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Using survey data from a sample of white, black, and Hispanic incarcer-
ated females (N 5 554), we examine if the theoretically hypothesized and
empirically demonstrated relationship between procedural justice and
obligation to obey the law is substantiated among a sample of offenders
and explore the impact that sharing the race/ethnicity of the defense
attorney and prosecutor in their most recent conviction has on female
inmates’ perceptions of court procedural justice and their perceived
obligation to obey the law. The findings reveal that female offenders who
perceive the courts as more procedurally just report a significantly greater
obligation to obey the law. In addition, white female inmates who had a
white prosecutor were significantly more likely to perceive the courts
as procedurally just. Non-whites, though, perceive the courts as more
fair if they encountered a minority prosecutor regardless of whether the
prosecutor was black or Hispanic.

Prior research demonstrates the effectiveness of procedural
justice for securing the public’s perceived obligation to obey the
law (Jackson et al. 2012; Mazerolle et al. 2013; Reisig et al. 2012;
Sunshine and Tyler 2003; Tyler 2006; Tyler and Huo 2002; Wolfe
2011). This finding is important because it indicates that criminal
justice actors’ authority and ability to secure public compliance
may be strongly tied to the fairness of the procedures they use—
a factor authorities have some control over (Mazerolle et al.
2013; Sunshine and Tyler 2003). There remain, however, several
areas for additional exploration in the extant literature on
process-based models of regulation.

First, previous studies assessing the impact of procedural jus-
tice on people’s obligation to obey the law have focused almost
exclusively on perceptions of police, devoting far less attention to
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perceptions of the courts (Mazerolle et al. 2013; Sunshine and
Tyler 2003). This is surprising because, as Garland (1990: 71–72)
has explained, the contemporary courtroom is “the forum where
justice is done” and “a ritual in which society as a whole is
deemed to participate.” As such, the perceived fairness of court
procedures may play a particularly important role in legitimizing
or delegitimizing the authority of the law in the eyes of both the
public and offenders. In addition, there are reasons to expect
that prior findings concerning the police may not generalize to
the courts. Prior research, for example, suggests that people’s
perceptions of police are consistently and substantially more posi-
tive than their perceptions of the courts, which likely reflects citi-
zens’ greater familiarity and contact with police (Roberts and
Hough 2005). Indeed, Tyler (2006) found that individuals rely
more heavily on procedural justice perceptions when evaluating
perceptions of the courts versus perceptions of the police. There
are also factors unique to court processing—such as the type of
attorney (private versus public) representing the defendant and
plea-bargaining negotiations—that may influence court proce-
dural justice perceptions. Thus, we explore the antecedents of
people’s perceptions of the courts and how they may uniquely
impact people’s obligation to obey the law.

Second, existing theoretical scholarship suggests that racial or
ethnic identification with criminal justice actors—that is, sharing
the racial or ethnic characteristics of legal authorities—may result
in more positive assessments of those authorities (Tyler and Huo
2002; Weitzer and Tuch 2006). Much of this work extends from
the theoretical propositions of the group-value model which sug-
gest that being able to identify with an authority may increase
perceptions of status which in turn increases perceptions of pro-
cedural justice (Lind and Tyler 1988). Yet empirical evidence
about this hypothesized relationship is scarce, and the findings
from the handful of studies that have explored the issue have
been mixed (Kelleher and Wolak 2007; Scherer and Curry 2010;
Sharp and Johnson 2009; Tyler and Huo 2002). Thus, there is a
question as to whether the diversification of criminal justice
organizations, done in part to enhance the legitimacy of those
organizations among minorities, is actually effective. For example,
an alternative perspective extending from critical race theory
(Haney-L�opez 2003) suggests that any support for institutions
such as the criminal justice system which historically have pro-
tected the rights of whites over minorities is tantamount to sup-
porting white hegemony. As such, interacting with non-white
legal authorities may do little to enhance minorities’ perceptions
of the criminal justice system. Thus, this study further investi-
gates the impact of shared racial identity within the criminal

434 A Study of Female Offenders

https://doi.org/10.1111/lasr.12137 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1111/lasr.12137


justice system by examining how sharing one’s race/ethnicity with
court actors affects individuals’ perceptions of the courts and
their obligation to obey the law.

Third, this study builds on the small but growing body of lit-
erature that examines what is known about both the racial corre-
lates and potential consequences of procedural justice
perceptions among persons who are actually embedded in a
criminal lifestyle and at a high risk for future offending, such as
inmates (for example, see Casper, Tyler, and Fisher 1988; Fagan
and Piquero 2007; Papachristos et al. 2012; Piquero et al. 2005).
Likely because of the difficulties in gaining access to and survey-
ing inmates (Pickett et al. 2014), previous investigations have
focused almost exclusively on either the general public or on
minor offenders, such as persons stopped for traffic violations or
tax offenders (Murphy 2004 2005; Tyler 2006). In addition, the
existing studies that explore offenders’ procedural justice percep-
tions have largely concentrated on male inmates’ views about the
staff and processes of correctional facilities (Beijersbergen et al.
2014; Henderson et al. 2010; Reisig & Me�sko 2009) with fewer
studies examining female offenders (Tatar et al. 2012). We fur-
ther develop this literature by examining female inmates’ views
about court procedural justice.

This study addresses these gaps in the literature using data
from a survey of female inmates incarcerated at the largest
female correctional facility in Florida. The survey included meas-
ures of the racial/ethnic characteristics of the court actors with
whom the inmates interacted, and the inmates’ perceptions of
court procedural justice and obligation to obey the law. Our focus
on female offenders is important because they have received less
attention in research than male offenders (Belknap 2007), yet the
proportion of serious crime committed by female offenders has
increased in recent decades (Lauritsen et al. 2009). In the sec-
tions that follow, we review the theoretical work that informs our
analyses as well as the relevant prior research, after which we
describe our methodology and discuss the results of our study.

Theoretical Background and Prior Research

Procedural Justice and the Role of Voice

A key assumption on which theories of procedural justice are
based posits that regardless of the outcome, individuals may per-
ceive the process of an interaction as just if certain procedural cri-
teria are met (Lind and Tyler 1988; Thibaut and Walker 1975;
Tyler 1994). In other words, how a decision is made may be as
important to individuals as the actual decision. Just procedures
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are important because in disputes positive outcomes are rarely
achieved for all participants. Research suggests even when nega-
tive outcomes occur the individual may be more cooperative and
satisfied with the results and the decision makers if the process is
viewed as equitable (Cohen-Charash and Spector 2001; Tyler
2006; Tyler and Huo 2002; Tyler et al. 1985).

Within this framework Thibaut and Walker (1975) found that
the ability of individuals to take part in the process was critical
for promoting the perception that a fair process occurred. They
described this action as process control which has come to be
referred to as voice in the procedural justice literature (Folger
1977). Tyler (1987) found that value-expressiveness or having
one’s voice and opinion heard irrespective of the impact was para-
mount in predicting procedural justice. Several meta-analyses
describe voice as a strong consistent predictor of procedural jus-
tice (Cohen-Charash and Spector 2001; Colquitt et al. 2001).

While much of the literature on voice and procedural justice
has been examined in organizational and business contexts, the
importance of voice has also been demonstrated in procedural
justice judgments of the criminal justice system. For example,
prior studies have found direct and significant relationships for
the effect of voice on procedural justice judgments of the police
and courts (Tyler 2006) and on procedural justice judgments in
felony cases (Casper, Tyler, and Fisher 1988). Additional summa-
ries on five separate works are detailed by Lind and Tyler (1988);
each study found a positive link between voice and assessments
of procedural justice. However, virtually all the prior literature
on voice (alternatively, see Casper, Tyler, and Fisher 1988) exam-
ines it within lower stakes encounters, especially when compared
to the seriousness of a criminal court proceeding.

Court Procedural Justice and Obligation to Obey the Law

The extant research on the impact of procedural justice on
people’s obligations to obey extends from the theoretical founda-
tion of the process-based model of regulation (Tyler 1989). The
model’s key theoretical propositions are rooted in the argument
that sanction-based models of social control (i.e., outcome-based
or deterrence-based models) are limited in affecting individual
behavior over the long term. Instead, the process-based approach
is built on two alternative assumptions. First, people’s perceptions
of procedural justice and of authorities’ motives affect their felt
obligation to obey the law, even if they do not receive the out-
come they desire (Sunshine and Tyler 2003). Second, authorities
have the ability to affect whether people perceive them to be pro-
cedurally just (Tyler and Huo 2002).
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Among the general United States population, a positive link
between police procedural justice and obligation to obey has
been empirically demonstrated in a number of studies (Sunshine
and Tyler 2003; Tyler 2006). Indeed the link between procedural
justice and obligation to obey is generalizable cross-nationally and
in various contexts (Mazerolle et al. 2013). For example, Murphy
(2004, 2005) found that Australians were more likely to pay their
taxes if they perceived tax authorities’ behavior as procedurally
just. Levi and Sacks (2009) found that even in developing nations
individuals’ perceptions of procedural justice predicted obliga-
tions to obey the law. However, far less research has focused on
the courts.

Within the court setting, Thibaut and Walker (1975) pro-
duced the foundational work espousing the importance of proce-
dural justice. They showed that individuals involved in simulated
adversarial trials perceived the trial as fairer than those in an
inquisitorial setting. Casper, Tyler, and Fisher (1988) extended
this line of research by testing the effects of procedural justice
among a sample of individuals actually engaged in the criminal
justice system—felony defendants. They found that the proce-
dures used influenced defendants’ perceptions of court proce-
dural justice. For example, respondents’ perceptions about how
they were treated by the police affected their views about the
courts. However, factors such as defendants’ criminal record, and
whether they had a public defender or private attorney did not
impact views of the courts (Casper, Tyler, and Fisher 1988).
Unfortunately, neither of these studies evaluated whether court
procedural justice was correlated with respondents’ obligation to
obey the law, or whether the court actors’ demographics affected
defendants’ views about the courts or the law.

A more recent study of female inmates in Florida found that
inmates’ age, education, and ethnicity were associated with per-
ceptions of court procedural justice, but not with perceptions of
police procedural justice (Baker et al. 2014). Other correlates
including perceived judge honesty and voice also emerged as
significant predictors of court procedural justice. Importantly,
using a factor analytic approach Baker et al. (2014) found that
perceptions of police procedural justice were distinct from per-
ceptions of court procedural justice. In addition, similar to Cas-
per, Tyler, and Fisher (1988), the study’s most important finding
showed that perceived police procedural justice was an anteced-
ent to perceived court procedural justice. This finding suggests
that of the two types of procedural justice perceptions—police
and courts—perceived court procedural justice may constitute
the more proximate determinant of offenders’ obligation to
obey the law. However, like Casper, Tyler, and Fisher (1988),
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Baker et al. (2014) did not evaluate whether offenders’ proce-
dural justice perceptions were associated with their obligation to
obey the law, nor did they investigate whether sharing the race/
ethnicity of legal actors impacts inmates’ procedural justice
perceptions.

While several studies have linked perceptions of court proce-
dural justice to satisfaction with and confidence in the courts
(Benesh 2006; Buckler et al. 2007; Olson and Huth 1998; Tyler
and Huo 2002), studies examining the effect of court procedural
justice on either the public’s or offenders’ obligation to obey the
law remain rare. The few investigations that have examined the
impact of perceptions of the courts on people’s obligation to obey
the law have conflated perceptions of the courts with perceptions
of the police by combining the two types of perceptions into a
single item—perceptions of legal authorities (Tyler 2006; Tyler
and Huo 2002). This conflation of perceptions of police and
courts overlooks the nuanced nature of these two types of per-
ceptions, and potentially obscures the unique correlates and
effects of each (Baker et al. 2014; Sprott and Doob 2009). For
example, research by Papachristos et al. (2012) demonstrated
that while prior offenders’ procedural justice perceptions of the
police were significantly associated with perceived legitimacy, no
such relationship emerged when the focus was on perceived pro-
cedural justice of prosecutors. It remains unclear, then, whether
court procedural justice can impact self-regulating beliefs among
offenders, and whether the racial characteristics of legal author-
ities are important for understanding why offenders’ perceive
them as being just or unjust.

Importance of Shared Race/Ethnicity with Authorities

The importance of shared race/ethnicity with authorities is
rooted in social identity theory which highlights the importance
of people’s in-group and out-group social categorizations
(Abrams and Hogg 1990; Hogg 2006). Such classifications are
not necessarily complex but instead “draw on readily accessible
social categorizations (e.g., gender, race, profession)—ones that
are valued, important, and frequently used aspects of the self-
concept” (Hogg 2006: 119). “Groups and their members strive
for positive intergroup distinctiveness because in salient group
contexts the ‘self,’ as social identity, is defined and evaluated in
group terms, and therefore, status, prestige, and social valence of
the group attaches to oneself” (Hogg 2006: 120). Shared social
identity derives its impact from individuals’ ambiguity about
either their position/status, or the position/status of their in-
group, in the public sphere. As a result, they rely on in-group
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members, especially those in positions of authority, as valid infor-
mation sources about their status, and they adjust their views
accordingly (Abrams and Hogg 1990).

The socio-psychological significance of shared race/ethnicity
with authorities is further articulated within the procedural jus-
tice literature through Lind and Tyler’s (1988) group-value
model. Lind and Tyler (1988) posit three antecedents of proce-
dural justice: status, neutrality, and trust. Lind and Tyler’s (1988)
status component of the group-value model emphasizes the
importance of being a member of a respected and authoritative
group. In one of the first tests of this model, Tyler (1989) found
that all three factors of the group-value model, in addition to
perceived voice, significantly influenced perceptions of proce-
dural justice. However, an important limitation of Tyler’s (1989,
1994) research on the group-value model is that it did not
directly consider the potential effects of authorities’ demographic
attributes, such as their race or ethnicity. This is notable because
the group-value model suggests that such identification may
shape status perceptions and, in turn, influence views about
authorities.

In a seminal study conducted with a sample of Oakland and
Los Angeles residents, Tyler and Huo (2002) directly evaluated
the importance of citizens’ shared ethnicity with legal author-
ities, broadly defined, with whom they had recently interacted
(e.g., the citizens’ had called police for help, gone to court as a
plaintiff, etc.). However, their study yielded mixed evidence
about the effects of such interactions. Although black and His-
panic citizens’ willingness to accept decisions made by author-
ities did not vary depending on whether the authorities were
white or non-white, white citizens were significantly more willing
to accept decisions made by white decision makers, even after
controlling for process issues. To our knowledge, however, there
is no existing evidence that specifically evaluates whether serious
offenders who interact with racially similar legal authorities, be
it judges, lawyers, or law enforcement, are more likely to per-
ceive greater procedural justice or feel a greater obligation to
obey the law.

The Role of Race in Developing Perceptions of the Courts

In addition to the socio-psychological aspects of social iden-
tity theory and procedural justice theory, critical race theory
such as articulated by Haney-L�opez (2000, 2003, 2006) also pro-
vides guidance for understanding the potential importance of
race in developing individuals’ perceptions of the criminal jus-
tice system. For example, white and non-white perceptions of
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obedience, fairness, and legitimacy of legal authorities may
greatly differ (Tyler and Huo 2002; Weitzer and Tuch 2006).
Haney-L�opez (2006) posits that racial differences may be the
result of different approaches to how whites and non-whites
approach lawful obedience. According to his theory obedience
to the law may be highly rational, that is, instrumental, which
can be juxtaposed against acquiescence to the law which involves
accepting the norms and assumptions underlying the law and
legal system (Haney-L�opez 2006). This may explain the poten-
tial for differences among whites and non-whites in how their
judgments about obedience to the law are evaluated. The theory
postulates that acquiescence to the law creates complicity on the
part of individuals for the legal constructions and assumptions
of race that have become part of the law—that is, a norm of
white superiority. As Haney-L�opez (2006: 21) explicates
“Whatever the language used, it is clear that white identity is
tied inextricably to non-white identity as its positive mirror, its
superior opposite.”

For whites, acquiescence to the law that protects their supe-
rior racial identity may indicate that their judgments will be
more normative—based on aspects such as perceived fairness—
and interacting with white authorities would further reinforce
their underlying normative ideals about the law and white supe-
riority. Alternatively, non-whites may be obliged to obey the law
as opposed to being acquiescent to the law and as such their
obedience may be more instrumental and based on aspects such
as having the ability to control the outcome to some degree, for
example, through participating in a negotiated plea as opposed
to being subjected to a trial or experiencing “voice” in their
encounters with the courts. Extending these theoretical princi-
ples to shared versus nonshared racial interactions, non-whites
interacting with white legal authorities may further reinforce
the value of instrumental as opposed to normative aspects of
the criminal justice system. This in turn may negatively impact
their judgments about normative aspects of the law such as the
fairness of the system. Non-whites may be more attuned to the
racism, albeit unconscious or “script” racism (Haney-L�opez
2000), present in the criminal justice system particularly the
courts.

This unconscious institutional racism may be additionally
emphasized when non-whites interact with white court actors
who may be unable to fully empathize with the “structural forms
of racism” faced by many minorities in the United States (Lynch
2014: 122). Even white prosecutors who may be able to empa-
thize with non-white defendants “run the risk of reprimand
within their offices, in addition to marking themselves as soft
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touches in plea negotiations” if they allow such empathetic judg-
ments to affect their decisionmaking (Lynch 2014: 124). This may
be critical for how non-whites view the courts as prosecutors have
near total control over charging decisions and penalty enhance-
ments giving them a great deal of power in plea negotiations. As
such, white prosecutors who have a great deal of control over
plea negotiations but who are unable to empathize with non-
white defendants may be less likely to offer favorable pleas, thus,
diminishing non-whites perceived fairness of the courts and per-
ceived obligation to the obey the law. Findings from one recent
study seem to bear this out as black and Hispanic defendants
were more likely to receive custodial plea offers—those involving
jail or prison time—over noncustodial plea offers—those involv-
ing community service, probation, and so forth—than were
whites (Kutateladze et al. 2014).

The Importance of a Focus on Female Offenders

Females provide a special group of individuals to examine
due to their shifts in criminal offending over the past several dec-
ades. For example, arrests of females more than doubled from
1980 (�1.2 million arrests) to 2012 (over 2.8 million arrests)
(Snyder and Mulako-Wangota 2014). During roughly that same
time period, the number of females incarcerated in state and fed-
eral prisons grew by a factor of nearly 9 (from 12,746 in 1978 to
111,287 in 2013) (BJS 2014). Examining why females offend or,
alternatively, why they obey the law has been widely ignored
among contemporary theories (Belknap 2007). But, females now
make up a considerable proportion of criminal offenders and are
responsible for more crimes than at any other time in United
States history. Official statistics suggest that they account for
approximately 26 percent of offenses (Federal Bureau of Investi-
gation 2013). This partly reflects the fact that for reasons that
remain elusive, the steep decline in criminal offending among
males during the past few decades did not replicate among
females (Lauritsen et al. 2009). Indeed, the 10-year arrest trends
from 2003 to 2012 indicate that while offenses attributed to adult
males dropped 12.7 percent, offenses attributed to adult females
increased 2.9 percent (FBI 2013). Understanding the dynamics
of this increase is critical to devising ways to reduce the growth in
female offending.

The nature of and pathways to offending may also be differ-
ent for females than for males (Jones et al. 2013; Steffensmeier
and Allan 1996). For example, responding to sexual and other
physical abuse seems to be a key reason females turn to crime
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(Chesney-Lind and Rodriquez 1983; Hubbard and Pratt 2002;
McCartan and Gunnison 2010; Salisbury and Van Voorhis
2009). However, legitimate outlets for females to escape abusive
situations could alleviate some of the growth in female offend-
ing. One possible outlet is the ability of women to turn to the
criminal justice system. But, their perceptions of the fairness
and legitimacy of legal procedures and processes could affect
their willingness to engage the system. For example, positive
views of the fairness and legitimacy of the criminal justice sys-
tem could provide women with a pro-social pathway to escape
abuse. Alternatively, negative attitudes could potentially result in
law-breaking as a means to solve problems or escape negative
situations.

The Current Study

Based on theoretical expectations and the extant literature
on voice, racial identification, procedural justice and obligation
to obey the law, and critical race theory, we aim to answer four
research questions. First, while the importance of perceived
voice for promoting perceptions of procedural justice has been
established in low stake encounters, what affect will perceived
voice have on perceptions of procedural justice among convicted
offenders in criminal court proceedings? Second, does the link
between procedural justice and people’s obligation to obey the
law, which has been observed for perceptions of the police and
overall measures of legal authorities, hold true when percep-
tions of the courts are examined? Third, is the hypothesized
and empirically demonstrated relationship between procedural
justice and obligation to obey the law substantiated among a
sample of serious offenders? Fourth, what impact will shared
racial identification with court actors have on female inmates’
perceptions of court procedural justice and their obligation to
obey the law?

Data and Methods

The data were collected on a single day in 2010 at a
medium security, privately run, female correctional facility in
Florida. Inmates are assigned to facilities based on a number of
factors but are eligible for assignment at any facility for which
they are appropriately scored. Though some literature and
debate exist on the efficacy of public and private facilities, most
findings suggest little definitive difference between the two types
of institutions. For example, a meta-analysis of studies on vari-
ous aspects of prison administration conducted by Perrone and
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Pratt (2003) found no conclusive evidence of differences in
prison condition, prison management, activities available to
inmates, quality of care, security, safety, or order between pri-
vate and public facilities. Additionally, research specifically con-
ducted on Florida inmates, found no significant difference in
recidivism rates for female inmates who were housed at private
versus public facilities (Bales et al. 2005). As such, we are cau-
tiously confident that despite the fact that this survey comes
from a sample of inmates housed at a private facility there is lit-
tle to suspect that they are qualitatively different from female
inmates housed at public facilities in Florida. Prior to data col-
lection this project was reviewed by the appropriate University’s
Internal Review Board, the Florida Department of Management
Services, and the warden of the correctional institution involved.
Data collection was conducted by graduate students trained in
survey administration with the assistance of prison educational
staff. No incentives were provided to inmates for taking the sur-
vey, and they were allowed up to 45 minutes to complete the
questionnaire.

A total of 1,256 surveys were administered to inmates housed
in the prison on the date of administration. Respondents were
limited to any inmate housed in one of the five housing units
throughout the facility with the exception of two pods within one
of the housing units. Researchers were unable to survey inmates
housed in these two pods as a result of limited research person-
nel. There is little to suggest that the inmates in the two pods
fundamentally differed from the other inmates surveyed; inmates
at the facility were assigned to nonprogram-based dorms so any
error potentially introduced by not being able to survey these
pods would be random. In total, 83 percent of the inmates
housed at the facility were surveyed. Inmates granted informed
consent and filled out self-administered questionnaires containing
82 questions on a variety of topics from attitudes about marriage
to perceptions of the criminal justice system. Of the surveys
administered, 814 were completed or partially completed. The
response rate was 54 percent, and the cooperation rate was 65
percent.1

The demographic breakdown of all survey respondents, com-
pared with that of the population of female inmates in Florida (in
parentheses), is as follows: white, 57 percent (59 percent); black,
32 percent (37 percent); mean age, 35 years (37 years) (FLDOC

1 To calculate this rate, the 259 noncontacts were included in the denominator. There
is no error in eligibility because all excluded inmates met the requirement for inclusion—
they were incarcerated at the facility at the time of the study.
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2010).2 Following listwise deletion for missing data, the final sam-
ple for this study was 554.3 The final demographic breakdown of
those included in this study is 65 percent white, 31 percent black,
and 4 percent Hispanic with a mean age of 35. According to
FLDOC (2010), 31.31 percent of female inmates were incarcer-
ated in Florida for a violent offense, approximately 30.52 percent
for a property offense, 29.47 percent for a drug related offense,
1.41 percent for a sex offense, and 7.26 percent for a crime other
than violent, property, drug, or sex. According to respondents’
self-reported reason for incarceration, the final analytic sample
contained fewer violent offenders (15.34 percent), slightly less
property offenders (27.80 percent), more drug offenders (37.36
percent), roughly the same number of sex offenders (1.62 per-
cent), and a higher proportion of “other” offenders (17.87 per-
cent). Some of the discrepancy could be do to the nature of self-
report versus official statistics; however, the lower number of vio-
lent offenders is likely due to the medium security nature of the
prison used for this study. Indeed, the underrepresentation of
blacks in our sample is also likely a function of the smaller num-
ber of violent offenders incarcerated in medium security facilities.
To be clear, FLDOC (2010) reported that 37.22 percent of black
females were incarcerated for violent offenses compared to 27.41
percent of white females. Thus, a larger proportion of black
females were likely incarcerated at higher security facilities than
the one surveyed.

Measures

Procedural Justice of the Courts

We focus on inmates’ generalized perceptions of court proce-
dural justice, rather than their perceptions of their most recent

2 Remarkably, the Florida Department of Corrections does not maintain separate eth-
nic/demographic information on Hispanics. So a comparison of sample statistics to the pop-
ulation parameters for Hispanics incarcerated in Florida is unavailable. Also, note that we
are comparing the sample to the entire population of females incarcerated in Florida at the
time of the survey. As such, any differences between the sample and the population could be
the result of the sampling frame used—that is, the single prison in Northwest Florida. It is
possible that the prison was not directly representative of the state prison population demo-
graphically. Unfortunately, prison level demographic information was not made available to
the researchers.

3 Because we are expressly interested in the effect of shared race/ethnicity it was not
possible to link the race/ethnicity of court actors to individuals who responded “other” to
the race/ethnicity survey item. Thus, these individuals, representing 6 percent of the total
sample, are not included in the analyses. Additionally, four respondents were dropped from
the sample because the inmates were outliers in the models as demonstrated by scatterplots
or were found to have high leverage and influence as indicated by a series of preliminary
diagnostics (DFBETA, DFITS, Cook’s D). Additional discussion of the inclusion of these
cases is provided in the limitations section of the discussion and conclusion.
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encounter for two reasons. First, many offenders have multiple
experiences with the courts, and so the key theoretical concern is
whether any single experience can influence broader perceptions
of the courts. Second, prior research suggests that generalized
perceptions of procedural justice may be the most important
source of felt obligation to obey (Mazerolle et al. 2013). Female
inmates’ Perceived Procedural Justice of the Courts is measured using
five items combined into a single standardized index. The word-
ing of all five questions is presented in Table 1. PJ1 is a five-point
measure with response categories ranging from very dissat-
isfied 5 1 to very satisfied 5 5. PJ2 is a four-point measure
(seldom 5 1, sometimes 5 2, usually 5 3, and always 5 4). PJ3 and
PJ4 are four-point measures with response categories ranging
from strongly disagree 5 1 to strongly agree 5 4. PJ5 is a dichoto-
mous measure (favor some people over others 5 0, treat everyone
equally 5 1). The items combined into a single measure with
Cronbach’s alpha 5 0.76.

Obligation to Obey the Law

Obligation to Obey the Law is measured using three items
combined into a standardized index. All three items (shown in
Table 1) had four-point response categories ranging from
strongly disagree 5 1 to strongly agree 5 4. The items combined
into a single item with Cronbach’s alpha 5 0.64. While this reli-
ability coefficient is lower than the traditional 0.70 threshold it is
considerably higher than obligation to obey alphas reported in
prior studies. For example, Tyler and Huo’s (2002) measure had
an alpha 5 0.47. In Tyler’s (2006), seminal Why People Obey the

Table 1. Promax Rotated Factor Analysis of Perceptions of Procedural Justice
and Obligation to Obey Items

Factor 1 Factor 2

PJ1 Overall how satisfied are you with the
fairness of the way courts treat people?

0.760 –0.041

PJ2 How often do the courts treat citizens
fairly and handle their problem in a
fair manner?

0.706 0.022

PJ3 Courts generally guarantee everyone a
fair trial.

0.602 –0.029

PJ4 The basic rights of citizens are well pro-
tected by the courts.

0.601 –0.019

PJ5 Some people say that courts treat every-
one equally, others that they favor
some people over others.

0.472 0.091

Ob1 People should obey the law even if it goes
against what they think is right.

0.023 0.658

Ob2 I always try to follow the law even when I
think it is wrong.

–0.056 0.688

Ob3 Disobeying the law is seldom justified. 0.003 0.353
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Law his obligation to obey measure had an alpha 5 0.57. Finally,
Wolfe (2011) reported an alpha 5 0.55. In addition, all three of
the Obligation to Obey the Law items loaded on a single factor (see
below). It is also important to note that Cronbach’s alpha is heav-
ily influenced by the number of items in the index (Cortina
1993)—a likely explanation for the low alpha associated with our
three-item index—and alpha provides a conservative estimate of
a measure’s reliability (Carmines and Zeller 1979: 45).

Before proceeding, it is important to note that there has been
recent concern regarding the discriminant and construct validity
of procedural justice and legitimacy measures (Baker et al. forth-
coming; Gau 2011; Reisig et al. 2007). To ensure discriminant
validity4 of Perceived Procedural Justice of the Courts and Obligation
to Obey the Law, we conducted an exploratory factor analysis of all
eight items included in the two measures. The results of the pro-
max rotated factor analysis are presented in Table 1; they indi-
cate two separate and distinct measures as operationalized above.
While the exploratory factor loading for Ob3 (0.353) is low
(<0.40), we chose to retain the item in an effort to be consistent
with previous studies that have included it as a measure of obliga-
tion to obey (see, for example, Sunshine and Tyler 2003; Tyler
2006; Tyler and Huo 2002; Tyler and Wakslak 2004).

Voice

Given the importance of voice in promoting perceptions of
procedural justice (Baker et al. 2014; Tyler 2006; Tyler and Huo
2002), we explore the significance of perceived Voice in court pro-
ceedings. Voice was a single-item measure in which respondents
were asked “How much of a chance or opportunity did the mem-
bers of the courts give you to describe your problem to them
before making any decisions about how to handle it?” Responses
to this item were a great deal of opportunity 5 4, some oppor-
tunity 5 3, a little opportunity 5 2, and not much opportunity 5 1.
As evidenced by the descriptive statistics, it appears that on aver-
age respondents felt like they had “not much” to “a little” oppor-
tunity to express their side of the criminal encounter.

4 Discriminant validity refers to the empirical distinction between items that are meant
to be separate, distinct constructs. In the case of perceived procedural justice and obligation
to obey the law, exploratory factors analysis allows us to determine that measures we are
combining as indicators of procedural justice all combine on the same factor while the meas-
ures we are combining as indicators of obligation to obey the law are separate and distinct
measures loading on a separate factor. For direct discussion and detailed empirical tests of
the construct and discriminant validity of perceptions of procedural justice and legitimacy,
see Gau 2011.
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Shared Race/Ethnicity

Prior research often operationalizes social identity as a sense
of attachment, belonging, or pride in belonging to a particular
group (Murphy 2013; Murphy and Cherney 2011). In this study,
however, we use shared race/ethnicity with court actors—defined
as the correspondence (or lack thereof) between a female
inmates’ self-reported race or ethnicity and her perceptions of
the race or ethnicity of the court actors involved in her most
recent conviction—as a proxy for social identity. This approach is
similar to the approach of shared group identity used by Tyler
and Huo (2002). Respondents were prompted with the state-
ment: “For the next set of questions I would like for you to think
about the conviction that sent you here.” They were then asked
to identify the race/ethnicity of the attorney representing them,
the prosecutor, and the judge. Additionally, participants were
asked to self-identify their race/ethnicity. Using these measures,
we created three dummy variables: Shared Race with Defense Attor-
ney, Shared Race with Prosecutor, and Shared Race with Judge. For
each variable, respondents were coded “1” if their self-identified
race/ethnicity matched that of the court actor, and were coded
“0” if their self-identified race/ethnicity did not match that of the
court actor. The percentages of whites, blacks, and Hispanics
reporting they shared the race/ethnicity of the defense attorney,
prosecutor, and judge in their most recent conviction are
reported in Table 2. As would be expected, whites were more
likely than either minority group to have shared the race/ethnic-
ity of a court actor. Most strikingly, very few non-whites, less than
1 percent of blacks and approximately 4 percent of Hispanics,
shared the race/ethnicity with the judge in their case. Even in
combining black and Hispanic respondents into a single category,
there are still too few non-white respondents that interacted with
a non-white judge to reliably estimate the effect of judge race/eth-
nicity on respondents’ perceptions. For this reason, the analyses
focus only on shared race/ethnicity with defense attorneys and
prosecutors.

Theoretically, it is plausible that among non-whites it may be
less important that a court actor is of the same race/ethnicity as
oneself than that the court actor is a member of any minority

Table 2. Shared Race/Ethnicity with Court Actor by Racial/Ethnic Group

Shared Defense Shared Prosecutor Shared Judge

White 88.82% 88.82% 95.53%
Black 15.70% 3.49% 0.58%
Hispanic 4.17% 4.17% 4.17%

Non-white Defense Non-white Prosecutor Non-white Judge
Non-white 17.35% 8.16% 3.06%
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group. That is, the most salient consideration for non-white
offenders may simply be whether legal authorities are white or
not. For this reason, in their study of Oakland and Los Angeles
residents, Tyler and Huo (2002) dichotomized legal authorities
into two groups: whites and non-whites. In this study, we assess
this possibility with the female offenders in our sample. To do so,
in a separate model estimated for non-white inmates, we incorpo-
rate binary variables contrasting interactions with non-white ver-
sus white court actors (Non-white defense attorney, Non-white
prosecutor). These variables are coded “1” if the court actor was
black or Hispanic, and “0” if the court actor was white.

Control Variables

Three different types of controls are included to minimize
the potential for omitted variable bias. The first set involved
respondents’ court experiences and criminal background. Indi-
viduals were asked about the type of attorney they had during
the proceedings (Public Defender 5 1, other 5 0). Respondents
were also asked if they had been previously incarcerated (Prior
Incarceration 5 1). In addition, respondents were asked to indicate
the type of crime for which they were currently incarcerated (Vio-
lent Offense 5 1, all others 5 0). The final measure indicated
whether the respondent accepted a plea bargain (Plea
Bargain 5 1).

The next set of controls examined respondents’ lifestyle.
They were asked about their marital status (Married 5 1) and
parental status (has Children 5 1). Finally, we controlled for
respondents’ Age in years; individuals self-identified their race/
ethnicity which was converted into two dummy variables (black-
5 1) and (Hispanic 5 1) leaving white as a reference category; and
level of Education (1 5 grade school only, 2 5 some high school,
3 5 high school graduate, 4 5 some college, and 5 5 college grad-
uate or more). The descriptive statistics for all the variables
included in the models are presented in Table 3.

Analytic Strategy

To address our research questions, we conduct eight Ordi-
nary Least Squares Regression (OLS) models. In the first two
models, we examine the impact of voice and shared race/ethnicity
with each court actor on perceptions of court procedural justice
and then examine the subsequent effect of voice, shared race/eth-
nicity, and procedural justice on respondents’ obligation to obey
the law among the full sample. Because some prior research sug-
gests that the importance of the race of legal authorities may be
more salient for whites than non-whites (Scherer and Curry
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2010; Tyler and Huo 2002), the next four models examine the
same relationships as above separately for whites and non-whites.
In a final set of models, among non-white inmates, we analyze
the impact of respondents’ interactions with non-white (but not
necessarily a direct racial/ethnic match) court actors on proce-
dural justice perceptions and obligation to obey the law.

Results

We begin by examining the results of the analyses on the full
sample (Table 4). The first model examines procedural justice as
the dependent variable. Consistent with prior literature voice has
a strong positive significant effect on procedural justice percep-
tions representing the strongest predictor. The findings provide
no evidence that shared race/ethnicity with the defense attorney
is associated with procedural justice perceptions. By contrast, a
strong effect emerges in relation to shared race/ethnicity with the
prosecutor. On average, female inmates who shared the race/eth-
nicity of the prosecutor in their case report significantly higher
perceptions of court procedural justice. In fact, sharing the race/
ethnicity with the prosecutor is the second strongest predictor of
court procedural justice among the inmates after voice. Of the
court experience and lifestyle related controls, only having plea-
bargained is positively and significantly associated with court pro-
cedural justice. Inmates who committed a violent crime, had chil-
dren, and had higher educational attainment, conversely, tended
to report lower levels of perceived procedural justice.

A key question is whether the link between procedural justice
and obligations to obey, which has been supported in examina-
tions of public perceptions of police procedural justice (Mazerolle

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics of Sample

Mean s.d. Min Max

Obligation to obey the lawa 0.020 0.771 22.782 1.679
Court procedural justicea 0.045 0.727 21.250 2.327
Shared defense attorney 0.625 0.485 0 1
Shared prosecutor 0.587 0.493 0 1
Voice 1.603 0.905 1 4
Public defender 0.653 0.476 0 1
Prior incarceration 0.422 0.494 0 1
Plea bargain 0.866 0.341 0 1
Violent offense 0.153 0.361 0 1
Married 0.164 0.371 0 1
Children 0.827 0.371 0 1
Age 34.608 9.143 18 64
Education 2.718 0.994 1 5
Black 0.310 0.463 0 1
Hispanic 0.043 0.204 0 1

aItems are mean standardized indexes.
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et al. 2013; Sunshine and Tyler 2003), is generalizable to serious
offenders’ perceptions of court procedural justice. Consistent
with this framework, the results (presented in Table 4 Model 2)
show that female inmates’ perceptions of court procedural justice
are the strongest predictor of their obligation to obey the law.
Specifically, inmates’ who perceive that the courts are fair are
more likely to report that they feel obligated to abide by legal
regulations.

Given the strong relationship observed between perceived
court procedural justice and obligation to obey, we examine
whether shared race with the prosecutor, which significantly
impacted procedural justice perceptions, exerts an indirect effect
on obligation to obey through procedural justice perceptions.
The appropriate test for indirect effects is the product of the
coefficients approach (Hayes 2009, 2013), which involves multi-
plying the coefficient for the effect of the independent variable
(i.e., shared race with prosecutor) on the mediator (i.e., court
procedural justice), with the coefficient for the effect of the medi-
ator on the outcome variable (i.e., obligation to obey) in the full
model. Traditionally, the Sobel z-test has been used to determine
the significance of the indirect effect. However, scholars have
recently emphasized that Sobel’s z should be abandoned in favor
of bootstrapping because it inappropriately assumes that the indi-
rect effect has a normal sampling distribution (Hayes 2013; Zhao

Table 4. OLS Models Examining Shared Racial/Ethnic Identity, Perceptions of
Court Procedural Justice, and Obligation to Obey the Law Among
the Full Sample (N 5 554)

Model 1: Procedural
Justice

Model 2: Obligation
to Obey

b s.e. B b s.e. B

Perceptions of court
procedural justice

— — — 0.188*** 0.051 0.177

Shared race w/
defense attorney

20.126 0.090 20.084 20.043 0.093 20.027

Shared race w/
prosecutor

0.255** 0.085 0.173 0.005 0.136 0.003

Voice 0.351*** 0.033 0.437 20.008 0.037 20.009
Public defender 0.030 0.060 0.020 20.122 0.070 20.076
Prior incarceration 0.027 0.058 0.019 20.122 0.063 20.078
Plea bargain 0.219** 0.074 0.103 0.048 0.091 0.021
Violent offense 20.158* 0.079 20.078 0.063 0.099 0.030
Married 0.024 0.074 0.012 0.050 0.090 0.024
Children 20.183* 0.078 20.095 0.280** 0.092 0.138
Age 20.001 0.003 20.009 0.010** 0.004 0.120
Education 20.087** 0.030 20.118 20.013 0.034 20.017
Black 0.104 0.113 0.066 0.019 0.160 0.011
Hispanic 0.331 0.169 0.093 20.090 0.214 20.024

R2 5 0.250 R2 5 0.072

*p< 0.05; **p< 0.01; ***p< 0.001 (two-tailed test).
Abbreviations: b 5 unstandardized coefficients; s.e. 5 robust standard errors;

B 5 standardized coefficient.
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et al. 2010). For this reason, we test for the indirect effect of
shared race with prosecutor using the product of the coefficients
approach, and we estimate a percentile-based bootstrap
(k 5 5,000) confidence interval. We find that shared race with
prosecutor has a significant positive indirect effect (b 5 0.048, 95
percent confidence interval 5 0.013–0.092) on obligation to obey
the law, through procedural justice perceptions. Stated differ-
ently, among female inmates, shared race/ethnicity with prosecu-
tors is associated with a greater obligation to abide by the law
because it is correlated with an increased likelihood of perceiving
the courts to be procedurally just.

To further unpack the relationship between voice, shared
race/ethnicity with court actors, perceived court procedural jus-
tice, and female offenders’ obligation to obey the law, we reesti-
mated the above model separately for whites and non-whites.
The results of the disaggregated analyses are presented in Tables
5 and 6. We first focus on the results for white inmates (Table 5).
As was the case for the full sample, among white inmates, we
observe strong positive significant relationships between both
voice and perceptions of procedural justice and having shared
the race with the prosecutor and perceived procedural justice.
The strong significant positive relationship between procedural
justice and obligation to obey the law seen in the full model is
also present in the whites only model. The results reveal that,
among white inmates, shared race with the prosecutor has a sig-
nificant positive indirect effect (b 5 0.050, 95 percent confidence

Table 5. OLS Models Examining Shared Racial/Ethnic Identity, Perceived
Court Procedural Justice, and Obligation to Obey the Law Among
Whites (N 5 358)

Model 1: Procedural Justice Model 2: Obligation to Obey

b s.e. B b s.e. B

Perceptions of court
procedural justice

— — — 0.173** 0.062 0.171

Shared race w/
defense attorney

20.203 0.120 20.090 20.036 0.111 20.016

Shared race w/
prosecutor

0.288** 0.095 0.128 20.078 0.141 20.034

Voice 0.314*** 0.040 0.400 20.008 0.044 20.010
Public defender 0.015 0.081 0.010 20.140 0.081 20.091
Prior incarceration 0.074 0.074 0.051 20.152* 0.073 20.104
Plea bargain 0.147 0.090 0.065 0.037 0.105 0.016
Violent offense 20.259* 0.112 20.121 0.098 0.123 0.045
Married 20.015 0.083 20.008 0.062 0.100 0.034
Children 20.107 0.098 20.057 0.241* 0.098 0.126
Age 20.004 0.004 20.052 0.016*** 0.004 0.209
Education 20.047 0.037 20.071 20.020 0.037 20.030

R2 5 0.220 R2 5 0.100

*p< 0.05; **p< 0.01; ***p< 0.001 (two-tailed test).
Abbreviations: b 5 unstandardized coefficients; s.e. 5 robust standard errors;

B 5 standardized coefficient.
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interval 5 0.009–0.103) on obligation to obey the law through
procedural justice perceptions.

The story is different among non-whites inmates (Table 6).
Voice remains a strong positive predictor of perceived procedural
justice. None of the measures of shared race/ethnicity have signif-
icant effects on either perceived procedural justice or obligation
to obey the law, though. Stated differently, among non-whites,
shared race/ethnicity with court actors does not appear to be an
important concern influencing views about the courts and law.
However, court procedural justice is significantly and positively
associated with non-white inmates’ obligation to obey the law. As
noted previously, it is possible that among non-whites, it may be
more important that a legal authority is a member of any minor-
ity group than that he or she is a member of a specific minority
group.

In our final set of models presented in Table 7, we explore
whether interactions with non-white court actors, regardless of
whether those court actors were black or Hispanic, influence
non-white inmates’ views about the courts and law. The findings
show that unlike in the previous model for non-whites (Table 6),
which focused on shared race/ethnicity, contact with non-white
prosecutors has a significant effect. Specifically, among non-white
female inmates, having a non-white prosecutor is associated with
greater endorsement of the view that the courts are procedurally
just. As such, we again tested for an indirect effect of having a

Table 6. OLS Models Examining Shared Racial/Ethnic Identity, Perceived
Court Procedural Justice, and Obligation to Obey the Law Among
Non-Whites (N 5 196)

Model 1: Procedural Justice Model 2: Obligation to Obey

b s.e. B b s.e. B

Perceptions of court
procedural justice

— — — 0.242* 0.010 0.213

Shared race w/
defense attorney

20.028 0.138 20.013 20.031 0.163 20.012

Shared race w/
prosecutor

0.112 0.101 0.027 0.416 0.381 0.090

Voice 0.418*** 0.056 0.500 20.011 0.074 20.012
Public defender 0.031 0.094 0.020 20.052 0.140 20.029
Prior incarceration 20.038 0.092 20.025 20.059 0.122 20.034
Plea bargain 0.404** 0.124 0.204 0.021 0.162 0.009
Violent offense 20.015 0.109 20.008 20.000 0.166 20.000
Married 0.176 0.172 0.074 0.055 0.220 0.020
Children 20.313* 0.127 20.158 0.408* 0.195 0.182
Age 0.004 0.006 0.048 20.003 0.008 20.032
Education 20.195*** 0.049 20.217 20.002 0.082 20.002
Black 20.218 0.139 20.095 0.161 0.165 0.061

R25.359 R25.074

*p< 0.05; **p< 0.01; ***p< 0.001 (two-tailed test).
Abbreviations: b 5 unstandardized coefficients; s.e. 5 robust standard errors;

B 5 standardized coefficient.
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non-white prosecutor on obligation to obey the law and found a
positive but nonsignificant effect (b 5 0.064, 95 percent confi-
dence interval 5 20.005–0.170). The remaining results of both
models are the same as those found for non-whites in Table 6.

Discussion and Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to test theoretical predictions
about the relationships between voice, shared race/ethnicity, court
procedural justice, and perceived obligation to obey the law
among female inmates. Several important findings emerged from
our analyses. First, the results reveal a significant positive rela-
tionship between voice and perceptions of procedural justice.
Being able to participate in the process and give one’s side of the
story plays a critical role in promoting perceptions of procedural
justice. In fact, voice was the strongest single predictor of proce-
dural justice across all four models in which perceptions of proce-
dural justice was the dependent variable. The realization by court
actors, and more broadly criminal justice personnel, that they
could enhance perceptions of procedural justice (which in turn
enhances legitimacy) by simply providing accused offenders the
opportunity to express their side of the story is encouraging. It
indicates that there may be factors within the control of legal
authorities that they could use to enhance and promote proce-
dural justice perceptions. And, given the low perceived voice

Table 7. OLS Models Examining Non-White Court Actors, Perceived Court
Procedural Justice, and Obligation to Obey the Law Among
Non-Whites (N 5 196)

Model 1: Procedural Justice Model 2: Obligation to Obey

b s.e. B b s.e. B

Perceptions of court
procedural justice

— — — 0.231* 0.102 0.203

Non-white defense
attorney

20.073 0.124 20.037 20.138 0.164 20.061

Non-white prosecutor 0.277* 0.135 0.100 0.214 0.213 0.068
Voice 0.412*** 0.057 0.492 20.009 0.073 20.009
Public defender 0.040 0.093 0.026 20.056 0.142 20.032
Prior incarceration 20.047 0.091 20.031 20.069 0.123 20.040
Plea bargain 0.416** 0.121 0.210 0.018 0.166 0.008
Violent offense 20.019 0.108 20.010 0.006 0.166 0.003
Married 0.184 0.168 0.077 0.049 0.216 0.018
Children 20.314* 0.128 20.159 0.387* 0.194 0.172
Age 0.005 0.006 0.054 20.003 0.008 20.030
Education 20.188*** 0.048 20.211 20.003 0.081 20.003
Black 20.200 0.138 20.087 0.181 0.167 0.069

R2 5 0.369 R2 5 0.074

*p< 0.05; **p< 0.01; ***p< 0.001 (two-tailed test).
Abbreviations: b 5 unstandardized coefficients; s.e. 5 robust standard errors;

B 5 standardized coefficient.
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among this sample, it may be an avenue through which a great
deal of growth in procedural justice is available.

The findings from our analyses also strongly support the link
between procedural justice and obligation to obey the law. That
is, they show that in the context of courts, procedural justice per-
ceptions are central for understanding obligations to obey the
law. The findings also demonstrate the generalizability of the pro-
cedural justice framework for individuals at high-risk for future
criminal behavior—prior offenders. It bears emphasizing that this
study is the first to present findings showing that female
offenders’ obligation to obey the law is directly and significantly
affected by their perceptions of court procedural justice. The
implication is that factors that influence female offenders’ percep-
tions of court fairness have considerable potential to affect their
views about the law and also potentially to shape their behavior,
by increasing self-regulation (see Tyler 1989). Accordingly, addi-
tional theoretical and empirical work directed at identifying the
full range of such factors is warranted. Such scholarship is impor-
tant because, as Tyler and Huo (2002: 12) have explained, when
self-regulation occurs, “the result is a law-abiding society in which
the need to use force and coercion to achieve compliance with
the law is minimized.”

Our study also provides the first evidence that a correspon-
dence between the race/ethnicity of defendants and court actors
may shape the formers’ perceptions of the courts and law. Specif-
ically, we found that female offenders’ who shared the race/eth-
nicity of their prosecutor perceived the courts as more
procedurally just and, in turn, felt a greater obligation to obey
the law. Indeed, our analyses revealed that shared race/ethnicity
with prosecutors was the second strongest predictor of female
inmates’ perceptions about court procedural justice. However,
when we further explored this relationship we found that the
effect of shared race/ethnicity with prosecutors was only signifi-
cant among white inmates. For non-white inmates, sharing
minority status more generally with a prosecutor, rather than
sharing the court actor’s specific race or ethnicity, increased per-
ceived court procedural justice. From the perspective of social
identity theory and the group-value model, this may indicate that
non-white offenders interpret encounters with legal authorities,
regardless of those authorities’ specific racial or ethnic back-
grounds, differently than do whites. It may also demonstrate, as
the group-position thesis asserts (see Weitzer and Tuch 2004),
that for whites seeing non-whites in a position of authority
reduces their affinity for the system and their perceptions that it
can be counted on to protect their interests. In addition, minor-
ities may believe it is more likely that they will receive fairer
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treatment and improved justice from authorities of any minority
group regardless of race or ethnicity.

Alternative interpretations to the lack of a significant shared
race finding for non-whites also exist. For example, it may not be
that non-whites necessarily perceive non-white prosecutors as
fairer but instead that non-whites who encountered a white pros-
ecutor perceived the courts to be significantly less fair. That is, it
is not that their perceptions of procedural justice were enhanced
by having a non-white prosecutor but rather that having a white
prosecutor was a significant detriment to their perceptions of
court procedural justice. This alternative interpretation is sup-
portive of the propositions espoused by critical race theories
(Haney-L�opez 2006; Lynch 2014). As Haney-L�opez (2006) sug-
gests, non-whites negative perceptions of encountering a white
prosecutor may be indicative of their inability to identify gener-
ally with a predominantly white court system. Non-whites may
perceive the courts as part of a criminal justice system unable to
empathize with their life circumstance and their current situation
(Lynch 2014), a court system that has played a critical role in con-
trolling minorities for the sake of white dominance (Haney-L�opez
2006).

Theoretically, these findings are suggestive of the importance
of the status component of the group-value model for predicting
procedural justice. The results also suggest that social identity
theory may be generalizable to aspects of the criminal justice sys-
tem that have been widely ignored, especially in terms of the
relationship between offenders and the key authority figures in
the courts. As the group-value model would suggest, the mecha-
nisms connecting shared race/ethnicity with views about the
courts and law may largely be psychological as opposed to the
objective legal characteristics of fairness. Specifically, shared iden-
tification may increase offenders’ procedural justice perceptions
by fostering more positive judgments of personal status as well as
the belief that one is a member of a respected group. For whites,
who may have an expectation of conferred status, encountering
white authorities may reinforce and enhance their perceptions or
perhaps even restore (as they may have come to view themselves
not as a member of a respected group but instead as a criminal
“other”) their perceptions as members of a respected group.
Importantly, if this latter theoretical perspective is correct, then
the effects of shared identification would, for the most part, be
independent of the objective characteristics (e.g., fairness) of the
procedures used and treatment of defendants by court actors.
However, for non-whites shared identification may be less impor-
tant than encountering court actors who empathize with their
current situation (Lynch 2014). Future research should consider
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the importance of perceived empathy in assessing minorities’ per-
ceptions of the courts.

Respondents expressing a perceived lack of procedural justice
and reduced obligation to obey the law may also be engaging a
particular “script” of condemnation, externalizing the blame of
their current incarceration (Maruna 2001, 2004). Blaming an
unfair court system for their current situation may allow
offenders unable or unready to reform from internalizing
responsibility for their incarceration instead believing that had
they not been so “unlucky” to get an unfair judge or prosecutor
or public defender they would not be in prison. Alternatively,
inmates expressing that the process of the courts was fair and in
turn a high felt obligation to obey the law may be internalizing
the causes of their situation (Maruna 2001) and providing signals
as to their desire for rehabilitation and desistance from crime
(Bushway and Apel 2012). Maruna (2001) has suggested the
development of “rituals of redemption” is a critical part of the
process of transitioning from a persisting to desisting offender.
These rituals involve the normalization of offenders from crimi-
nal “others” back to “normal” members of society and one aspect
of this process is having respected members of the communities,
with whom the offender can identify, engage in a formal redemp-
tion process—often in the courts (Maruna 2001). To the extent
that, as Lynch (2014) suggests, court actors of the same race are
better able to empathize with offenders, especially non-white
court actors with non-white offenders, and confer to offenders
that they are members of a valued and respected group, a court
process further perceived to be fair by an offender may actually
begin the redemption ritual necessary to move offenders from
persisting to desisting.

Another important avenue of inquiry for future studies is to
investigate potential explanations for why shared race/ethnicity
matters more in relation to some types of court actors (e.g., pros-
ecutors) than others (e.g., defense attorneys). One possibility is
that the effects of shared race/ethnicity may be conditional on the
nature—adversarial versus supportive or cooperative—of
offenders’ interactions with specific authority figures. For exam-
ple, from the perspective of the group-value model, we might
expect that the importance of shared race/ethnicity with court
actors for defendants’ judgments about their group-based status
would be greatest when those actors have an adversarial role in
the proceedings. Thus, shared race/ethnicity may matter little in
the case of defense attorneys because their interaction with
defendants is generally not adversarial. Researchers might also
consider exploring whether in jury trials, shared race and ethnic-
ity with the jury—operationalized, perhaps, as the
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correspondence between defendants’ race and their perceptions
of the racial composition of the jury—influences defendants’ per-
ceptions about the courts and law. It may be that individuals with
a jury composed of individuals of similar race or ethnicity would
perceive that jury to be more representative of a jury of their
peers, able to empathize with their current situation and past life
experiences. Shared race and ethnicity of probation officers may
also be important for offenders under community supervision.
Again, as Lynch (2014) posits the ability to empathize with
offenders may play a critical role in authority-subordinate rela-
tionships. As such, same race authorities may be better capable of
conferring legitimacy through the promotion of procedural jus-
tice than different race authorities.

Future studies are also needed to examine the effect of
shared race/ethnicity of judges on people’s perceptions of the
courts. Given the lack of variability in the race/ethnicity of judges
encountered by the offenders in our sample, we were unable to
reliably examine this relationship. The lack of variability may also
speak to a greater issue of a lack of diversity in the race/ethnicity
of judges in Florida. For example, a study conducted by the Flor-
ida Supreme Court Standing Committee on Fairness and Diver-
sity (2008), found that although 15.7 percent and 19.5 percent of
Floridians are black and Hispanic, respectively, only 6.7 percent
of judges in Florida are black and only 7.2 percent are Hispanic.

This limited diversity speaks to another limitation of the cur-
rent study, the small number of individuals who interacted with
non-white court actors. For example, four cases were dropped
for being outliers, three of which were non-whites. The inclusion
of these cases has a great deal of undue influence on the results.5

It is important to note that regardless of the inclusion or exclu-
sion of these cases the prosecutor effect on procedural justice and
the effect of procedural justice on obligation to obey the law
among whites are stable. Still, future studies should oversample
non-whites who interacted with non-white court actors.

It is also important to note that this study relied on female
inmates’ obligation to obey the law and not actual obedience to the
law. This is an important distinction that future studies should
address. That is, future work needs to examine the extent that felt
obligation to obey the law translates into actual compliance. Almost

5 We dropped a single White outlier which, when included, results in the emergence
of a significant effect for shared race with defense attorney on procedural justice. Three
non-Whites were also removed from the analysis because they were outliers. The inclusion
of two of these outliers results in a nonsignificant effect of having a non-White prosecutor.
The inclusion of the third caused the effect of procedural justice on obligation to obey to
become marginally significant (p 5 0.058).
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every single one of the inmates involved in this study (and the vast
majority of individuals incarcerated in the United States for that
matter) will eventually reenter society, and their views of the crimi-
nal justice system and their felt obligation to obey the law could
have a profound impact on their recidivism risk. Future studies
should seek to follow offenders reentering society to evaluate how
their perceptions affect their actual compliance with law.

Also, while studying female inmates is a unique quality of this
study it has the potential to limit the generalizability. As a result
of historical and cultural subordination, females, especially non-
white females, may be particularly attuned to the presence of
implicit racial bias in the courts and as such be more likely to
value shared race court actors (Haney-L�opez 2006). Future
research should evaluate how serious male offenders perceive
same race court encounters and examine if they affect percep-
tions of procedural justice. At the same time, while this sample
represents some of the most serious offenders with whom the
procedural justice-obligation to obey the law relationship has
been demonstrated, the sample was drawn from a medium secu-
rity prison and as a result the sample contained fewer violent
offenders. While there is little empirical evidence to suggest that
the findings would not generalize to higher custody inmates,
future research should more fully explore this possibility.

Before closing, it is important to situate our findings within
the current theoretical debates in the literature concerning justice
and legitimacy. Much of the prior work in criminology and socio-
legal studies on justice and legitimacy has taken a Tylerian
approach to the conceptualizations of justice and legitimacy spe-
cifically espousing the distinction between procedural and distrib-
utive justice and defining legitimacy as an individuals’ obligation
to obey the law. While this study takes a Tylerian approach to
defining justice and legitimacy, it is necessary to discuss alterna-
tive views on these critical concepts.

First, recent work by Lerner and Clayton (2011) is highly
critical of Tyler’s (1994) and Tyler and Blader’s (2003) conceptu-
alization of justice. Lerner and Clayton (2011) suggest that poor
methodology and conflating generosity and kindness with fair
treatment incorrectly caused Tyler and colleagues to conclude
that distributive justice and procedural justice are separate and
distinct concepts and to incorrectly conclude that fairness leads to
compliance. Accordingly, they suggest that no such distinctions or
a relationship actually exists. Rather they posit that “Justice con-
sists of people getting what they deserve, or what they are enti-
tled to by virtue of who they are and what they have done”
(Lerner and Clayton 2011: 117). While their differential concep-
tualization of justice is discordant with Tyler’s and the one
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espoused within this study (specifically the importance of an
explicit distinct concept of procedural justice and the measures
used to capture it), the empirical findings expressed relating to
obligation to obey are not wholly inconsistent with Lerner and
Clayton’s (2011) theory of justice.

To be clear, in contradiction to our findings, they suggest in
part the possibility that in the face of injustice people may
actually find their resolve reinforced believing that “good things
happen to good people”. That is, especially when given time to
reflect on an injustice people are more likely to respond with
norm-appropriate behavior. However, they also suggest, that
when faced with an injustice that elicits an emotional reaction
individuals may react more punitively in an attempt to punish
the individuals who unjustly transgressed. While we did not cap-
ture the emotional responses of individuals when they were giv-
ing their perceptions of court justice, it is possible that those who
believed the courts were unjust felt angered by such injustice and
in turn retaliated or rebelled with perceptions of disobedience,
that is, a lack of obligation to obey the law. While the above dis-
cussion is highly speculative, further examination, especially real
world examination, may help to ascertain which theory or aspects
of these competing theories of justice most accurately reflect indi-
vidual perceptions. Future studies should seek to set up compet-
ing models of justice as well as explore integrating aspects of
these theories that can be validated and are logically consistent
across both models of justice.

In addition, there is currently a debate about what actually
constitutes legitimacy both empirically and conceptually. Bottoms
and Tankebe (2012) and Tankebe (2013) have posited that obliga-
tion to obey should not be considered a measure of legitimacy
because other factors such as fear or feelings of powerlessness,
which have little to do with legitimacy, may influence whether
people feel obligated to obey authorities. Instead of obligation to
obey, Bottoms and Tankebe (2012: 166) “envisage a multidimen-
sional measurement of legitimacy embracing (at least) legality,
procedural justice, and effectiveness.” Tankebe (2013) recently
tested this conceptualization presenting procedural justice, dis-
tributive justice, effectiveness, and lawfulness as measures of legit-
imacy, not antecedents of it, as has been consistently used by
studies espousing Tylerian approaches to procedural justice and
legitimacy.

Although this important discussion of the operationalization
and conceptualization of key criminological constructs is ongoing,
it is beyond the scope of this article to evaluate Bottoms and
Tankebe’s (2012) and Tankebe’s (2013) arguments. However,
even if one accepts their position that obligation to obey is a
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“much wider concept than legitimacy,” it remains true that obli-
gation to obey “can be considered a ‘dependent variable,’ some-
times explained by perceived legitimacy, and sometimes not”
(Tankebe 2013: 105). From this perspective, then, our study is
the first to examine the impact of one key component of legiti-
macy—procedural justice—on female offenders’ obligation to
obey the law, while also taking into account the effect that shared
race/ethnicity has on Tankebe’s conceptualization of legitimacy
and obligation to obey. The findings show that while perceived
procedural justice may constitute only one of many factors (e.g.,
fear, felt powerlessness, etc.) that influence obligation to obey the
law, among female inmates, it seems to have a strong impact.
Again, we do not intend our results to represent actual tests of
these competing theories but instead to highlight different theo-
retical perspectives and how future examinations of procedural
justice and legitimacy should consider alternative interpretations
for their findings. As important, and regardless of which theoreti-
cal model is correct, it appears that shared race/ethnicity with
court actors is an important antecedent of legal subordinates’ jus-
tice attitudes.

The policy implications of our findings are twofold. First,
promoting procedurally fair behavior in the courts through the
emphasis of due process may have significant effects on promot-
ing self-regulatory behavior among prior offenders. Specifically, it
seems that practices that allow people to take part in the process
by having the opportunity to share their side of the story can
increase offenders’ perceptions of procedural justice. This could
be enhanced through initiatives that train court actors to act in a
manner that is perceived to be procedurally just and demon-
strates areas in which they can give accused offenders the oppor-
tunity to be heard. Such training may make it possible to
communicate a greater sense of fairness in cross-race encounters,
specifically non-white offender—white authority encounters.

Second, the appointment and election of more racially and
ethnically diverse prosecutors able to more fully empathize with
many of the offenders entering the courts may help to improve
minorities perceptions of the fairness of the courts specifically,
and potentially the criminal justice system as a whole more gen-
erally. To be sure, increases in minority representation in posi-
tions of authority have important social policy implications that
extend far beyond the criminal justice system. Policy makers
should note, though, that to the extent that the findings from
our research with female offenders as well as those from previous
studies of the public (Scherer and Curry 2010; Tyler and Huo
2002) are generalizable to male offenders and other samples,
increases in minority representation among court actors may
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result in a loss of court legitimacy among whites. So, when con-
sidering the added benefits that diversification would have above
and beyond training it is important to recognize the value of
training which would promote procedural justice when weighed
in concert with the generation it will take to improve diversifica-
tion within the courts.

Thus, while this study adds to an extensive body of literature
signifying the importance of increasing racial diversity among
those in positions of authority, policy makers may be faced with a
precarious balancing act between increasing support among
minorities at the risk of losing support among whites. Advanced
training in promoting perceptions of fairness generally and cross-
race encounters specifically may be of critical importance for
maintaining the balance between offenders’ perceptions of proce-
dural justice and legitimacy and promoting increased diversity
throughout the criminal justice system.
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