Such explanations of the procedure of the court hearing 
(and the rest of the decision-making process) connect with my reasoning that litigants 
try to understand what is going on in their hearing. 

What is further important is that people want to be treated in the same way as they 
were treated in the past (consistency through time) or as they think other people are 
treated (consistency between persons). In this respect, I argue that litigants will use 
their perceptions of procedural justice to infer whether legal authorities are neutral  
and impartial.

Importantly, it must be strongly emphasized that procedural justice in legal 
settings is not about pampering people. Procedural justice is not about pleasing people, 
treating them with great indulgence, empathizing with or fulfilling their every need. 
Procedural justice is also not about mediation. Rather, what procedural justice is about 
is taking litigants very seriously and seeing them as fully-fledged and valued members 
of a community or society who are seriously listened to in a legal decision-making 
process that is led by competent and professional legal expert decision-makers. Such 
a message of inclusion of the litigant by an important societal authority will carry an  
empowering effect.

If litigants are treated and feel recognized in this manner this will have the effect 
that they gain more trust in the authorities and institutions empowered to enforce 
the law, and assign more legitimate power to those authorities and institutions. Such 
fair procedural treatment may also help litigants to respond in more calm, deliberate 
ways, because fair procedural treatment will help litigants deal with the psychologically 
alarming event that the evaluative and confusing experience of court hearings is for 
many litigants. As the experience of procedural justice de-activates the human alarm 
system (Van den Bos et al., 2008), fair treatment by societal authorities may even 
facilitate that people are able to express any potential discontent in more constructive 
ways, fitting within the rule of law. 
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In contrast, if litigants do not feel treated and recognized as valued members of their 
community by judges at their court hearings, this will lower their trust in the system’s 
judges and the legitimate power they assign to this important societal institution. And 
similarly, if distance to law and society (such as distance to judges) becomes very large 
among some groups of litigants or other citizens, another theme that has appeared 
in this thesis, and polarization between societal groups with different social-cultural 
orientations increases (such as between lower educated groups and higher educated 
groups amongst which judges, with differing views on issues like open borders and 
immigration), trust in and perceived legitimacy of law and society (such as the system’s 
judges) will be lower. People (including legal authorities) may then communicate cross 
purposes, act in separate echo chambers or online bubbles, and live in what are in essence 
separate social worlds. When legal and other societal authorities and citizens do not 
understand each other, this may lead to unnecessary clashes, failure or unwillingness 
to cooperate, and conflicting or explosive relations between various groups in society.

Should legal power holders try to reduce distance relative to litigants and/or 
the public? Do court systems need to be brought more in line with citizens’ needs? 
And if so, what are those needs and how should that be done? Can public trust in 
the court system be enhanced by increased transparency? Should judges sit on their 
heels? And what about insincere application of procedural justice without authorities 
being genuinely concerned with hearing the litigants’ point of view? Are litigants really 
quite good in differentiating “pseudo-participation” from genuine interest in their 
perspectives and concerns, as has been suggested (Greenberg, 1990; Van den Bos et al., 
2014; compare also, e.g., Risen & Gilovich, 2007)? 

These are recurrent points of discussion both in the Netherlands and abroad. And 
assumed answers to these questions underlie many policy initiatives to enhance trust in 
the courts often by seeking to modernize court systems to bring them more in line with 
assumed needs of citizens. One way in which court systems are often modernized is by 
increasing transparency. Another important way in which court systems are currently 
often modernized is by training judges in mediation skills to assist them in facilitating 
or mediating settlements obviating formal court decisions, or by including (elements 
of) alternative conflict resolution procedures, such as mediation or settlement sessions 
appended to or outside the court. These other forms of conflict resolution including 
judges encouraging settlements have in common that they require active cooperation 
of parties to reach a voluntary and mutually agreeable resolution of their dispute. Does 
this work?

I suggest that in legal settings conflicts between parties may often involve so-called 
value conflicts. Existing psychological research on conflicts shows that value conflicts are 
particularly difficult to resolve (for a review, see, e.g., Harinck & Ellemers, 2014). While 
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conflicts in legal settings may contain incompatible interests (such as about money or 
other scarce resources), conflicts may also involve or even be dominated by opposing 
values when parties hold incompatible positions based on different normative ideas 
or principles about how a person should behave or what is appropriate in a particular 
situation (e.g., Harinck & Ellemers, 2014). Such principles represent who we are as 
people (Wade-Benzoni et al., 2002). When someone disagrees with your values, this 
implicitly conveys that your behavior and judgment is wrong and you are a bad person 
(Harinck & Ellemers, 2014). Thus, value conflicts are hard to resolve because these 
conflicts involve people’s identities, and people do not want to yield on these issues 
(e.g., Harinck & Ellemers, 2014). For example, existing psychological research on value 
conflicts suggests that when conflicts are framed in moral terms, people are less likely 
to show cooperative problem-solving behavior (e.g., seeking win-win opportunities or 
accepting trade-offs) and more likely to stick to their own views (e.g., Harinck & De 
Dreu, 2004; Rexwinkel, Ellemers, & Harinck, 2010; Tagar, Morgan, Halperin, & Skitka, 
2014; see also Harinck & Druckman, 2017; Illes, Ellemers & Harinck, 2014). 

Is there a link with social distance between legal authorities and some litigants? If 
distance and societal polarization increases, the moral dimension of conflicts and legal 
judgments may also deepen. That is, conflicts between members of those groups may 
also be increasingly characterized by differences in core values between parties with 
different socio-cultural identities, thus making these types of conflicts harder to solve 
amicably. And the application of legal values to litigants’ situation in legal decisions 
may also become more strongly value charged. This may also require extra efforts on 
legal power holders to bridge social distance by means of procedural justice. In future 
research I would hope to further investigate the nature of conflicts and formal and 
informal forms of conflict resolution. For now I conclude that it will often be important 
that the courts cut the knot and reach their decisions in procedurally just ways. 

The empirical evidence obtained from my pioneering studies helps to understand 
the important role of perceived procedural justice in effectively building litigants’ trust 
in legal power holders and the system and legitimate power assigned to the system. 
Based on these insights I posit that distance in functional social roles are a given and 
that reducing distance per se is not what is relevant here. What is relevant is procedural 
justice: that professional, competent legal decision-makers treat litigants as full-fledged 
members of the community. My experimental approach to empirical legal studies has 
shown that perceived procedural justice can effectively promote trust in law and society. 
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Coda
In closing I want to emphasize that my thesis puts forward a new man view, that 

may well be different from the implicit man view in what may be called the standard 
model of law. 

After all, my work touches upon how we look at people. And I have tried to explicate 
that in what I labeled the standard model of law it is implicitly assumed that humans 
know and follow the law (in Dutch: iedereen wordt geacht de wet te kennen), or can 
be motivated to follow the law by the use of sanctions or incentives. In my research, I 
have tried to extend this standard model of law by focusing on relevant psychological 
processes that play a role in trust in law and society and the associated construct of 
legitimacy. I tried to study how people who walk into the courtroom actually experience 
court hearings and come to trust judges. I also studied how people in the street evaluate 
judges and other societal authorities.

My research findings support the notion that humans are information-oriented 
beings who want know how they are respected within their valued social group. When 
people walk into the courtroom they meet an important authority who represents 
society. Litigants who appear at court hearings want to understand what is going on in 
their group and how they are viewed by society (Chapters 2 and 3). Of course, litigants 
are interested in outcomes, but they also want to know what judges think of them. 
Litigants’ concern for their relationship with the authority is why litigants pay attention 
to what is going on in their court hearings and especially how fair and just judges are 
treating them. And in turn, litigants’ procedural justice perceptions strongly shape their 
trust in and legitimacy of the system’s judges. Interestingly, when people felt relatively 
more distance to law and society (i.e., judges) their trust and legitimacy ratings of judges 
were lower and litigants were even more concerned with how judges valued them, as 
indicated by the stronger link between procedural justice and legitimacy assigned to 
judges that I found here (Chapters 4 and 5). Thus, the relationship between litigant 
and legal authority is central to the psychology of legitimacy of legal authority. My 
behaviorally science-based findings enhance the understanding of what motivates 
people to voluntarily defer to authorities and institutions empowered to enforce the law. 
As such, my empirical findings contribute to a more realistic, modern behavioral 
science-based man view in the study and practice of law.






