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Procedural Justice 2

Abstract

Theories of procedural justice suggest that individuals who experience respectful and fair legal
decision-making procedures are more likely to believe in the legitimacy of the law, and, in turn,
are less likely to reoffend. However, few studies have examined these relationships in youth. To
begin to fill this gap in the literature, in the current study the authors studied 92 youth (67 male,
25 female) on probation regarding their perceptions of procedural justice and legitimacy, and
then monitored their offending over the subsequent six months. Results indicated that
perceptions of procedural justice predicted self-reported offending at three months but not at six
months, and that youths’ beliefs about the legitimacy of the law did not mediate this relationship.
Furthermore, procedural justice continued to account for unique variance in self-reported
offending over and above the predictive power of well-established risk factors for offending (i.e.,
peer delinquency, substance abuse, psychopathy, and age at first contact with the law).
Theoretically, the current study provides evidence that models of procedural justice developed
for adults are only partially replicated in a sample of youth; practically, this research suggests
that by treating adolescents in a fair and just manner, justice professionals may be able to reduce
the likelihood that adolescents will reoffend, at least in the short term.
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Procedural Justice vs. Risk Factors for Offending: Predicting Recidivism in Youth

Procedural justice is defined as the fairness of the process and procedures used to make
legal decisions. Theories of procedural justice suggest that when individuals experience
respectful and fair decision-making procedures—such as being treated respectfully and
impartially by trustworthy authorities, and being given the opportunity to participate in their
proceedings—they are more likely to perceive the law to be legitimate (Fagan & Tyler, 2005;
Sunshine & Tyler, 2003; Tyler & Huo, 2002; Tyler & Wakslak, 2004; Wells, 2007) and, in turn,
are more likely to comply with laws and regulations (Fagan & Tyler, 2005; Murphy & Gaylor,
2010; Murphy, Hinds, & Fleming, 2008; Reisig, Bratton & Gertz, 2007; Tyler, 2006a). While
substantial strides in research on procedural justice have been made over the past 30 years, the
vast majority of research has been conducted using adults. Much less research has been
conducted with youth despite the potentially heightened relevance of procedural justice to this
population. Theories of legal socialization state that adolescence is a time when attitudes toward
the legal system are being developed (Fagan & Tyler, 2005; Lind & Tyler, 1988). This, in
addition to the fact that adolescents are particularly likely to be sensitive to issues of fairness and
respect (Woolard, Harvell, & Graham, 2008), may mean that youths’ experiences of justice
system fairness during the adolescent years may have a substantial impact on their lifelong risk
of offending.

In terms of the research on procedural justice and offending, studies since the 1970s have
demonstrated that individuals’ beliefs about the fairness of their treatment has important
implications for their future behavior, particularly within legal contexts (Tyler, 2006a). One
study found that men who came into contact with police as a consequence of reported spousal
abuse were less likely to reoffend if they felt that the police officers treated them fairly
(Paternoster, Bachman, Brame, & Sherman, 1997). Other research has shown that when police
are evaluated as being fair in the exercise of their authority, people are more likely to cooperate
with them and comply with the law (Sunshine & Tyler, 2003). Conversely, when police are
evaluated as behaving disrespectfully or unfairly (e.g., using threats), people are less inclined to
cooperate with them (Mastrofski, Snipes, & Supina, 1996; McCluskey, Mastrofski, & Parks,
1999; McCluskey, 2003).

Research on procedural justice also suggests that its effect on behavior is not short-lived.
Pruitt, Peirce, McGillicuddy, Welton, and Castrianno (1993) found that the fairness of mediated
sessions continued to impact the extent to which individuals complied with their mediated
agreement four and eight months later. Similarly, in Paternoster et al.’s (1997) study, individuals
were tracked for an average of 14 months, suggesting that fair treatment by police has a
somewhat long-term effect on offending. The persistence of the procedural justice effect is in
part responsible for the interest this construct has generated, and suggests that being treated fairly
can produce lasting changes in the extent to which individuals ‘buy into” or voluntarily comply
with authorities or laws. However, research examining the procedural justice model has several
key limitations.

First, while research with adults suggests that experiences of procedural justice are
related to future behavior, little parallel research has been conducted with youth. One study
found an inverse relationship between the perceived fairness of male young offenders treatment
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by court officials and the number of behavioral infractions in custody two weeks later (Kaasa et
al., 2008). Another found that Jamaican high school students who believed police acted in a
procedurally just manner were more likely to say they would help the police combat crime
(Reisig & Lloyd, 2009). Restorative justice conferences have been shown to increase youths’
perceptions of procedural justice (McGarrell, 2001; Sherman & Barnes, 1997) and decrease the
likelihood of reoffending in some cases (Luke & Lind, 2002; McGarrell & Hipple, 2007;
Sherman & Barnes, 1997). However, the extent to which procedural justice versus other
mechanisms (e.g., youths’ level of remorse) are responsible for this effect is not yet clear, nor is
the extent to which offender characteristics impact the relationship between conferences and
recidivism. Finally, results from the Pathways to Desistance study indicated that procedural
justice largely was not a predictor of self-reported offending in youth over a two-year time
period (Fagan & Piquero, 2007). In sum, more research is needed to determine whether
perceptions of procedural justice influence youths’ actual levels of offending and whether these
effects hold over time.

A second limitation is that while researchers have suggested that procedural justice is an
important predictor and antecedent of legitimacy beliefs, and that legitimacy beliefs may account
for the relationship between procedural justice and legal compliance (Fagan & Piquero, 2007;
Levi, Sacks, & Tyler, 2009; Tyler, 1997, 2003; Tyler, Sherman, Strang, Barnes, & Woods,
2007), few studies have tested this relationship. Legitimacy refers to individuals’ sense of
obligation and self-reported willingness, based on their values and beliefs, to obey authorities
(Levi et al., 2009). While research with adolescents has supported the relationship between
procedural justice and legitimacy (Fagan & Tyler, 2005; Harvell, 2009; Hinds, 2007; Kaasa,
Malloy, & Cauffman, 2008; Piquero, Fagan, Mulvey, Steinberg, & Odgers, 2005; Reisig &
Lloyd, 2009) and between legitimacy beliefs and offending or self-reported legal compliance
(Fagan & Piquero, 2007; Fagan & Tyler, 2005; Hinds, 2009; but see also Reisig & Lloyd, 2009),
only one study directly examined whether legitimacy beliefs mediate the relationship between
procedural justice and behavior. Specifically, Murphy and Gaylor (2010) surveyed Australian
secondary school students aged 12 to 17 and found that legitimacy mediated the relationship
between procedural justice and a reported willingness to cooperate with police. As such, greater
exploration of the procedural justice model, as proposed in the adult literature, is warranted with
youth.

Another major limitation of the research on procedural justice and legal compliance is the
inability of most studies to control for risk factors related to offending, and this limitation applies
to both the youth and adult literature. For example, studies to date have not examined whether
the inclusion of mental health difficulties related to future offending in a regression model
eliminates the predictive power of procedural justice on behavioral outcomes. Mental health
factors related to offending include psychopathic characteristics (Corrado, Vincent, Hart, &
Cohen, 2004; Edens, Campbell, & Weir, 2007; Gretton, Hare, & Catchpole, 2004; Salekin, 2008;
Vaughn, Litschge, DeLisi, Beaver, & McMillen, 2008; Vincent, Odgers, McCormick, &
Corrado, 2008) and substance use or addictions (Douglas, Epstein, & Poythress, 2008; Grisso,
2004; Reppucci, Fried, & Schmidt, 2002). Other factors strongly predictive of recidivism in
youth, such as a younger age at first contact with the law (Dahlberg & Simon, 2006; Douglas et
al., 2008; Farrington, 2003; Fried & Reppucci, 2002; Knight, Little, Losoya, & Mulvey, 2004)
and the presence of delinquent peers (Elliott & Menard, 1996; Knight et al., 2004; Lipsey &
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Derzon,1998; Moffitt, Caspi, Dickson, Silva, & Stanton, 1996) have also been ignored thus far.
However, it could be that youth with features predictive of offending, such as those outlined
above, are less likely to perceive their treatment as procedurally just, and that it is these
individual differences that account for the observed relationship between procedural justice and
offending.

The Current Study

To help address these gaps in the literature, this study examined the relationship between
procedural justice and offending in a sample of young offenders on probation. This is in contrast
to the vast majority of previous research, which has been conducted using adults. Most of the
previous studies of youth have used cross-sectional designs (e.g., Fagan & Tyler, 2005) or very
short-term (i.e., two-week) longitudinal designs (e.g., Harvell, 2009), while this study
prospectively examined the impact of perceived procedural justice and legitimacy on offending
at three and six months. This allowed for an investigation of how and whether the effects of
procedural justice change over time. Also, whereas the majority of existing studies of youth
have focused on willingness to cooperate with police or behavioral infractions committed while
in custody, which have a weak relationship to recidivism (Lovell, Johnson, & Cain, 2007), the
current study focused on offending as measured via both self-report and official records.

Given the potentially important role of legitimacy, the present study tested whether
legitimacy beliefs mediated the relationship between procedural justice and offending. Finally, it
examined whether procedural justice and legitimacy beliefs continued to predict reoffending
once the predictive power of well-documented risk factors for offending (i.e., levels of
psychopathy, substance use problems, age at first contact with the law, and peer delinquency)
were taken into account.

It was hypothesized that procedural justice would predict offending at three and six
months, and that legitimacy beliefs would mediate the relationship between perceptions of
procedural justice and reoffending. It was also hypothesized that procedural justice, via
legitimacy beliefs, would make a unique contribution to the prediction of recidivism over and
above the predictive power of other risk factors.

Method
Participants

Participants in this study were youth on probation in the province of British Columbia,
Canada. Of the 102 youth who participated, 10 did not complete an adequate number of items
on the procedural justice and legitimacy measures (i.e., 75% or more) for their data to be
included, leaving a total final sample of 92. Youth were aged 12-17 (M = 15.87, SD = 1.21).
The majority of youth were male (n = 67, 72.83%) and white (n = 39, 42.39%), although a
substantial proportion (n = 30, 32.61%) identified as at least partially Aboriginal. This ethnic
and gender distribution is very similar to national and provincial rates for youth on probation,
suggesting that our sample is fairly representative in this respect (Calverley, Cotter, & Halla,
2010). Youth were charged with an average of 2.51 index offenses (SD = 2.09), with a range
from 1 to 10 offenses. Youth had been on probation for an average of 9.30 months (SD = 5.44)
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for their index offense at the time of interview. Demographic characteristics of the sample can
be found in Table 1.

--Insert Table 1 about here--

Since the current study is a six month longitudinal study, the number of youth at each
time point is slightly different due to both attrition and missed interviews. Eighty-five youth
completed the three month follow-up interview, representing a loss of seven data points between
the initial interview and the three month interview, and 73 youth completed the six month
follow-up interview, representing a loss of 12 data points between the three month and six month
interviews, and 19 data points in total.

Attrition

Independent samples t-tests were used to determine whether youth who remained in the
study differed from those who dropped out, based on the variables outlined in Table 1 (except for
ethnicity and gender, which were examined using chi square analyses), and on the measures used
in this study (e.g., procedural justice, legitimacy, PCL-YV scores, etc.). No significant
differences at the p < .05 level were found at either the three month or six month follow-up.

Procedures

Ethics approval for this research was provided [removed for blind review]. All methods
in this research project complied with ethics procedures. Probation officers and research
assistants provided potential participants with preliminary information about the study and what
participation would involve. A description of the procedure by which youth were recruited into
the study follows, and Figure 1 provides a pictorial depiction of this process.

--Insert Figure 1 about here--

At the time of data analysis, 367 youth had been approached from the 11 probation
offices in the Lower Mainland of BC. Of these, 338 (92.10%) expressed initial interest in
volunteering for the study and 29 (7.90%) did not. Of those who expressed interest, 128
(37.87%) were eligible to participate and became enrolled in the study. Two hundred and ten
youth did not become enrolled, most commonly because they did not meet eligibility criteria (n =
91, 26.92%), which included being from the Greater Vancouver Regional District, being on
probation at the start of participation, and being between the ages of 12 and 17, inclusive. The
second most common reason that youth did not become enrolled was that they declined to
participate after hearing about study requirements in greater detail (e.g., the time commitment) (n
=51, 15.09%). One hundred and two of these youths continued on to complete their second
interview with the study, which we consider the initial interview. Three and six month time
points were chosen to interview youth as these were felt to be long enough periods to allow for
offending to occur but not so long as to make it difficult for youth to recall their actions.
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Materials

Procedural justice. Given the absence of procedural justice measures that have been
validated in samples of young offenders, a Procedural Justice Scale was adapted for the purpose
of this study, titled the Youth Justice System Procedural Justice Scale (subsequently referred to
as the Procedural Justice Scale). It is based upon Tyler’s (2000) theoretical conceptualization of
the four primary aspects of procedural justice—respect, impartiality, trustworthiness, and
participation—and represents only a slight modification of Peterson-Badali, Care, and
Broeking’s (2007) Perceptions of Fairness in Lawyer-Client Interactions scale. The scale directs
youth to report on their overall experience of procedural fairness within the youth justice
system—that is, within court or with the judge, with the police, with the defense and prosecuting
lawyers, and with their probation officer. The Procedural Justice Scale was sent to two
consultants with relevant substantive expertise during its development: a Canadian
clinical/forensic researcher and an American developmental/social psychology researcher with
legal training for suggestions on content and wording.

The Procedural Justice Scale consisted of 20 opinion items rated on a 4-point Likert
scale (Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree) from which a summary score was calculated (see
Table 2 for the descriptive characteristics of all measures). The internal reliability of this scale
as measured by Cronbach’s alpha was excellent (.93) (Cronbach, 1990; Nunnally, 1978). An
analysis of convergent validity was conducted with another procedural justice measure, the Court
Fairness Scale (Kaasa et al., 2008). This 15-item questionnaire assessed youth’s perceptions of
the fairness of their trial, their judge, the prosecutor, and their lawyer, and was strongly and
positively correlated with the Procedural Justice Scale (r = .70, p <.01) (Cohen, 1988),
providing further support and validation for the scale we used in the present study.

--Insert Table 2 about here--

Legitimacy. A legitimacy scale developed for this project and titled the Youth Justice
System Legitimacy Scale (subsequently referred to as the Legitimacy Scale) was adapted from
Tyler’s (2006a) legitimacy measure used in the Chicago Study based on the recommendations
from the two survey development consultants referred to above. Minor changes altered the scale
so that it referred to the youth justice system rather than the specific players in the adult criminal
system in Chicago. Respondents rated each statement using a four-point Likert scale ranging
from Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree. A summary score representing youths’ perceptions
of legitimacy was calculated by averaging across all items. The internal reliability of this scale
as measured by Cronbach’s alpha was good at .89 (Cronbach, 1990; Nunnally, 1978).

Offending. Youth completed the Self-Report of Offending (SRO), originally developed
by Huizinga, Esbensen, and Weiher (1991) at the three month and six month follow-up
interviews. Youth were asked how often they had committed each listed crime in the previous
three months. Youth responded using a 5-point Likert scale with the following response options:
Never, Once, Two or Three Times, Four Times, or Five or more times. A total self-reported
offending score was calculated for each youth at each follow-up by summing across all 23 items
of the SRO. Also, items on the SRO were broken down into income offenses (i.e., those used to
generate revenue or gain material goods) and offenses characterized by aggression or violence
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(not for the purposes of obtaining material goods). Youths’ responses on the 10 items in each
category were summed to create a self-reported income offending score and self-reported violent
offending score at each follow-up. In sum, the self-reported offending frequency variables for
each youth were: total self-reported offending, income offending, and violent offending at three
months, and these same variables at six months, and in each case youth were reporting on the
previous three month period. Commonly endorsed offenses including being in a fight, damaging
property, buying, selling or receiving stolen goods, and selling marijuana. Table 3 outlines
offending base rates across variables.

--Insert Table 3 about here--

Youths’ total number of official charges in the previous three months was also summed
to create a total official offending score. The correlation between total official offending and
total self-reported offending was non-significant, with youth typically self-reporting far more
delinquent activity than was reflected in official charges (see Table 4). This aligns with previous
research suggesting that self-report is far more sensitive to offending behavior than official
records (see, e.g., Farrington, Jolliffe, Loeber, & Homish, 2007). Finally, youth were categorized
dichotomously as offending or not based on both self-reported offending and official charges in
the previous three months (0 = non-offender, 1 = offender). If there was a discrepancy (i.e., no
official charges but the youth self-reported offending or vice versa) it was assumed the youth did
offend.

--Insert Table 4 about here--

There was substantial positive skew within all offending frequency variables. Given that
regression assumes that variables are normally distributed, transformation was used to normalize
the data with a value of 1 added to each score to eliminate any 0 values (Osborne, 2002). A
natural logarithm transformation produced normal datasets (i.e., skewness and kurtosis within the
0 to +/-1 range) for all self-report data. Even with transformation, the official offending data
deviated somewhat from a normal distribution. Therefore, a more stringent significance level (p
<.01) was adhered to for tests involving this variable (Lumley, Diehr, Emerson, & Chen, 2002).

Risk factors for offending. The following risk factors were chosen based on the
strength of their association with recidivism (Cottle, Lee, & Heilbrun, 2001), the clarity and
consistency of their definitions across studies, and the size of the research base supporting the
association.

Age at first arrest: For the purposes of the current study, age at first contact with the law
was represented by youths’ self-reported age at first arrest as this was believed to be the most
sensitive indicator of contact with the legal system.*

Delinquent peers: The Delinguent Peers Scale was used to assess peer delinquency
(Thornberry, Lizotte, Krohn, Farnworth, & Jang, 1994). The scale consisted of eight Likert
scale-type items that measured the proportion of the youths’ friends who were involved in

! Youth self-reported on their age of first arrest and research assistants coded the PCL-YV three months prior to this
study’s baseline interview
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various types of delinquent behaviors (e.g., theft, assaults). Similar to other studies (Le &
Stockdale, 2005; Thornberry et al., 1994), the internal consistency in the current study was
strong (.91).

Alcohol/drug use: The Massachusetts Youth Screening Instrument-Second Version
(MAYSI-2; Grisso & Barnum, 2006) Alcohol/Drug Use scale was used to assess substance use
problems. This scale consisted of eight items, such as “Used alcohol and drugs to feel better,”
with a yes/no response format. The MAYSI-2 has been shown to have good psychometric
properties, including good interrater reliability, test-retest reliability, construct validity, and
concurrent validity (Archer, Stredny, Mason, & Arnau, 2004; Grisso, Barnum, Fletcher,
Cauffman, & Peuschold, 2001), and was designed specifically for use with justice system-
involved youth. The internal reliability of the Drug/Alcohol Use scale in the current study was
good with a coefficient alpha of .75.

Psychopathic features: Each youth’s total score on the Psychopathy Checklist —Youth
Version (PCL-YV; Forth, Kosson, & Hare, 2003) was used to represent levels of psychopathic
personality traits. The 20 PCL-YV items were coded based on file information and youths’ self-
reported information. The average PCL-YV score was 15.77 (SD = 7.3), although scores ranged
widely from 3 to 32. Interrater reliability for a random sample of 28 cases was .89 (two-
wayandom effects model, absolute agreement for single raters) and internal reliability
(Cronbach’s alpha) was .87.

Data Analyses

Data analyses examined whether procedural justice predicted offending across both
follow-up periods. Further, analyses sought to examine whether any observed relationships
between procedural justice and offending was mediated by youths’ beliefs about the legitimacy
of the law. The causal steps strategy for testing mediation, popularized by Baron and Kenny
(1986), is the most frequently employed in psychological research. In line with
recommendations (Preacher & Hayes, 2004), for each dependent variable (i.e., offending
behavior at each time point) a simple mediation model was run that used regression to estimate
four different parameters: (1) the total effect of the procedural justice on reoffending (2) the
direct effect of the procedural justice on the legitimacy (3) the direct effect of legitimacy on
reoffending, controlling for the procedural justice, and (4) the direct effect of procedural justice
on reoffending, controlling for legitimacy. However, given that Sobel’s (1982) test is now
considered to be a more rigorous approach than the Baron and Kenny method (Holmbeck, 2002;
MacKinnon, Lockwood, Hoffman, West, & Sheets, 2002; Preacher & Hayes, 2004), this test of
the indirect effect was used to confirm primary analyses. As Sobel’s test is susceptible to biases
in small samples, we created a bootstrapped sample of 5000 to estimate the true indirect effect
within a 95% confidence interval using Preacher and Hayes’ (2004) macro for SPSS.

? Total scores, rather than factor scores, were used in the current study because previous studies have found total
scores to be predictive of recidivism in youth (e.g., Brandt, Wallace, Patrick, & Curtin, 1997; Gretton, McBride,
Hare, O’Shaughnessy, & Kumka, 2001, Gretton et al., 2004; Salekin, 2008). Although recent research suggests that
individual PCL-YV factors may be related to particular types of offending in youth (Corrado et al., 2004; Vincent,
Vitacco, Grisso, & Corrado, 2003; Vincent et al., 2008), a consensus as to the nature of these relationships has yet to
be reached.
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In addition, power analyses were undertaken to determine what effect sizes planned
primary data analyses could be expected to detect. The minimum odds ratio that logistic
regressions could be expected to detect was 2.25 for the three month follow-up, and 2.42 for the
six month follow-up. All linear regressions—containing from one to five predictor variables—
had sufficient power (i.e., .80 or greater) to detect medium or large effect sizes, defined as >
values of .15 and .35, but not small effect sizes (f* values < .02) (Cohen, 1988).

Results
Demographic Variables and Offending

First, the relationships between each offending variable and two demographic variables—
age and gender—were examined using correlation, chi square analyses, and independent samples
t-tests, as applicable, to determine whether either of these variables would need to be controlled
for in subsequent analyses. Neither was related to the dichotomized offending variable,
frequency of self-reported total, income, or violent offending, or frequency of official offending
at three months. At six months, age was related to offending, dichotomized, with youth who
offended being younger on average (M = 15.71, SD = 1.32) than those who did not (M = 16.36,
SD =.76). None of the other relationships were significant. As such, age was controlled for in
primary analyses involving the dichotomized offending variable at six months.

Does Procedural Justice Predict Offending?

Logistic regression was used to determine whether procedural justice predicted the
dichotomized offending variable. The model chi square for offending at three months was
significant, )52 (1, N=85) =14.21, p < .01, and the Hosmer and Lemeshow Test was non-
significant, * (8, N = 85) = 6.30, p = .61, suggesting that procedural justice had a significant
effect on the model and that the model’s estimates fit the data acceptably well. Nagelkerke’s R
of .22 indicated a modest relationship between procedural justice and the dichotomized
offending variable, and prediction success increased from 69.0% in the constant-only model to
73.8% in the full model, again suggesting only a weak improvement in the classification error
rate based on the inclusion of procedural justice in the model. However, the Wald criterion
indicated that procedural justice made a significant contribution to prediction, and the ¢’ value
was 0.15 (95% CI [.05, .47]) which, when inverted to account for the inverse relationship
between predictor and criterion, was 6.67. This indicated that when procedural justice scores
were raised by one unit (e.g., raising a youth’s score from 1 to 2) the odds ratio is 6.67 times as
large and therefore youth are 6.67 times more likely to fall into the nonoffender category. In
contrast, after controlling for age, the relationship between procedural justice and the
dichotomized offending variable at six months (which captured offending between the three
month and six month follow-ups) was non-significant.

Next, a series of simple linear regressions was used to determine whether procedural
justice predicted self-reported offending frequency (measured as a continuous variable) at 3 and
six months. Results indicated that procedural justice was significantly and inversely predictive of
self-reported offending frequency, including the frequency of total offending, income offending,
and violent offending at the three month follow-up (see Table 5). Procedural justice was not
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related to the frequency of official offending at three months based on the use of a more stringent
p < .01 value, which was employed due to the non-normality of this variable. Procedural justice
was not related to any of the offending variables at six months (recall that these variables capture
offending between the three and six month follow-ups, as opposed to over the entire six month
period). As such, subsequent mediational analyses were undertaken only for the three month,
self-reported offending frequency variables.

--Insert Table 5 about here--

Do Legitimacy Beliefs Mediate the Relationship Between Procedural Justice and
Offending?

As described above, the first step of mediation—that the independent variable predicts
the dependent variable—was met for self-reported offending frequency (total, income, and
violent) at three months. The second requirement of the causal steps strategy for testing
mediation is that a direct effect exists between the independent variable and the mediator
variable. As such, a regression was used to examine whether procedural justice (X) predicted
legitimacy (M). Results indicated that procedural justice was strongly and positively predictive
of legitimacy, £ =.76, t(90) = 11.24, p < .01, 95% CI [.61, .87] allowing analyses to continue.

The third requirement of the causal steps strategy is that a direct effect exists between the
mediator variable and the dependent variable, when controlling for the independent variable.
The third set of regression analyses thus examined whether legitimacy (M) predicted each of the
self-reported offending frequency variables at three months (YY) when controlling for procedural
justice (X). Results from hierarchical regression analyses indicated that legitimacy did not
predict total self-reported offending, self-reported income offending, or self-reported violent
offending at three months when controlling for the predictive power of procedural justice (Table
6).® This suggested that legitimacy did not mediate the relationship between procedural justice
and offending.

--Insert Table 6 about here--

To confirm this finding, Sobel’s test was employed. The true indirect effect of procedural
justice on self-reported total offending at three months via legitimacy beliefs was estimated, with
bootstrapping, to lie between -.712 and .180. Given that zero was contained within the 95%
confidence interval, Sobel’s test aligns with the causal steps finding and suggests that mediation
did not occur. Likewise, the indirect effect of procedural justice on self-reported income and
violent offending at three months via legitimacy was estimated to lie between -.689 and .080, and
between -.432 and .393, respectively. As such, in all three cases, the indirect effect of procedural
justice on offending via the mediator, legitimacy, was not significantly different from 0 at p <
.05, indicating that the total effect of procedural justice on self-reported offending is not better
accounted for by the proposed meditational model.

® Note that, although Procedural Justice Scale and Legitimacy Scale scores were strongly correlated, r = .67, p <.01,
collinearity diagnostic tests indicated no multicollinearity problems in this regression equation (tolerance = .42, VIF
= 2.36).
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Does Procedural Justice Continue to Predict Offending When Controlling for Other Risk
Factors?

The next analyses was undertaken to determine whether procedural justice continued to
be associated with offending frequency even after the predictive power of well-known risk
factors for offending was accounted for. Given that legitimacy did not mediate the relationship
between procedural justice and offending, in contrast to predictions, this construct was
eliminated from analyses.

First, it was necessary to determine whether the chosen risk factors (psychopathic
personality characteristics, substance use problems, delinquent peers, and age at first arrest) were
related to offending in the current sample of youth on probation. Correlational analyses indicated
that all four risk factors were associated with self-reported total offending and violent offending
at three months, and that self-reported income offending was associated with the presence of
delinquent peers, psychopathic features, and alcohol/drug use, but not age at first arrest (Table
7). Subsequent hierarchical regression analyses only included variables that were significantly
correlated with the offending type of interest.

--Insert Table 7 about here--

Hierarchical multiple regression analyses examined whether procedural justice added
unique predictive power to models in which risk factors for offending were controlled. For the
three month follow-up, the risk factors associated with each self-reported offending outcome
variable were, in combination, significantly predictive of offending in all three cases (self-
reported total, income, and violent offending). However, procedural justice contributed unique
predictive power across the models even after controlling for the other risk factors for offending.
As can be seen in Table 8, age at first arrest, PCL-YV scores, MAYSI-2 Alcohol-Drug Use
scores, and Delinquent Peers scale scores together accounted for 35.7% of the variability in total
self-reported offending, while procedural justice scores in isolation accounted for an additional
8.3% of the variability. Similarly, PCL-YV scores, MAYSI-2 Alcohol-Drug Use scores, and
Delinquent Peers scale scores together accounted for 27.8% of the variability in self-reported
income offending, with youths’ scores on the Procedural Justice Scale adding 4.8%. Finally,
youths’ age at first arrest, PCL-YV scores, MAY SI-2 Drug/Alcohol Use scores, and Delinquent
Peers scale scores together accounted for 29.1% of the variability in self-reported violent
offending, and Procedural Justice Scale scores accounted for an additional 7.2% of unique
variability.

--Insert Table 8 about here—

Discussion

The purpose of the current study was to gain a better understanding of the influence of
procedural justice and legitimacy on offending in a sample of youth on probation. Specifically,
it aimed to determine whether procedural justice predicted levels of offending at zero-to-three
and three-to-six month time frames, and whether legitimacy mediated this relationship. The
current study also sought to examine whether procedural justice and legitimacy continued to be
associated with offending after the predictive power of other, well-established risk factors for
offending were included in analyses.



Procedural Justice 13

Does Procedural Justice Predict Offending?

Results partially supported this study’s first hypothesis, which was that procedural justice
would predict offending at zero-to-three and three-to-six months. Linear regression analyses
demonstrated that procedural justice was significantly and inversely associated with self-reported
total offending, income offending, and violent offending at the three month follow-up period.
Procedural justice was also related to offending at three months when this variable was
dichotomized (no offending vs. offending) based on both official and self-reports. These
findings converge with the one available previous study that found that procedural justice ratings
predicted custodial behavioral infractions two weeks later (Harvell, 2009). Procedural justice
was not related to frequency of official offending, operationalized as a youths’ total number of
official charges in the previous three months. This is perhaps unsurprising given that self-
reported and official offending were uncorrelated and that, when both self-reported and official
offending data were available, self-reported offending exceeded official offending 70% of the
time. Only 24% of youth for whom data were available had any official report of offending,
whereas 70% of youth self-reported at least one instance of offending. These data align with
previous research suggesting that youth are caught and charged for only a small proportion of the
crimes they actually commit (Brame, Fagan, Piquero, Schubert, & Steinberg, 2004; Cohen, 1986;
Farrington et al., 2007; Kirk, 2006).

In contrast to hypotheses, procedural justice was not related to the dichotomized
offending variable or to official or self-reported frequency of offending at three-to-six months.
These results are consistent with the Pathways to Desistance study (Fagan & Piquero, 2007), in
which youth were interviewed at six month intervals over two years and no association was
found between procedural justice and offending. It appears that the effects of experiences of
procedural justice on offending behavior wane for youth, whereas it may have more lasting
effects on adult behavior. This lends further weight to the notion that adolescents are
qualitatively different from adults and highlights the need for developmentally-sensitive models
of procedural justice. For example, it may be that procedural justice has a more temporary effect
on offending behavior in youth because their behavior and opinions are more easily swayed by
peers (e.g., Gardner & Steinberg, 2005). Alternatively, it may be that, because youths’ attitudes
and beliefs are generally less stable than those of adults (Alwin and Krosnick, 1991; Vollebergh,
ledema, & Raaijmakers, 2001), and because they tend to be present-focused, youth forget or
disregard past experiences of procedural justice and focus primarily on the fairness of their
treatment in their most recent experiences with justice officials. In this way, experiences of
procedural fairness may cease to have an effect on youths’ behavior beyond three months
because subsequent experiences of fairness or unfairness with justice officials in the interim are
more salient. Whatever the case, it is worthwhile to consider why effects of procedural justice
on behavior might be more time-limited for youth than adults.

The current study is the first to our knowledge to demonstrate that procedural justice is
associated with offending in a sample of young offenders, and it additionally shows that
procedural justice has an effect on youths” offending for three months. This supports the
proposition that procedural justice has the power to influence young offenders’ risk for
recidivism.
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Do Legitimacy Beliefs Mediate the Relationship Between Procedural Justice and
Offending?

Although procedural justice predicted offending at three months and also predicted
legitimacy (the first two requirements of Baron and Kenny’s [1986] meditational analyses),
legitimacy did not predict self-reported offending at three months when controlling for
procedural justice. These results suggest that legitimacy does not fully or partially mediate the
relationship between procedural justice and offending. While this relationship has been
hypothesized for over a decade (Tyler, 1997, 2003), and while many researchers have
demonstrated links between each of these constructs individually, this study was the first to
directly test a full meditational model using a population of youth and with offending as an
outcome measure. There have only been a small handful of studies examining procedural justice
and legitimacy in youth at all. This is despite the theoretically heightened importance of these
constructs to adolescents, who are still in the process of developing beliefs and attitudes toward
the law and legal authorities (legal socialization).

The results of the current study strongly support the notion that procedural justice and
legitimacy are related, as has been found in a wide variety of studies with adults as well as some
studies with youth (Fagan & Tyler, 2005; Harvell, 2009; Hinds, 2007; Kaasa et al., 2008;
Piquero et al., 2005; Reisig & Lloyd, 2009). Whereas these previous studies examined the
relationship between experiences of procedural justice in the context of particular justice system
players (e.g., police), the current study suggests that this relationship exists when tapping youths’
experiences with the justice system as a whole as well (i.e., with police, judges, lawyers, &
probation officers). That is, circumscribed experiences of fair treatment with justice system
players are related to and may impact youths’ global beliefs about the legitimacy of the law and
legal authorities. This finding represents additional convergent evidence that the manner in
which youth are treated has the power to influence their sense of obligation to obey the law and
the extent to which they support the justice system.

Does Procedural Justice Continue to Predict Offending When Controlling for Other Risk
Factors?

When controlling for the predictive power of documented risk factors for offending (i.e.,
age at first contact with the law, substance use problems, peer delinquency, and features of
psychopathy), procedural justice continued to have a significant and unique relationship with
self-reported offending at three months. Notably, only some of these risk factors had a unique
relationship with offending over and above their combined predictive power. In contrast,
procedural justice made a unique contribution to the hierarchical regression models in all three
cases and its impact was relatively equivalent to that of the other risk factors. For example, in
the hierarchical regression that examined total self-reported offending frequency, the four risk
factors accounted for 35.7% of the variance in offending, and procedural justice accounted for an
additional 8.3% of variance on its own.

The lack of control for risk factors for offending in procedural justice research is a major
limitation of this literature. While studies normally examine whether demographic variables
influence observed relationships between procedural justice and offending, no studies to date
have examined whether the impact of procedural justice on offending is unique, or whether it is
accounted for by the presence of well-known risk factors.
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Limitations

Although the current study addressed some gaps in the literature on procedural justice,
legitimacy, and offending in youth, there are some limitations worth noting. First, although
recidivism was measured longitudinally, procedural justice and legitimacy were measured
concurrently. As such, the causal relationship between procedural justice and legitimacy cannot
be fully determined. While there are conceptual reasons to believe that procedural justice
influences legitimacy and also some empirical evidence to this effect (e.g., Tyler, 2006b), it is
also possible that individuals who believe more strongly in the legitimacy of the law are
predisposed to believe they were fairly treated by justice officials. Further research examining
how these two variables interact over time will help to clarify this relationship.

Although the lack of a widely used and agreed-upon measure of procedural justice is
another potential limitation of research in this field, this drawback was tempered as much as
possible in the current study. For example, the tools used in the current study were altered only
slightly from their original versions, and the use of a secondary procedural justice measure
allowed for a demonstration of concurrent validity. The measure used was also found to be
internally consistent.

The sample in our study also suffered from a relatively small sample size as well as some
attrition. In terms of attrition, seven youth were lost between the baseline and three month
interviews, and an additional 12 youth were lost between the three and six month interviews.
While we tried to mitigate these losses as much as possible by relying on both self-report as well
as official data (i.e., so that we would still have some data for youth who did not want to
complete the interview) the difficulty we faced retaining these youth remains. Despite this
difficulty, there were no differences between those youth who dropped out and those who
remained, based on available variables, and the sample we obtained had a similar ethnic and
gender composition to juvenile justice-involved youth in Canada more generally.

Implications

First and most importantly, this is the first study (to our knowledge) to demonstrate that
youths’ experiences of procedural justice are related to likelihood of future offending. Not only
does this suggest that youths’ decisions to reoffend may be shaped, in part, by the behavior of
legal authorities, it may also have more far-reaching implications. Most adult offenders began
offending during adolescence (Gomez-Smith & Piquero, 2005) and youth are still in the process
of legal socialization—that is, they are still developing their attitudes towards the law and legal
authorities as well as toward offending. The malleability of adolescents’ legal attitudes, in
combination with the fact that they are sensitive to issues of fairness and respect, may mean that
perceptions of fairness in justice system proceedings during this stage of life may impact their
compliance with the law as adults. Although the current study did not find an association
between procedural justice and offending at six months, research with adults suggests that the
relationship between procedural justice and offending may become more long-lasting with age
(Paternoster et al., 1997; Pruitt et al., 1993). It is also possible that cumulative experiences of
procedural justice may impact youths’ perceptions of legal authorities and their overall rates of
offending.
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Thus, rather than focusing on costly punitive strategies to deter crime, this research
suggests that simple alterations in the manner in which young offenders are treated may lead to
changes in their attitudes toward the law and offending. For example, implementing standardized
procedures to ensure that youth are given an opportunity to voice their opinions may help to
increase their sense of participation in their proceedings, and thus increase their sense of
procedural justice. For legal authorities working with youth, this research also indicates the
effects of procedural justice on offending may not be long lasting. That is, whatever alterations
are made to the justice system to increase youths’ experiences of procedural justice, they must be
made consistently—across settings and individuals—for the desired effect of reduced recidivism
to take place.

Further, this study suggests that the relationship between procedural justice and offending
is unique and not accounted for by the presence of well-known risk factors for offending. That
is, the relationship between youths’ experiences of procedural justice and offending three months
later is not a spurious one better explained by the confounding effects of individual difference
variables like psychopathy, delinquent peers, substance use issues, or an earlier age at first arrest.
This lends further weight to the notion that targeting youths’ experiences of procedural justice
may be an effective, cost-efficient way of reducing recidivism in this population. However, this
does not discount the possibility that other confounds might account for the observed
relationship. While research aimed at understanding the complex relationship between youths’
perceptions of fairness and their subsequent behavior are of value, it is equally important to
remember that many other variables may be influencing youth and their subjective evaluation of
their treatment. Further research into the relationship between procedural justice, risk factors for
offending, and personality variables is needed to better understand how procedural justice
interacts with intra-individual as well as environmental factors to produce its effect on offending.

Although legitimacy and procedural justice were strongly correlated, the current study
failed to find evidence that legitimacy accounted for the observed relationship between
procedural justice and offending in youth. This is in contrast to one previous study, which found
that legitimacy mediated the relationship between procedural justice and youths’ self-reported
willingness to cooperate with police (Murphy & Gaylor, 2010), and in contrast to accepted
theory. One explanation for this discrepancy may be the outcome measure used: offending vs.
willingness to comply with police. It is possible that legitimacy beliefs mediate the relationship
between procedural justice and the way youth believe that they should behave, but not the way
that they actually behave. Alternatively, the difference between the outcome of Murphy and
Gaylor’s study and the current study may be a statistical one given that those authors used a
slightly different method for testing mediation. Either way, further research exploring the role of
legitimacy in the relationship between procedural justice and offending is clearly warranted
given the paucity of studies that currently exist and the lack of consensus between them.

In sum, the present study demonstrates that youth who experience the justice system as
fair may be less likely to reoffend, even when other factors related to recidivism are taken into
account. For legal and justice professionals, these findings indicate that it is important to treat
adolescents impartially and respectfully, enhance their sense of trust in the justice system, and
provide them with opportunities to participate in their proceedings. These factors might be taken
into account when developing training programs for justice officials, modifying justice system
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procedures, etc. For researchers, these findings emphasize the need for further research,
particularly studies that take a developmental perspective and attempt to better understand the
mechanisms by which procedural justice influences rates of reoffending. Clearly, results from
studies of adults do not consistently generalize to adolescents, and researchers need to examine
procedural justice across the lifespan to fully understand how this construct functions throughout
development.
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Appendix
Youth Justice System Procedural Justice Scale

In my experience with the juvenile justice system generally (that is, with police, lawyers, judges,
in court, and with probation officers)...

1. I was given the change to express my opinions and feelings

2. | was given the opportunity to describe my situation before decisions were made about how to
handle it.

3. What I said about my case was taken into account in deciding what should be done.

4. | had enough of a chance to say what | wanted to say about my case.

5. I felt I had influence over decisions made about me.

6. | was treated politely.

7. Concern was shown for my rights.

8. I was treated with dignity and respect.

9. I was respected as a person.

10. People in the justice system, like my lawyer, the police, my judge, or my probation officer,
thought they were much better than me.

11. I was treated the same way that anyone else in the same situation would have been treated.
12. The law was enforced fairly.

People in the justice system, like the police, lawyers, the judge, or my probation officer...
13. ...had opinions about me before getting to know me.

14. ...made decisions about me based on facts, not personal biases and opinions.

15. ...had personal opinions and attitudes that affected the way they treated me (R).

16. ...were honest with me.

17. ...gave me honest explanations for their actions.

18. ...followed through on the promises they made.

19. ...tried hard to do the right thing by me.

20. ...tried to take my needs into account
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Youth Justice System Legitimacy Scale

Please state how much you agree or disagree with the following statements:

1. People should obey the law even if it goes against what they think is right.

2. | always try to obey the law even if | think it is wrong

3. Disobeying the law is seldom justified.

4. It is difficult to break the law and keep one’s self-respect.

5. A person who refuses to obey the law is a danger to society.

6. Obedience and respect for authority are the most important things children should learn.

7. I have a great deal of respect for justice officials (e.g. policemen, probation officers, judges,
lawyers).

8. On the whole, justice officials (e.g. policemen, probation officers, judges, lawyers) are honest.
9. | feel proud of the justice officials (e.g. policemen, probation officers, judges, lawyers) in BC.
10. I support our justice officials (e.g. policemen, probation officers, judges, lawyers).

11. The courts generally guarantee everyone a fair trial.

12. The basic rights of citizens are well-protected in the courts.

13. Court decisions are almost always fair.
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Figure 1

Flow chart of procedures by which youth on probation were recruited and enrolled in the study
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Table 1

Demographic characteristics

N % M SD

Age (years) 92 100.00 15.87 1.21
Gender

Male 67 72.83

Female 25 27.17
Ethnicity

Caucasian 39 42.39

Aboriginal 30 32.61

Mixed/Other 23 25.00
Number of Index Charges 2.51 2.09
Number of Index 1.97 1.65
Convictions
Type of Index Charges

Violent Offense 85 37.61

Property Offense 38 16.81

Breach/Failure to

Comply 59 26.11

Weapons Offense 14 6.91

Drug Offense 5 2.21

Mischief 12 5.31

Arson 3 1.33

Other 10 4.42
# of Previous Charges 1.61 341
# of Previous Convictions 0.75 1.71

# of Months on Probation 9.30 5.44
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Table 2

Descriptive characteristics of measures?

M SD

Procedural Justice Scale 2.63 0.55
Legitimacy Scale 2.46 0.53
Age at First Contact with the Law 13.2 years 2.11 years
Delinquent Peers 1.77 0.74
MAYSI-2 Alcohol/Drug Use 3.45 2.75
PCL-YV Total Scores 15.77 7.30
PCL-YYV Subscales

Interpersonal 1.83 1.89

Affective 2.90 2.05

Lifestyle 4.52 2.08

Antisocial tendencies 5.55 2.50

Note: higher scores indicate greater perceived procedural justice and legitimacy, more mental
health symptoms (i.e., more “yes” responses), and more psychopathic characteristics.



Table 3

Offending descriptive data
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N % M SD N Offended  Coefficient
(%) Alpha
3 Month Follow-Up
Offending dichotomized 85 92.4 58 (68.2)
(self-report and official)
Total SR* Offending 75 815 6.52 12.09 52(69.3) .95
SR Income Offending 75 815 312 512 44 (58.7) .86
SR Violent Offending 75 815 296 6.29 34(45.3) .92
Total Official Offending 71 77.2 0.63 1.56 19 (26.8)
6 Month Follow-Up
Offending dichotomized 73 80.4 48 (65.8)
(self-report and official)
Total SR Offending 65 70.7 477 6.80 42 (64.6) .82
SR Income Offending 65 70.7 263 2.63  34(52.3) 71
SR Violent Offending 65 70.7 175 3.13 29 (44.6) .80
Total Official Offending 50 543 90 1.90 14 (28.0)

% SR = self-reported
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Table 4

Comparison of offending data (self-report vs. official record)

3 Month 6 Month
Follow-up Follow-up
N % N %

Self-reported and official offending were the same 16 174 11 12.0
Self-reported offending exceeded official offending 42 457 30 32.6

Official offending exceeded self-reported offending 2 2.2 1 1.1
Only official report was available 10 109 8 8.7
Only self-reported offending was available 15 16.3 23 25.0

Neither were available 7 7.6 19 20.7
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Linear regressions with procedural justice as the independent variable

3 Month Follow-up Period

6 Month Follow-up Period

Offending Type® b [95% CIs] SE(b) p b [95% Cls] SE(b) p
Total SR® Offending  -.93[-1.40,-51] .21 -46**  -.05 [-.55, .46] 25 -.02
SR Income Offending -.63 [-1.10, -.27] .18 -37** .01 [-.43, .45] 29 .01
SR Violent Offending -.71[-1.08,-.33] .19 -40** .02 [-.35, .38] 18 01
Total Official -.25[-.47,-.03] 11 -.26* .06 [-.26, .37] 15 .05
Offending

% Scores were transformed using a natural logarithm: ° SR = self-reported:; *p < .05, **p < .01
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Table 6

Hierarchical regressions with legitimacy as the independent variable, controlling for procedural
justice, at three months

Step 1 Step 2

Procedural Legitimacy

Justice
Offending Type® B R2 b [95% ClIs] SEb B AR2
Total SR® Offending -.46 21**  -35[-1.06, .31] 33 -17 012
SR Income Offending -.37 A14**  -35[-.94, .20] .28 -21 .020
SR Violent Offending -.40 16** .01 [-.65, .53] .29 .00 .000

% Scores were transformed using a natural logarithm; ® SR = self-reported; *p < .05, **p < .01
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Correlations between risk factors for offending and offending variables at three months

Risk Factors for Offending

Offending Type? Age at PCL-YV Alcohol/Drug  Delinquent
First total scores  Use (MAYSI-2) Peers Scale
Arrest

3 Month Follow-Up

Total SR® Offending -.24* 38** AT 47>

SR Income Offending -12 .28* 39** AB**

SR Violent Offending -.35** A5** 37F* .26*

Total Official Offending -.36™* 15 .30* 14

% Scores were transformed using a natural logarithm: ° SR = self-reported:; *p < .05, **p < .01
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Table 8
Hierarchical regressions with risk factors for offending and procedural justice as independent
variables

Risk Factors for Offending: Step 1
Offending Age at First PCL-YV total Alcohol/Drug  Delinquent R?
Type® Arrest score Use Peers Scale

(MAYSI-2)

b[95% ClIs]; f  Db[95%CIs]; 5 Db[95% Cls]; f b [95% Cls];
Total SR® -.07 [-.18, .05]; - .03 [-.01, .07]; .09[-.02,.21]; .55[.14, .96]; 36**
Offending 13 19 21 33**
SR Income -- .02 [-.01, .05]; .03 [-.06, .13]; .56 [.22, .90]; 28**
Offending 17 10 A41**
SR Violent -11[-.22,-.01]; .04[.01,.07]; .06 [-.05,.16]; .17 [-.20, .53]; .29**
Offending -.24* 27* 16 12

Step 2

Procedural AR?

Justice

b [95% Cls]; p
Total SR® -.62 [-1.02, -.22] .08**
Offending -.30**
SR Income -38[-.73,-.03]; .05*
Offending -.23*
SR Violent -50 [-.86, -.13]; .07**
Offending -.28**

% Scores were transformed using a natural logarithm: ° SR = self-reported:; *p < .05, **p < .01
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