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Abstract
Objectives  To systematically review the effect of social identity and social contexts 
on the association between procedural justice and legitimacy in policing.
Methods  A meta-analysis synthesising data from 123 studies (N = 200,966) address-
ing the relationship between procedural justice and legitimacy in policing. Random 
effects univariate and two-stage structural equation modelling meta-analyses were 
performed.
Results  Both procedural justice and social identity are found to be significantly cor-
related with police legitimacy. Moreover, social identity significantly mediates, but 
does not moderate, the association between procedural justice and legitimacy. Peo-
ple of younger age and from more developed countries tend to correlate procedural 
justice stronger with police legitimacy.
Conclusion  This study demonstrates that social identity is an important antecedent 
of legitimacy and a critical factor in the dynamics of procedural fairness in policing. 
It also shows that the extent to which procedural justice and legitimacy are corre-
lated varies across social groups and contexts. The theoretical implications of our 
findings are discussed.
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Introduction

Procedural justice theory (PJT) has become a dominant paradigm in contempo-
rary police research. Among other things, compared to the classic crime control 
model of deterrence, enhancing legitimacy via procedural justice is argued to be 
more cost-effective and sustainable in terms of encouraging law-abiding behav-
iours, as it relies on an internalised sense of obligation among those being policed 
(Tyler, 1990). The theory proposes that individuals are more likely to perceive 
authorities as legitimate and trustworthy when they feel they are treated in a fair 
and respectful manner by those authorities. Normative compliance is thus pro-
moted by procedurally fair policing, as the public tends to be more cooperative 
and compliant with laws when they have strong legitimacy beliefs (Tyler, 2001).

Another central argument in PJT is that procedurally fair actions by authorities 
send important identity-related signals to citizens and communicate shared val-
ues and norms (Bradford, 2016; Schaap & Saarikkomäki, 2022; Sunshine & Tyler, 
2003a; Tyler & Blader, 2003). A sense of shared values and social similarity, in 
turn, promotes legitimacy. An understanding of the psychology of social identity 
is therefore vital if we are to properly elucidate the relationship between percep-
tions and experiences of procedural (in)justice and police legitimacy (Bradford, 
2014; Bradford et al., 2015; Murphy et al., 2022). Yet, despite a recently increas-
ing body of procedural justice research focussing on social identity, within polic-
ing contexts at least, the role of social identity processes in procedural justice the-
ory remains under-specified. To address this lacuna, and properly position social 
identity within theories of police legitimacy, this review tests three social identity-
based models of procedural justice, and three constructs of social identity (which 
are described below), as well as the role of contextual factors in how individuals 
relate procedural justice and legitimacy in the context of policing.

Procedural justice theory in policing

PJT is premised on a collection of empirical and theoretical studies focussing on 
understanding how process fairness shapes perceptions of authorities. While its 
origins can be traced back to early work by Thibaut and Walker (1975) on pro-
cedural justice effects in the perceived fairness of decision-making in criminal 
trials, PJT has since been studied in a wide variety of social contexts (Blader & 
Tyler, 2015; Trinkner & Cohn, 2014), such as workplace (e.g. Feldman & Tyler, 
2012; Hegtvedt et al., 2022), family (e.g. Brubacher et al., 2009; Thomas et al., 
2018), and school (e.g. Brasof & Peterson, 2018). While research on procedural 
justice and legitimacy in work organisations and court procedures has received 
strong support, these ideas have perhaps particularly been applied to policing 
(Tyler, 2017).

In criminal justice research, procedural justice is the perception that legal insti-
tutions, such as the police and courts, are fair and just during the process of law 
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enforcement (Tyler, 1990). Advocacy for a procedural justice approach in the 
criminal justice system has been strongly influenced by Tyler’s (1990) seminal 
work on procedural justice and public compliance. Building upon his own work, 
Tyler developed a model of process-based regulation which illustrated the psycho-
logical path from procedural justice perceptions to long-term acceptance of and 
cooperation with authorities (Tyler, 2003). The model suggests that the quality of 
decision-making and interpersonal treatment which the public experiences in their 
encounters with authorities are the two key antecedents of their assessments of 
processes and procedures (Tyler & Blader, 2000). Assessments of the quality of 
decision-making focus upon authorities’ neutrality and lack of bias in making their 
judgements and decisions during encounters with those they govern. People priori-
tise the idea that authorities should rely on objective information and not personal 
biases and prejudices. Moreover, when authorities make decisions based consist-
ently on rules and regulations and provide opportunities for people to present their 
evidence and explanation, the process of decision-making is more likely to be 
perceived as being fair. Assessments of the quality of treatment address ‘interac-
tional’ experiences of the public in their encounters with authorities. It is proposed 
that people want to be treated with respect and dignity, as this signals the authori-
ties’ recognition of their status and value in their social group (Tyler, 2003).

While this model can, as noted, be applied to many social and institutional 
relationships marked by power imbalances, our focus here is on police-citizen 
relations. According to PJT, during police encounters, people tend to believe that 
officers should explain and justify their actions and treat people with respect and 
dignity. A large empirical literature suggests that when people perceive a good 
quality of decision-making and interpersonal treatment in their encounters with 
the police, they are more likely to perceive them as legitimate and are thus more 
willing to cooperate and comply with their directives (Sunshine & Tyler, 2003a). 
Although this process-based regulation model maps out how police procedural 
fairness can ultimately lead to cooperative behavioural outcomes, our interest 
in this paper is the link between procedural justice perceptions and legitimacy 
judgements.

In a recent review on the state of legitimacy scholarship, Hamm et al. (2022) pro-
posed a concentric diagram to capture the five fundamental theoretical propositions 
of legitimacy from the existing literature. At the core of the diagram is the ‘dialogue 
of legitimacy’, proposed by Bottoms and Tankebe (2012), in which legitimacy is 
positioned ‘as always dialogic and relational in character’ (p.129). On this account, 
police legitimacy is not a given but is something that emerges from active ongoing 
interactional processes through which the police, as power holders, make claims on 
their right to power, and those claims are responded to by the policed, usually as 
subordinates within that relationship (Jackson & Bradford, 2022). Hamm and col-
leagues’ proposition is premised on a specific reading of the account of legitimacy 
offered by procedural justice theory, which stresses the interactional and relational 
dynamics between police and people that underpin legitimacy. In other words, each 
interaction between the police and the public takes place within a negotiated power 
relationship that can either be accepted or resisted by citizens.
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Within the procedural justice literature, there is a broad consensus that legitimacy, 
from the perspective of those subject to police power, is ‘a psychological property of 
authorities which leads those governed by them to perceive their power as accepta-
ble and justified’ (Hamm et al., 2022; Martin & Bradford, 2021; Tyler, 2006). While 
this conceptualisation of legitimacy relies on an empirical account drawn primarily 
from social psychology and is heavily influenced by Easton’s (1965) approach to 
‘diffuse’ support (Tyler, 1990), contemporary policing research also takes advan-
tage of the normative approaches adopted by political philosophers in conceptual-
ising legitimacy. Following Tankebe’s (2008) approach to Beetham’s (1991) three-
component model in the study of police legitimacy, Jackson and Bradford (2010) 
specified three criteria to determine police legitimacy: obligation to obey, normative 
alignment, and legality.

‘Obligation to obey’ concerns the expressed consent from the public—whether 
people feel a moral duty to follow police officers’ instructions even if they disagree 
with their content and/or those decisions go against their self-interest. ‘Normative 
alignment’ assesses the moral foundations of policing by measuring the degree to 
which people feel that they share similar moral values and judgements with the 
police (in other studies, trust and confidence in the police are held to imply broadly 
the same sense of value alignment). Lastly, ‘legality’ concerns people’s perceptions 
of police behaviours—do they believe that police actions are legally valid and jus-
tifiable? However, it has been suggested that perceived lawfulness, or legality, can-
not capture individuals’ experiences in everyday experiences of the police as people 
rarely rely on the law when they evaluate police behaviour (Meares et  al., 2015; 
Worden & McLean, 2018). Perhaps as a result, in recent policing studies, police 
legitimacy has generally been conceptualised and measured as either (a) obliga-
tion to obey the police and the normative alignment with the police (e.g. Bradford, 
et al., 2017a, b; Huq et al., 2017; Kyprianides et al., 2022; Trinkner et al., 2018) or 
(b) as general trust and confidence in the police, sometimes with or/and sometimes 
without obligation to obey (e.g. Li, 2018; Murphy, 2013; Wolfe & McLean, 2021).

Psychological underpinnings of procedural justice theory

Within the procedural justice literature, there has long been a concern with the ques-
tion of why and when are people willing to accept decisions made by authorities 
when those decisions cut against their objective and subjective self-interest. Early 
political science accounts such as social exchange theory suggested that individuals 
are self-interested, rational, and calculated in exchanging their resources in order to 
maximise their chances of survival and success in social systems (Cropanzano & 
Mitchell, 2005). Within this theoretical climate, Thibaut and Walker (1975, 1978) 
explored how perceived procedural justice in criminal proceedings could enhance 
disputants’ willingness to accept decisions made by the authorities even when those 
decisions were not favourable to them. Based on the self-interest account, Thibaut 
and Walker’s (1975) control model of procedural justice argues that people care 
about procedural justice because they desire fair—and thus potentially favourable—
outcomes. Given an embedded power relationship with the authority, disputants 
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seek the opportunity to have their ‘voice’ in the criminal justice procedures so as 
to maximise the likelihood of reaching a fair outcome by allowing the authority to 
make decisions based on the evidence presented by different parties. This implies 
that procedural justice matters to people because it provides them with indirect con-
trol over their outcomes, where greater control indicates a greater chance of achiev-
ing the subjectively ‘right’ outcome.

Noting that the self-interest model has shortcomings in terms of explaining the 
apparent importance in fairness judgements of non-instrumental procedural factors 
such as polite and dignified treatment, Lind and Tyler (1988) proposed the Group 
Value Model (GVM), one of the earliest attempts articulating the relational value 
of procedural justice. Based on the group identification process, the GVM argues 
that people care about how authorities treat them because this provides information 
about their relationship with the authority. With the assumption, widely shared with 
early theories of social identification, that group membership is an important source 
of self-esteem and identity for individuals (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), on this account, 
procedural justice matters because people desire to be included and accepted by 
social groups that they perceive to be important.

In PJT, the police are often positioned as ‘proto-typical group representatives’ 
(Sunshine & Tyler, 2003b), who generally symbolise nations or communities 
(Bradford et al., 2014a), such that police officers and citizens are conceptualised as 
authorities and subordinates within a shared social group. With the assumption that 
individuals tend to value feedback from in-group authorities more than out-group 
authorities (Smith et  al., 1998), the GVM proposes that police procedural justice 
matters more to those with stronger identification with the social group or the group 
of/represented by the police. According to this model, social identity is thus a posi-
tive moderator of the effect of procedural justice perception on legitimacy.

Subsequent to the GVM, Tyler and colleagues developed the Group Engagement 
Model (GEM). With an acknowledgment on the cognitive and evaluative compo-
nents of social identity (Blader & Tyler, 2009), the GEM proposes that the positive 
identity-relevant information conveyed by procedural justice has the capability to 
shape the individuals’ social identification with the group embodied and/or repre-
sented by the police (Tyler & Blader, 2003). Strengthened social identification with 
the group then, in turn, encourages positive legitimacy judgements, since people are 
motivated to support the authorities of groups marked by appropriate—just—social 
relationships (Bradford et  al.,  2017a, b; Turner & Reynolds, 2010). Accordingly, 
since social identity thus serves as a mediator to ‘explain’ the effect of procedural 
justice on legitimacy, the GEM is also referred to as the ‘social identity mediation 
hypothesis’ by Tyler and Blader (2003).

A third and relatively less discussed model of procedural justice is the Uncer-
tainty Management Model (UMM) proposed by van den Bos and Lind (2002). 
Although the UMM also addresses the value of procedural justice based on the 
social identification process, it argues for a different motivational underpinning 
of the process based on the subjective uncertainty reduction model of motivation 
(Hogg, 2001). Under this model, the social identification process is driven by peo-
ple’s need to reduce their sense of uncertainty—they want to affirm a social iden-
tity to resolve their sense of uncertainty in contexts that are new, unfamiliar, or 
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unsettling. Those who feel uneasy about their relationship with authorities, or in 
other words have a weak identification with the authority, and/or who are uncertain 
about what to expect from authorities, want more information about the authority’s 
trustworthiness before they decide how to react to an outcome that they received 
from the authority (van den Bos & Lind, 2002). While positive identification with 
the authority can provide such reassurance, it is hypothesised that procedural justice 
matters more to those who are less certain about their relationship with the police 
(i.e. having weaker social identification with the police). Social identity is a nega-
tive moderator of the association between procedural justice and legitimacy on this 
account. Such negative moderation hypothesis is also shared by the perspective of 
system justification theory, in which individuals from the minority or low-status 
group are inclined to accept the status quo (including seeing system and the police 
legitimate) due to their need for order and stability (Blount-Hill, 2019).

These three social identity-based models have different claims on the effect of 
social identity on how procedural justice correlates to legitimacy. Our first objec-
tive is to review evidence from existing studies to assess how well these models are 
supported empirically. With the increasing numbers of studies looking into social 
identity in their articulation of procedural justice and legitimacy, it is necessary to 
evaluate these models when we advance the theorization of the social identification 
process in PJT.

Social identity thus plays a vital role in explaining why procedural justice mat-
ters. Arguably, though, the concept of social identity current in the (policing) PJT 
literature is out of kilter with current thinking within the field of social psychology, 
where social identity theory (SIT) (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and self-categorisation 
theory (SCT) (Turner et  al., 1987)—the ‘social identity approach’ (Reicher et  al., 
2010)—constitute highly influential theories of group processes and intergroup 
relations. Social identity theorists seek to understand and explain how intergroup 
dynamics and social identification processes influence individual’s perception, atti-
tudes, and behaviours across various social contexts (Hornsey, 2008). Putting this 
into the context of policing, Reicher (1984, 1987, 1996) and other contemporary 
crowd psychologists have sought to understand how social identity plays a role in 
transforming participants’ cognition, relation, and emotion in crowd events such as 
protests and riots (Drury & Reicher, 2020). When category distinctions are salient, 
individuals tend to shift from their personal identity to the ‘social identity’, which 
derives from the social categories that they belong to, enabling them to see and 
think the social world through the lens of the group (Stott & Radburn, 2020). As 
a result, group values and norms come to serve as the basis for the cognition and 
behaviour of members, including their perception of police legitimacy (Stott et al., 
2017). Most relevant for current purposes, the social identity approach problema-
tises the idea that police represent an over-arching or dominant identity category 
towards which people simply orient themselves. Instead, ‘the police’ are positioned 
as one of many categories that may be relevant to people within a particular context, 
and it is the extent to which people identify with the police that is important in trans-
forming perceptions of procedural justice into legitimacy. This account has started 
to gain traction in PJT research and is included in the current review.
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Operationalization of social identity in studies of procedural justice 
and legitimacy

There are three primary ways in which social identity is conceptualised and oper-
ationalised (or the kinds of social groups measured) in existing policing studies, 
each of which subtly shifts the underlying model. The most common and tra-
ditional approach derives from the perspective of the GEM, that the police are 
regarded as a ‘proto-typical group representative’ (Sunshine & Tyler, 2003b) 
or a symbol representing nations, communities, or neighbourhoods (Bradford 
et  al.,  2014b). Based on this assumption, social identity is operationalised as 
an individuals’ level of identification with a superordinate group (a higher-level 
social group that includes lower-level social groups as subgroups) represented by 
the police, which is commonly taken as one’s nations and communities, as well 
as the notion of the ‘law-abiding citizens’ (e.g. Murphy & Cherney, 2018; Tyler 
& Jackson, 2014). This approach heavily relies on the assumption that police 
officers are seen to act as pre-defined ‘moral arbiters’. Since the prototypicality 
of police in representing the moral values of a nation or community is gener-
ally assumed without testing in most studies, this could be problematic when it 
is applied to situations where people do not see police as representative of these 
superordinate categories. For example, police might be perceived by protestors as 
hostile outsiders who attack their community rather than being prototypical rep-
resentatives of it (Radburn & Stott, 2019).

Building upon empirical findings from studies on policing crowd events (e.g. 
Stott et al., 2008), a different approach is to measure social identity via relational 
identification with the police (e.g. Kyprianides et al., 2021; Radburn et al., 2018). 
Here, the assumption is that police do not simply represent a superordinate social 
category, but they are seen as a distinct and possibly separate group by those 
being policed. From the perspective of those engaging with police, identifica-
tion with the police can be activated and enhanced by the experience of proce-
dural justice; or it can be damaged or undermined by the experience of procedure 
injustice. Relational identification is thus measuring the extent to which police 
are positioned as an in- or out-group, based on the judgement of their behav-
iours. Given that measuring relational identification with the police is argued to 
be more context specific, and that superordinate categories may be less salient to 
individuals during encounters with police, there have been moves towards adopt-
ing relational identification measures in recent procedural justice studies (Kypria-
nides et al., 2022; Murphy, 2023; Radburn et al., 2018).

Dichotomous social categorisation is a third approach to conceptualising 
social identity. Rather than measuring identification with assumed shared social 
categories or the social group of police with a continuous scale, a small num-
ber of studies (e.g. Blount-Hill, 2020; Saulnier & Sivasubramaniam, 2021) con-
sider respondents’ perceptions of their relationship with the police in terms of 
whether police are perceived as the in-group authority or a (dominant) outgroup. 
Given that social identity is a complex and fluid concept to be studied, some rarer 
approaches to social identity are recognised but cannot be included in this review.
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The second objective of our review is to evaluate these different approaches to 
measuring social identity in PJT research. In particular, we consider which if any is 
the stronger predictor of police legitimacy.

The effect of procedural justice on legitimacy: the (in)variance claim

Much existing research has considered the impact of contextual factors aside from 
social identity on the relationship between procedural justice and legitimacy in polic-
ing. Thus far, it is not clear whether the relationship between procedural justice and 
legitimacy is consistent or ‘invariant’ (Wolfe et al., 2016). While some studies sug-
gest that age, gender, and ethnicity may moderate the procedural justice to legitimacy 
pathway (Fine et al., 2020; Kahn & Martin, 2016; Sargeant et al., 2014; Sun & Wu, 
2022; Tyler & Huo, 2002), others indicate that this association does not vary across 
demographic categories such as ethnicity, gender, education, age, income, or ideol-
ogy (Huo, 2003; Tyler, 1994, 2000, 2004; Wolfe et al., 2016). In order to address this 
‘invariance thesis’, the last objective of this review is to test the effects of contextual 
factors on the correlation between procedural justice and legitimacy.

We consider here whether the socio-demographic characteristics of research sub-
jects—age, gender, and ethnicity—moderate the association between procedural jus-
tice and legitimacy. We also explore the potential impact of social context, focussing 
on two aspects of the wider societal context within which police-public relationships 
are formed. Given that the majority of PJT studies have been conducted in West-
ern democracies, the generalizability of PJT across cultures and societies is under-
explored. For instance, the effect of procedural justice was tested in South Africa 
and Ghana by Bradford et al., (2014a) and Tankebe (2008), respectively, to address 
its applicability in ‘less cohesive’ and post-colonial societies. Both concluded that 
procedural justice could be less influential in these countries than judgements about 
other aspects of police behaviour, such as effectiveness. Procedural justice could 
be outweighed by security concerns in less developed countries. Moreover, since 
procedural justice is a critical element in models of democratic policing (Muntingh 
et al., 2021) and procedural justice perceptions are thought to be influenced by legal 
socialisation (Trinkner & Tyler, 2016), people from countries with different levels of 
democracy might have different ‘baseline’ or underlying perceptions of police pro-
cedural justice and legitimacy (and indeed of the relationship between the two).

Systematic review on procedural justice policing

Previous systematic reviews of procedural justice-based policing have demon-
strated that procedural justice can enhance police legitimacy (Mazerolle et  al., 
2013), encourage law compliance (Walters & Bolger, 2019), and promote collec-
tive efficacy (Yesberg et al., 2023). Our study builds upon and extends this prior 
work in a number of ways. First, given the extent of research activity in this area, 
there is a need to update earlier findings. While our study is certainly similar to 
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the systematic review done by Walters and Bolger (2019), we add evidence from 
at least 54 samples published since their review (we also limit our attention only 
to policing, rather than the wider criminal justice system, on the basis that this 
enables more focussed consideration). Second, and more importantly, previous 
review studies have not considered why procedural justice links to legitimacy, nor 
provided a systematic review addressing the role of social identity in PJT. Third, 
there has been no systematic review exploring the invariance thesis (although see 
Sun and Wu 2022).

The purpose of this study is thus three-fold. First, we consider which if any of 
the three social identity models outlined above (GVM, GEM, and UMM) are best 
placed to explain the link between procedural justice and legitimacy. An itera-
tive set of hypotheses guide this effort. As an initial matter, given that the links 
between procedural justice and legitimacy, and between social identity and legiti-
macy, are well established in the literature, we hypothesise that procedural justice 
positively correlates with legitimacy (H1) and that social identity positively cor-
relates with legitimacy (H2).

It is important to recognise, though, that procedural justice perceptions and 
social identification can shape legitimacy judgements independently. On one 
hand, procedural justice does not only carry identity-relevant information, but 
it also carries instrumental value, as suggested by Thibaut and Walker’s (1975) 
control model, and can affect one’s emotionality during the encounter (Brown 
et al., 2022). On the other hand, social identity can encourage group-related atti-
tudes without the presence of procedural justice. Other factors in police encoun-
ters, such as bounded authority (Trinkner et  al., 2018) and community contacts 
(St. Louis & Greene, 2020), can also convey identity-relevant signals to those 
being policed. Thus, it is hypothesised that procedural justice will predict legiti-
macy while controlling for social identity (H3) and that social identity will predict 
legitimacy while controlling for procedural justice (H4). Finally, to address the 
salience of the different social identity models, we hypothesise that the interac-
tion between procedural justice and social identity has a significant association 
with legitimacy (H5)—i.e. that social identity moderates the association between 
procedural justice and legitimacy, as proposed by the GVM and UMM—and that 
social identity mediates the link between procedural justice and legitimacy (H6), 
as proposed by the GEM.

The second objective of this review is to address the shift of measurement of 
social identity in PJT studies. Measuring social identity as identification with a 
superordinate group and as relational identification with the police are based on two 
rather different sets of assumptions, and we expect to see a difference in the strength 
of the correlation between social identity and legitimacy between studies adopting 
different measures.

The third and last objective of this review is to address the (in)variant effect of 
procedural justice on legitimacy. As mentioned in our literature review, there is still 
an ongoing debate on the (in)variant effect of procedural justice on legitimacy. To 
test the effect of contextual factors, a few commonly reported demographics and rat-
ings about the countries in which the studies were carried out were included in our 
analysis.
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Methodology

Selection criteria and search strategy

There are three criteria to select relevant studies for the current study. First of 
all, since Tyler’s (1990) Chicago study is generally regarded as a foundation 
for researching PJT in the criminal justice setting, this study thus looks for stud-
ies published in/after 1990. Secondly, as this study is interested in the relationship 
between procedural justice, social identity, and legitimacy, only studies reporting 
correlations, or other convertible estimates, between any two of these variables are 
included. Lastly, the focus of this study is on the police-public relationship: only 
studies with a focus on policing are included. Based on these criteria, four groups 
of search terms are created: (1) (police OR policing OR “law enforcement”), (2) 
(“procedural just*” OR “procedural fair*”); (3) (identity OR identification), and (4) 
(legitimate OR legitimacy). Since we are only interested in policing studies, the first 
group was combined with two of the remaining three groups to form three searches 
that were conducted on Abstract/Title/Keywords across three academic research 
databases commonly used in social science, psychology, and criminology: Scopus, 
Web of Science, and ProQuest. To reduce publication bias, grey literature, such as 
unpublished theses, is included.

The search results were then exported for further screening. After eliminat-
ing duplicated studies, 1635 studies were included in the title/abstract screening, 
of which 642 were subsequently included in the full-text screening. Studies were 
excluded if their focus of research is not procedural justice policing (‘topic’), not 
using quantitative research methods (‘methods’), or not measuring at least 2 vari-
ables that our study is interested in (‘measures’). Updated searches were performed 
in October 2022 (four months after the initial search). With additional studies from 
update searches, 123 studies and 159 samples were included in data extraction and 
analysis (see Fig. 1).

Data extraction and analysis

After screening, appropriate data were extracted from the included studies for fur-
ther analysis (see Table 4 in the Appendix). While zero-order correlations were pri-
oritised, other available statistics were extracted and converted into correlations for 
the studies that do not report bivariate correlations between variables. For instance, 
standardised beta weights were imputed into correlation coefficients r by using Peter-
son and Brown’s (2005) method. Together with sample size, Fisher’s z transforma-
tion of correlations then could be performed. To deal with missing data, authors 
were contacted with a request to provide the missing data. In total, we have correla-
tions between procedural justice and legitimacy from 152 samples, the correlations 
between social identity and legitimacy from 22 samples, the correlations between 
procedural justice and legitimacy from 26 samples, and the correlations between the 
interaction item (between procedural justice and legitimacy) and legitimacy from 11 
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samples. As considerable between-study heterogeneity is anticipated, random effect 
models were used to pool effect sizes. The heterogeneity variance τ2 was calculated 
with the restricted maximum likelihood estimator (Viechtbauer, 2005), while the con-
fidence interval around the pooled effect was computed with Knapp-Hartung adjust-
ments (Knapp & Hartung, 2003).

To perform moderator analyses, corresponding data were extracted. The mean 
age, proportion of males, and ethnic minority proportion of every sample have been 
recorded to test the effect of these demographics. For democracy and social develop-
ment level, the latest ratings of the Democracy Index (The Economist Intelligence 
Unit, 2021) and the Human Development Index (United Nations Development Pro-
gramme, 2022) of the countries in which the studies were conducted were extracted. 
Furthermore, to address the effect of how social identity was measured, the studies 
were coded into (a) in- vs out-group identification, (b) social identification with the 
superordinate group, or (c) relational identification with the police for their measure 
of social identity.

The analysis was conducted in R mainly with the packages ‘meta’, ‘metaSEM’, 
and ‘dmetar’. Three random effects meta-analyses were conducted to test our first, 
second, and fifth hypotheses. Based on the assumption that procedural justice per-
ception and social identification are contextual and situational, the random effect 
model, rather than the fixed effect model, is thus preferred to be used, as consider-
able between-study heterogeneity is expected in this meta-analysis (Harrer et  al., 
2021). Univariate effect sizes for correlations between procedural justice (PJ) and 
legitimacy (Legit) and between social identity (SI) and Legit are pooled from 

Fig. 1   PRISMA flow diagram
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included studies. To assess the effect of interaction between PJ and SI, the correla-
tions between the interaction item (PJ × SI) and Legit were pooled from included 
studies. For each random effects meta-analysis, heterogeneity (which measures the 
between-study differences) was assessed with the Q and I2 (Higgins & Thompson, 
2002). Influence diagnostics (a test to identify and the cases that cause considerable 
changes in the fitted model) based on leave-one-out analysis are performed to mini-
mise the effect caused by outliers and influential cases (Viechtbauer & Cheung, 
2010), while Duval and Tweedie’s (2000) trim and fill procedure (a method to esti-
mate effect size from unpublished studies) is used to address the potential publica-
tion bias.

Apart from random effects meta-analysis, random effects two-stage structural 
equation modelling was adopted to test H3, H4, and H6. Using a structural equation 
modelling approach in the meta-analysis, the two-stage analysis first pools the cor-
relation matrices from included studies and then treats the pooled correlation matrix 
as if an observed correlation matrix to fit structural equation models. This approach 
allows us to perform meta-analysis within the more flexible framework offered by 
structural equation modelling (Cheung, 2015). Our analysis involves two models: 
(1) a multivariate model with PJ and SI as independent variables and Legit as the 
dependent variable and (2) a mediation model with SI as a mediator of the relation-
ship between PJ and Legit. Lastly, to address the possible effect of contextual fac-
tors, meta-regression (testing the effect of moderator variables on effect sizes) and 
subgroup analysis (testing between-group difference in effect sizes based on the sub-
groups from our moderator variables) were conducted for continuous and categori-
cal variables respectively.

Results

There are 159 samples from 123 studies (N = 200,966) being included in the pre-
sent meta-analysis (see Table  5 in the Appendix for the summary). While the 
majority of included studies (k = 152) measure police procedural justice and legiti-
macy, 22 samples measure social identity and legitimacy, and 19 samples reported 
all three correlations of interest (PJ-Legit, SI-Legit, and PJ-SI). Table 1 summa-
rises the results of the random effect meta-analysis on the correlations of PJ-Legit, 
SI-Legit, and PJ × SI-Legit. First, the results show that both pooled correlations 
between PJ and Legit, and between SI and Legit are significant, with mean effect 
sizes of 0.407 (p < 0.0001) and 0.392 (p < 0.0001), respectively. There is also 
strong evidence of heterogeneity (Q statistic and I2) in both analyses. Based on the 
influence diagnostics (Viechtbauer & Cheung, 2010), findings from Jackson et al., 
(2022a) and Jackson et al., (2022b) are regarded as influential cases in the meta-
analysis of the correlation between PJ and Legit, while Bradford, et  al., (2014b) 
is the influential case in that of the correlation between SI and Legit. After the 
removal of influential cases, the mean effect sizes of both PJ–Legit and SI–Legit 
correlation were 0.397 (p < 0.0001) and 0.358 (p < 0.0001), respectively, which 
are slightly lower than the results without the elimination of influential cases 
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yet remain strongly significant. To address potential publication bias, Duval and 
Tweedie’s (2000) trim and fill method was used, and the adjusted results, for both 
PJ–Legit and SI–Legit correlation regardless of removal of influential cases, were 
similarly lower than before adjustment but still significant. Overall, the associa-
tions between both procedural justice and social identity and legitimacy are signif-
icant, regardless of the adjustments from the trim and fill method and the removal 
of influential cases.

To control the effect of procedural justice and social identity against each other, 
both effect sizes of PJ and SI were imputed into a multivariate model. By conducting 
two-stage structural equation modelling with the R package ‘metaSEM’, a multiple 
regression model with PJ and SI as the independent variables was estimated. The 
results show that the partial effects of PJ and SI on Legit are 0.287 and 0.267 (95% 
CI [0.230, 0.337] and [0.175, 0.355]), respectively. The correlation between PJ and 
SI was 0.356 (95% CI [0.258, 0.454]). The effects of procedural justice perception 
and social identity on legitimacy judgement were similar and significant.

After testing the effect of PJ and SI in univariate and multivariate models, a 
random-effect meta-analysis is performed for the effect of interaction between PJ 
and SI (PJ × SI) on Legit (see Table 1) (i.e. the identity moderation hypothesis). 
The results suggest that the pooled PJ × SI–Legit correlation tends to be negative 
but insignificant, regardless of the influential cases removal. Duval and Tweedie’s 
(2000) trim and fill method suggests that no studies are to be added to adjust for 
the potential publication bias. The correlation between PJ × SI and Legit is found 
to be insignificant.

To test the identity meditation hypothesis, effect sizes of PJ-Legit, SI-Legit, and 
PJ-SI are taken into a random effect two-stage structural equation modelling meta-
analysis with the R package ‘metaSEM’. Since most studies only measure or report 
the PJ-Legit correlation, only matrices from those reporting all three correlations 
(k = 19, N = 26,169) were positive definite and thus included. The results show that 
all three paths (PJ-Legit, SI-Legit, and PJ-SI) are significant with the effect sizes of 
0.430, 0.250, and 0.311 (95% CI [0.307, 0.551], [0.143, 0.351], and [0.214, 0.407]), 
respectively, whereas the indirect effect was also significant with estimate of 0.078 
(95% CI [0.048, 0.115]). Moreover, the mediation model fits the data closely, with 
χ2

26,169 < 0.001 (p < 0.001), RMSEA < 0.001, and CFI ≈ 1.0.

Table 2   Meta-regression results

*p < 0.05

Moderator PJ–Legit SI–Legit

Continuous F df1, df2 p Q df1, df2 p

Age 3.929 1, 120 0.050* 0.309 1, 17 0.586
Gender 1.335 1, 132 0.250 0.007 1, 18 0.933
Ethnicity 0.084 1, 72 0.773 0763 1, 15 0.396
Democracy Index 2.069 1, 148 0.152 0.020 1, 21 0.889
Human Development Index 6.288 1, 149 0.013* 0.007 1, 23 0.931
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Finally, moderator analyses were conducted on the meta-analysis results of 
PJ–Legit and SI–Legit to test the effect of contextual factors (see Table 2). For the 
effect of demographic differences including age, gender, and ethnicity, the only sig-
nificant result is that age significantly moderates the PJ–Legit relationship (F (1, 
120) = 3.929, p = 0.050). This suggests that procedural justice may be a more impor-
tant predictor of legitimacy among adolescents and young adults than older indi-
viduals. Regarding the effect of social contexts, results show that social develop-
ment has a significant effect on PJ–Legit correlation (p = 0.013). People from more 
developed countries tend to correlate procedural justice perception to legitimacy 
more strongly than those from developing countries. On the other hand, none of the 
contextual factors in our analysis seem to moderate the correlations between social 
identity and legitimacy.

Table 3 summarises the results of subgroup analysis on social identity measures. 
The way how social identity was measured in PJT studies significantly affects the 
correlation between social identity and legitimacy (p = 0.011). Among all, measur-
ing social identity as relational identification with the police provides the strongest 
mean effect size on SI–Legit correlation with the lowest heterogeneity (cor = 0.551, 
95% CI [0.422, 0.658], I2 = 64.6%).

Discussion

Since Tyler’s (1990) ground-breaking research on procedural fairness in criminal 
justice settings, criminologists have been investigating how procedural justice could 
be used to promote police legitimacy and public compliance. Although social iden-
tity was central in developing different relational models of procedural justice in 
early PJT research (e.g. Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler & Blader, 2000; Tyler & Lind, 
1992), until recently, few criminological studies have focussed on the psychological 
processes underpinning the link between procedural justice and legitimacy. How-
ever, given recent attention to the role of social identity (26 studies in our review 
addressed social identity, 21% of all included studies), this is a timely moment to 
consider the place of social identity in our understanding of police procedural justice 
and legitimacy.

This meta-analysis addressed the interplay between procedural justice, social iden-
tity, and legitimacy in policing, as well as the potential effect of contextual factors on 
these relationships. Our findings suggest, first, that both procedural justice and social 

Table 3   Subgroup analysis of social identity measure

k SI-Legit  COR (95% CI) I2 (%) psubgroup

SI measures 0.011
Superordinate group identification 18 0.360 (0.242, 0.467) 98.5
Relational identification 4 0.551 (0.422, 0.658) 64.6
In-group vs out-group 1 0.460 (0.404, 0.513) -
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identity are correlates of legitimacy (H1 and H2). Moreover, when entered into a mul-
tivariate model, both procedural justice and social identity positively predict legiti-
macy while controlling for the effect of each other. In this limited sense, procedural 
justice and social identity have ‘unique’ statistical effects on legitimacy (H3 and H4).

With the foundation built upon H1 to H4, the social identity moderation and medi-
ation hypotheses were then tested. Results suggest that the correlation between the 
interaction between procedural justice and social identity and legitimacy is non-sig-
nificant, albeit with a tendency towards the negative. This implies that the strength 
of identification with the social group associated with police does not moderate the 
association between procedural justice and legitimacy. H5 is thus rejected; our meta-
analysis does not support the GVM or the UMM. This result has to be interpreted 
carefully, however, because the meta-analysis was conducted using only 11 samples, 
which are mostly from studies in the UK and Australia.

Nevertheless, social identity is found to be a significant mediator of the correla-
tion between procedural justice and legitimacy of the police. H6 is thus supported, 
and we find evidence in support of the GEM. We note that the putative causal rela-
tionship between these variables—i.e. that the experience of procedural justice 
strengthens identification with the group, and thus legitimacy—is assumed theoreti-
cally but very rarely empirically tested. More longitudinal and experimental stud-
ies are needed to the underlying causal processes. In addition, with the majority of 
the 19 included studies included in the mediation analysis conducted in the UK and 
Australia, the generalizability of these findings could be limited.

Our second objective was to review the implications of the differences in measur-
ing social identity across existing PJT studies. Our findings suggest that measuring 
social identity as relational identification with the police shows a stronger correla-
tion with legitimacy judgements and a lower heterogeneity than the other two ways 
of measuring social identity. This lower heterogeneity suggests that there are fewer 
unaddressed contextual effects on the results, which could imply that measuring 
social identity as relational identification with the police is less context-dependent 
than the other approaches. Measuring social identity via identification with superordi-
nate group(s) relies on the assumption that police are seen as a significant prototypal 
representative of the group. This tends to overlook to the fact that there are likely to 
be many factors shaping this identification that are not associated with police. Thus, 
considering relational identification with the police in the conceptualisation and oper-
ationalization of social identity in policing PJT research might be a more accurate 
way to assess how identity processes shape and interact with the relationship between 
procedural justice and legitimacy. That said, our findings do identify an association 
between superordinate identification and legitimacy, which may among other things 
say something about how police legitimacy is reproduced over time. People who 
identify with dominant groups in society tend to legitimise police, and this is to some 
extent independent of their assessments of procedural justice (Bradford, 2016).

Our last objective was to test the ‘invariance thesis’. Our results suggest that the 
correlation between procedural justice and legitimacy seems to be moderated by age 
and social development level. The correlation between the two tends to be stronger 
among younger people, and those from more developed countries. This does not 
mean that procedural justice is not important for others (e.g. older people), but it 
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does suggest that other antecedents of legitimacy could be relatively more salient to 
them. Given that legal socialisation has been one of the focuses in PJT studies (e.g. 
Trinkner & Tyler, 2016; Trinkner et al., 2020), it is perhaps not surprising that age 
acts as a moderator.

By contrast, although the policing of ethnic minority communities has been a 
concern particularly in western countries, in part because of the historical intergroup 
relationship between the police and the ethnic minority communities (e.g. Boehme 
et al., 2022; Jackson et al., 2023; McLean, 2017), our findings show that ethnicity 
does not seem to moderate the association between procedural justice and legiti-
macy. While Sun and Wu (2022) concluded that race/ethnicity moderates the effect 
of procedural justice on legitimacy by reviewing US-based studies, this phenome-
non might be confined in the USA, or to other contexts marked by significant (racial/
ethnic) intergroup tensions. We did identify potential moderating effects from gen-
der, or the level of democracy. In addition, no significant impact was found from our 
hypothesised moderators on the correlation between social identity and legitimacy. 
This could imply that social identity predicts legitimacy to a similar extent across 
people from different demographic backgrounds and social contexts. The associa-
tion between social identity and legitimacy may therefore be less “context depend-
ent” than might be imagined.

In sum, the meta-analysis seems more supportive of the invariance thesis than 
not. In general, the associations between procedural justice and legitimacy (and 
between social identity and legitimacy) do not seem to vary much across people 
from different demographic backgrounds and social contexts—although this is a 
mixed picture, and more work would be needed to expand on the limited findings 
presented here.

Implications

Our findings have significant implications for PJT in both theory and practice. 
Coherent with many previous studies, including the meta-analysis conducted by 
Walters and Bolger (2019), we find that procedural justice significantly correlates 
with legitimacy. But we also show that social identity can also be a significant 
antecedent of legitimacy, even taking procedural justice into account. Our analysis 
addresses the social identity mediation and moderation hypotheses and indicates 
support for the GEM. It seems that procedural justice treatment from the police can 
shape people’s identification with the superordinate group embodied, or the social 
group represented, by the police, such that, in turn, the police as in group members 
tend to be perceived as more legitimate.

Our second theoretical contribution concerns the conceptualisation and operation-
alisation of social identity in PJT. As mentioned, there has been a shift in quantifying 
social identity in survey studies away from simply measuring presumed shared social 
group towards a relational approach and measuring identification with police as a 
distinct social category. Our subgroup analysis considering different approaches to 
measuring social identity suggests that relational identification with the police seems 
to be a less context-dependent predictor of police legitimacy, meaning that it could be 



	 A. Chan et al.

1 3

more ‘accurate’ to consider, and measure, social identity as relational identification. 
However, it is also the case that there is consistent evidence of associations between 
police procedural justice and the strength of identification with more expansove cat-
egories, such as ‘the community’, or even ‘the state’ in a broader sense (Blount-Hill 
& Gau, 2022). In sum, it would seem that measures of both types of identity have a 
role to play, and future studies concerned with the mediating role of identity should 
consider including both. Again, though, existing PJT studies focussing on social iden-
tity are largely from the UK and Australia; other countries were underrepresented in 
current findings.

Lastly, our moderator analysis addresses some contextual variance of how pro-
cedural justice and social identity correlate with legitimacy. It seems that age and 
social development level are significant moderators of the correlation between pro-
cedural justice and legitimacy, but gender, race/ethnicity, and level of democracy 
are not. The correlation between social identity and legitimacy was not moderated 
by any of the variables that we tested. This could imply that the effect of procedural 
justice on legitimacy can vary depending on background and context, whereas the 
link between social identity and legitimacy is more consistent. The effectiveness of 
police attempts to promote legitimacy via procedural justice may thus also vary by 
context: perhaps most obviously, it would seem that procedural justice might be par-
ticularly important for younger people.

Limitations

This review has several limitations. First, although PJT can be applied in other crim-
inal justice settings, such as courtrooms and prisons, as well as the workplace and 
elsewhere, this study confines its scope to the context of policing, and thus, results 
are limited in this area. Second, while this study focuses on the relationship between 
procedural justice perceptions, social identity, and legitimacy judgements, future 
studies on social identity in PJT could usefully be extended to include behavioural 
measures, such as compliance and cooperation with the police.

Third, among the 159 included samples, only 11 of them reported the correlation 
between the procedural justice—social identity interaction and legitimacy judgements. 
Similarly, there are a very limited number of studies measuring social identity as in-
group vs out-group and relational identification. Although it is possible to conduct a 
meta-analysis on a small number of studies, the estimation of between-study hetero-
geneity could be difficult and may result in biased effect estimates (von Hippel, 2015).

Fourth, this review only includes studies in English. More inclusive analysis could 
be done if studies in other languages can be included in the future. This also leads to 
another limitation that most studies are representative of dominant group members in 
English-speaking countries (i.e. white Americans, white Europeans) but not of minori-
ties, although a few do focus on ethnic minority groups. Finally, the specific social 
and indeed policing situations upon which some studies focussed were not taken into 
account in our analysis. Results from studies on crowd policing could be quite differ-
ent from those focussing on more ‘routine’ police encounters, for example because 
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encounters in crowd events are conceptualised as inter-group contact rather than inter-
personal, as in many ‘routine’ interactions with the police (Reicher et al., 2004).

Conclusion

Given its recent attention in policing PJT research, this paper offers a timely review 
on the effect of social identity and social contexts on the extent to which police pro-
cedural justice leads to legitimacy. By using a meta-analytical approach, this study 
systematically reviews published evidence of the potential effects of social identity 
and contextual factors on the relationship between procedural justice and legitimacy 
in the context of policing. Controlling for procedural justice, social identity is found 
to be significantly correlated with legitimacy: identification seems to be another 
important source of police legitimacy. Moreover, our findings support the GEM, and 
the idea that procedural justice perceptions shape social identification with groups, 
which in turn shapes legitimacy judgements. By contrast, social identity seems not 
to moderate the link between procedural justice and legitimacy; our findings are less 
supportive of the GVM and UMM of procedural justice. By testing these relational 
models of PJT, this paper points out that social identity can be one of the important 
social psychological processes mediating the relationship between the perception 
of procedural justice and legitimacy and therefore that our assumptions about their 
relations need to be revisited through further research.

The question of contextual variance in the extent to which procedural justice and 
social identity correlate with legitimacy was addressed via moderator analysis. Age 
and social development level were found to have significant impacts on the correla-
tion between procedural justice and legitimacy, whereas the correlation between social 
identity and legitimacy is not affected by any hypothesised moderators. In other words, 
social identity may be a less context-dependent predictor of legitimacy, whereas 
the effect of procedural justice can vary across different social groups and settings. 
While the content of social identity (i.e. beliefs about what it means to be a member 
of a social category) and group boundaries (i.e. who is in-group or out-group) can 
be highly dependent on social contexts, our study indicates that future PJT research 
should steer towards understanding the precise context of situationally embedded 
interactions with police, as well as the interplay of multidimensional group identities.

Taken together, our findings demonstrate the potential importance of social iden-
tities and social contexts for understanding how and why procedural justice encour-
ages legitimacy judgements. While Hamm et  al. (2022) called for a more precise 
conceptualisation of legitimacy, they also placed the dialogic components of legit-
imacy at the core of their model. Our analysis of the available evidence suggests 
that social identity is an important component in the dialogue of legitimacy and that 
this social psychological factor interacts with context to play an important role in 
the interactional dynamics between police and citizens. Currently, PJT research has 
been dominated by survey methodology, where, inevitably, measures of identity are 
rather blunt and static. We suggest that PJT studies could therefore fruitfully adopt 
more diverse methodologies in the future so that the types of embedded group iden-
tities likely to be important for legitimacy can be conceptualised more precisely.
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