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Abstract

Courts have long struggled to bridge the access-to-justice gap associated with in-
person hearings, which makes the recent adoption of online legal proceedings po-
tentially beneficial. Online proceedings hold promise for better access: they occur
remotely, can proceed asynchronously, and often rely solely on written communi-
cation. Yet, these very qualities may also undermine some of the well-established
elements of procedural-justice perceptions, a primary predictor of how people view
the legal system’s legitimacy. This paper examines the implications of shifting le-
gal proceedings online for both procedural-justice and access-to-justice perceptions
and their relationship to system legitimacy, as well as the relative weight these pre-
dictors carry across litigant income levels. Drawing on online traffic court cases,
we find that perceptions of procedural justice and access to justice are each sepa-
rately associated with a litigant’s appraisal of system legitimacy, but among lower-
income parties, access to justice is a stronger predictor, while procedural justice
dominates among higher-income parties. These findings highlight the need to in-
corporate access-to-justice perceptions into existing models of legal legitimacy.
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I. Introduction

Limited access to justice is a well-known and significant weakness in most if not all
legal systems. Access to justice refers to individuals’ ability to approach, initiate, and navigate
legal disputes in a world in which legal proceedings are complex, lengthy, costly, and often
require specialized knowledge and skills (Rhode 2004). Decades ago, a movement to improve
access to justice began by focusing on legal aid and increasing the availability of effective legal
representation for the indigent (Cappelletti and Garth 1978). Later, this movement expanded
its focus to additional barriers relating to non-monetary costs, including language and framing,
complexity of proceedings, and psychological burdens, all of which work to prevent people
from pursuing or defending their rights in court (Albiston and Sandefur 2013; Blasi 2009; Cap-
pelletti 1993; Galanter 2010; Rhode 2014). Despite growing awareness of the access-to-justice
gap and the diverse means deployed to date to address it, the problem persists, suggesting a
need for new diagnoses, reforms, and resources.

In this vein, the arrival of advanced digital communications technology has succeeded
in shifting the access-to-justice debate in a new direction. The recent introduction of online
technology into legal proceedings underscores its potential to reduce the physical, economic,
and psychological costs of going to court (Bulinski and Prescott 2016; Cabral et al. 2012; Rab-
inovich-Einy and Katsh 2017; Schmitz 2019; Schmitz 2020; Sela 2016; Thompson 2015), a
development buoyed by COVID-19 (Bannon and Keith 2021; Sourdin et al. 2020; Thornburg
2020). Given the pandemic era’s embrace of video calls, many may assume that typical online
proceedings are real-time video hearings, but asynchronous, text-based procedures are ubiqui-
tous and long precede COVID-19. These proceedings aim in significant part at overcoming
stubbornly resistant barriers to the fair resolution of disputes. The structured process guides
parties through a sequence of questions designed to collect the information necessary for accu-
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By offering online proceedings, courts can spare parties the need to attend court ses-
sions physically, and when the resolution process proceeds asynchronously and in writing, par-
ties can engage with it at their own pace and at a time and place of their choosing. This latter
option eliminates the need to take time off work, travel to a courthouse, and arrange for child-
care. It also helps parties feel more comfortable and confident by allowing them to communi-
cate from a familiar environment, in writing, as opposed to relying on real-time verbal interac-
tion at a courthouse before a judge (Bulinski and Prescott 2016; Mentovich et al. 2020a;
Schmitz 2019). Furthermore, the communication guardrails, easy-to-use online tools, and tai-
lored information that are typically available in asynchronous online court processes can help
parties frame their arguments and make their case effectively without relying on legal repre-
sentation or knowledge of how the law or the legal system work (Bulinski and Prescott 2021;
Prescott 2023; Sela 2016; Susskind 2019).

At the same time, the very features that create opportunities for better access, in partic-
ular the remote and asynchronous nature of online communication, may detract from how par-
ties perceive the quality of their interpersonal treatment by the court (and the system) during
online proceedings (Mentovich et al. 2020a). The opportunity for rich, real-time communica-
tion among parties and the judge, which includes ongoing dialogue, body language, and tone
of voice, is supplanted by thin, one-directional written communication (Sternlight 2020). The
consequence may be an impoverished experience of procedural justice in online proceedings,
which may, in turn, come at a cost to the system’s perceived legitimacy.

In the current study, we are the first to explore the antecedents of system legitimacy in
the novel arena of online court proceedings. We begin with a traditional legitimacy model (e.g.,
Lind and Tyler 1988), which centers on procedural-justice perceptions. We then supplement
the model with a novel consideration: party perceptions of access to justice, which we base on
the unique characteristics of online proceedings and the primary motivation for their adoption
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strongly associated with a litigant’s views of the system’s legitimacy. Procedural-justice con-
cerns also remain an important predicate of legitimacy in online proceedings, but access-to-
justice concerns have a larger predictive relationship with legitimacy among lower-income lit-
igants relative to their higher-income counterparts.

We explore the antecedents to legitimacy in legal proceedings using real-world online
traffic disputes. While traffic cases are not representative of all legal disputes, they are attrac-
tive for this research for several reasons. First, traffic cases constitute the large majority of
online proceedings today, and online traffic cases typically use what appears to be the preferred
format of written, asynchronous communication (as opposed to real-time video interaction; see
Mentovich et al. 2020a; Rabinovich-Einy 2021; Sela 2021). Second, traffic cases make up a
majority of all legal cases in the U.S., and they are the archetypal scenario in which individuals
resolve a legal dispute in court (Johnson 2004). Finally, traffic cases embody a more general
category of legal cases in which individuals confront government officials (e.g., tax appeals,
administrative proceedings) in what is supposed to be a government-provided, neutral forum.
Consequently, we believe studying online traffic proceedings can afford important insight into
the consequences of the shift online for court legitimacy.

In the following section, we provide an overview of the standard legitimacy model in
the traditional court setting, discussing the role of normative (procedural-justice) and instru-
mental (outcome-favorability) concerns in predicting legitimacy. We then summarize the few
studies that empirically examine procedural justice and access to justice in online settings, none
of which explore legitimacy. Next, we suggest that access-to-justice perceptions may serve as
an additional antecedent to legitimacy and propose that the relationship of such perceptions to
legitimacy may depend on a litigant’s socio-economic status. We follow with an examination
of our revised model of legitimacy using survey data from online court users in real traffic
cases. We conclude with a discussion of our findings and their implications for the emerging
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IL. Procedural Justice and Legitimacy in the Traditional Face-to-Face Setting

Legitimacy is a fundamental attribute of legal institutions. It implies that legal authori-
ties are worthy of their institutional role and therefore individuals in society should follow their
direction (Fagan 2008; Tyler 2003; Tyler and Jackson 2014). Absent legitimacy, legal author-
ities endure resistance from the public and must base compliance on costly, and often ineffec-
tive, enforcement measures, such as penalties designed to deter (Bottoms and Tankebe 2012;
Mentovich et al. 2020a; Nagel 1987). When legal institutions enjoy high levels of legitimacy,
people obey laws because compliance seems like the right thing to do, not out of fear of legal
sanctions (Jackson et al. 2012; Meares 2002). Since legitimacy represents the internalization
of the institutional role of legal authorities, many characterize it as a cornerstone of the rule of
law in democratic societies (Rosenfeld 2001; Tyler 2003).

Ample scholarship attempts to explore and understand legitimacy’s antecedents. Ini-
tially, researchers conjectured that legitimacy is likely grounded in instrumental concerns, like
outcome favorability or experiencing a better distribution of resources (Kelley and Thibaut
1978; Komorita et al. 1993; MacCoun et al. 1988; Williamson 1993). According to this per-
spective, people assign legitimacy to institutions that maximize their desired outcomes. An
alternative perspective soon emerged, however, that shifted the focus to other normative bases
(Tyler et al. 1996). This perspective posited that people assign legitimacy to institutions when
their operation aligns with the principles of what scholars term “procedural justice.” This hy-
pothesis spurred a large body of theoretical and empirical research and gave rise to a new model
that emphasizes the centrality of party perceptions of procedural-justice characteristics for un-
derstanding legal behavior and beliefs (Lind and Tyler 1988).

The procedural-justice model emphasizes the administration of proceedings rather than
their outcome. The term “procedural justice” encompasses three interrelated elements. First,
the quality of interpersonal treatment captures parties’ perceptions of how legal authorities
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parties perceive their treatment as respectful and cognizant of their dignity (Tyler 1989; Tyler
and Blader 2003). Second, the quality of the procedure relates to parties’ perceptions of the
fairness of the decision-making mechanism. In courts, this idea translates into whether parties
perceive the adjudication process as neutral, principled, and consistently applied (Hollander-
Blumoft 2011). Last, the significance of voice and participation entails whether parties per-
ceive the process as one that offers them an opportunity to tell their story and whether they feel
heard by decision-makers (Tyler 2007; Welsh 2017).

These three components of procedural justice are interrelated and overlapping, and to-
gether they form general perceptions of procedural justice. Still, research implies the predom-
inance of the first component, quality of interpersonal treatment, relative to features of the
decision-making procedure, including the opportunity to be heard (Blader and Tyler 2003).
People appear to care more about courts treating them respectfully than about whether the pro-
cess is neutral. This possibility is particularly noteworthy for how parties experience online
legal proceedings, as elements of interpersonal treatment, usually understood to be synony-
mous with in-person interaction, may be difficult to establish in an online, asynchronous pro-
cess. Still, elements that are less prominent in face-to-face interactions may become more sali-
ent online, and people may also construe the basic idea of fairness differently online, reorient-
ing toward quality of platform design and user interface (Sela 2019) or ease of use (Hou et al.
2017). According to the fairness heuristic model (Lind et al. 1993), people draw on the quality
of treatment they receive from legal institutions to make inferences about the fairness of out-
comes they obtain from such institutions. To make inferences about fairness in online settings,
parties to a proceeding may rely more heavily on other features of the legal process as opposed
to the quality of interpersonal interactions.

Citizen encounters with police inspired the initial development of the procedural-justice
model (Hinds and Murphy 2007; Nagin and Telep 2017; Reisig and Lloyd 2009; Sunshine and
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more broadly (Hollander-Blumoff and Tyler 2011; Tyler 2007). Research shows that proce-
dural-justice perceptions predict reported satisfaction with legal proceedings and their out-
comes. Most significantly, measures of procedural justice predict perceived legitimacy of the
legal system as a whole, and legitimacy, in turn, shapes people’s future compliance with the
law (Tyler 2008). In fact, connections among procedural justice, legitimacy, and compliance
illuminate the age-old question of “why people obey the law” (Tyler 2006b). Unlike traditional
accounts that emphasize deterrence through penalties or other incentives, procedural-justice
research maintains that compliance is substantially achievable through greater legitimacy.
Moreover, with respect to legitimacy’s determinants, procedural-justice perceptions appear to
be dominant and often the exclusive predictor relative to instrumental concerns, such as out-
come favorability (Tyler 2006a). Ultimately, a positive procedural experience, irrespective of
whether parties receive the outcome they seek, will shape their deeper views on law and legal
institutions.

Research offers several accounts for procedural justice’s effect on perceptions of legit-
imacy. According to one view, comportment with procedural-justice principles is more reflec-
tive of the values of the group or the institution than information about outcomes. Institutions
that provide procedural justice are thus more likely, under such a view, to perform in a reliable
and fair manner (Bradford et al. 2014; Lind and Tyler 1988). Another explanation grounds the
significance of procedural-justice information in people’s evaluation of their own status within
a group. By treating people in accordance with procedural-justice principles, authorities signal
to individuals that they are valued members, satisfying people’s intrinsic interest in belonging
(De Cremer and Blader 2006; Tyler and Blader 2003; Van Prooijen et al. 2004). As an explan-
atory theory, the procedural-justice model appears to be robust across a wide array of contexts,
ranging from courts (Tyler 2007) and alternative-dispute-resolution processes (Hollander-
Blumoft and Tyler 2011; Welsh 2001; Creutzfeldt and Bradford 2016) to police practices
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environments, such as workplaces (Blader and Tyler 2003; Greenberg and Tyler 1987) and
healthcare (Mentovich et al. 2014; Tyler et al. 2014b). In each setting, research indicates the
importance of procedural justice and its implications for legitimacy. At the same time, all such
settings have in common some sort of face-to-face interaction or encounter with a decision
maker in a physical setting, like a courthouse.

III.  Existing Research on Procedural Justice in Online Courts

Few empirical studies examine user perceptions of procedural justice in online court
proceedings, and none explores the relationship of these perceptions to views about system
legitimacy. Sela (2016) deploys a lab experiment to study online party perceptions of proce-
dural justice when the party and the decision maker use different modes of asynchronous online
communication—i.e., text-based messages versus pre-recorded videos. Sela shows that partic-
ipants report the highest level of procedural justice when they communicate with decision mak-
ers in writing but receive pre-recorded video communications from decision makers. This find-
ing highlights the importance of procedural design in online dispute resolution and raises con-
cerns regarding the mode of online communication decision makers typically employ today,
namely text-based messages. Sela (2016), however, does not consider the connection between
procedural-justice perceptions of online proceedings and system legitimacy.

We know of only one study that directly investigates procedural-justice perceptions in
real online traffic court cases. Hou et al. (2017) probe actual party perceptions of online, asyn-
chronous, written court proceedings, analyzing the relative roles of outcome favorability, ease
of use, and technological literacy. They discover that actual outcomes and ease of use of the
online process are positively associated with procedural-justice perceptions, and that proce-
dural justice, in turn, is associated with fewer negative emotions (e.g., frustration, anger, etc.)
toward court officials. The study also draws on qualitative data to show that some online court
users prefer synchronous communication with more in-person cues and face-to-face interaction
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health services) also show that asynchronous communication results in lower levels of inter-
personal engagement, positive affect, and cooperation than real-time interchange (Peterson et
al. 2018; Kebede and Wang 2022).

While this research provides some insight into the possibility (and challenges) of expe-
riencing procedural justice in online proceedings, it neglects any relationship between proce-
dural justice and views about legitimacy in this setting. Existing work does not speak to
whether the shift to online proceedings and related access-to-justice improvements may trans-
form the determinants of legitimacy perceptions. Online processes may alter how the traditional
models of procedural justice and legitimacy (i.e., those developed in face-to-face settings) func-
tion in practice, and we postulate that adding access-to-justice considerations to a more com-
prehensive model may reveal they carry new and significant weight in predicting and under-
standing legitimacy perceptions in the online context.

IV.  Legitimacy Perceptions: Adding Access to Justice and Socio-economic Status

How does a change in communication medium alter our understanding of the determi-
nants of legitimacy? In face-to-face settings, procedural justice is a chief normative concern
and often the best predictor of legitimacy perceptions. Existing research suggests that the sig-
nificance of procedural justice emanates from interpersonal elements of communication, such
as the showing of respect and dignity (Blader and Tyler 2003). Dispute resolution that relies
on asynchronous and written online proceedings—thus obscuring body language, facial cues,
and tone of voice, and eliminating real-time, back-and-forth exchanges—might impede the
same procedural-justice “experience” that is familiar and expected from the face-to-face adju-
dication context. Thus, the use of online proceedings might naturally reduce legitimacy per-
ceptions, but parties might also respond to the new medium by effectively down-weighting the
role of procedural justice—in its new “impersonal” form—in arriving at their legitimacy judg-
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With the limited availability of interpersonal cues online, parties may focus more on
the information that happens to be readily available in online proceedings, such as the outcome
of their dispute. Outcomes are an instrumental concern that usually appear as either insignifi-
cant or substantially less important in shaping legitimacy perceptions relative to normative
concerns like procedural justice (Tyler 2008). In online proceedings, though, the prospect of
obtaining a quick resolution—with substantially less effort and personal involvement—might
dovetail with parties assigning more weight to outcome favorability and less weight to tradi-
tional normative concerns, like procedural justice, in assessing system legitimacy. Although
possible, research in the informal online-dispute-resolution (ODR) arena offers little support
for this idea. For instance, outcome favorability does not appear to affect users’ subsequent
levels of engagement in online settings (Rule 2012).

In this paper, we go further by arguing that online legal proceedings may tap an addi-
tional source of system legitimacy, one that existing studies of legitimacy have yet to examine:
perceptions of access to justice. While online courts are a recent development, access-to-justice
reformers are very familiar with the many hurdles that keep people from lower socio-economic
groups from realizing their rights in courts (Cappelletti et al. 1978). What started in the “first
wave” as a reform agenda focused on increasing traditional legal aid expanded in “second” and
“third waves” to a call for a multi-pronged strategy—including procedural improvements to
the formal system and the development of informal dispute resolution (Cappelletti et al. 1978),
recognizing that justice can occur “in many rooms” (Galanter 1981). Thus, creating an “online
room” where justice can take place seems like an obvious next step.

The literature on access to justice offers a typology of barriers that stand in the way of
access, including economic, geographic/physical, and psychological barriers (Bulinski and
Prescott 2016; Johnson 1978). Economic barriers include direct and indirect resource costs
associated with legal proceedings—e.g., court fees plus income loss, childcare burdens, and

other opportunity costs incurred while preparing one’s case and attending hearings. Geographic
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barriers refer to complications related to the location of courts and their physical existence and
design, which are most pronounced for individuals who reside in remote areas or who live with
disabilities. Finally, psychological barriers to access derive from an individual’s lack of famil-
iarity with legal proceedings, language mismatch, and the fear and confusion that accompany
“mysterious legal machinations” (Johnson 1978), especially among those from disadvantaged
outgroups (Mentovich et al. 2020a). Subsequent research has refined and tailored this typology
to various contexts, without distracting from the significance of these basic types of barriers
(Mor 2017; Sandefur 2014).

Today, access to justice is a principal goal of policymakers and a central metric for
evaluating the legal system. The prospect of expanding access undergirds advocacy for various
procedural reforms as well as technological innovations, including the adoption of ODR plat-
forms in recent years. Indeed, online proceedings may improve access across most key barriers,
by reducing out-of-pocket costs, removing geographic and physical barriers, and possibly mit-
igating psychological difficulties (Bulinski and Prescott 2016; Schmitz 2020). Empirical re-
search bears out this potential. For instance, studies suggest that online proceedings mitigate
case delay on an individual and aggregate level (Prescott 2017), reduce the frequency of default
judgments (Prescott and Sanchez 2019), and allow parties more temporal flexibility in resolv-
ing their legal matters (Prescott 2017).

Even so, the implications of improving access to justice through online proceedings for
the perceived legitimacy of the legal system remain unknown. The access-to-justice literature’s
socio-legal outlook underscores structural barriers to justice, group power dynamics, and the
development of legal consciousness (Sandefur 2008), and empirical work in the field typically
draws on objective indicators of the number and types of litigants in various legal disputes, the
legal avenues members of different social groups pursue, and the outcomes they obtain across
different dispute types (Albiston and Sandefur 2013; Engler 2010; Miller and Sarat 1980; Nib-
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reforms, several studies explore perceptions of access in traditional court settings (e.g., Albis-
ton and Sandefur 2013). For the most part, this research serves as a means of assessing specific
policy arrangements or designing novel policy approaches (Franklyn et al. 2017; Hernandez
2008; Pleasence and Balmer 2018). By contrast, we study subjective access-to-justice percep-
tions in an effort to better account for perceived legitimacy of online proceedings.

Perhaps more surprisingly, the procedural-justice literature, which typically does target
user perceptions, does not forthrightly address perceptions of access to justice. A possible ex-
planation is that procedural-justice research tends to center on the psychological rather than the
structural elements of users’ experiences. Accordingly, even the scant procedural-justice liter-
ature that stresses the importance of access to a litigant’s experience does so through the tradi-
tional procedural-justice lens (Jones et al. 2019; Zimerman and Tyler 2010). To a degree, this
recognition of access likely reflects the overlap that exists between the two concepts (e.g., legal
representation affects both access and voice), but there are unique elements of access to justice
not captured by the procedural-justice tradition (e.g., convenience of proceedings), and these
features are notably absent in the procedural-justice literature.

By combining the structural insights of the socio-legal tradition with the psychological
emphasis on party perceptions of the procedural-justice tradition, we postulate that access-to-
justice perceptions serve as a unique and central element in an individual’s experience of the
legal system and therefore in their legitimacy assessments. In doing so, we view access-to-
justice perceptions as neither normative nor instrumental but instead as structural. The norma-
tive perspective examines experiences of justice processes by drawing on an individual’s in-
ternal values, needs, and motivations. Access-to-justice elements do not correspond with such
deep-seated core motivations but instead relate to an individual’s capabilities, knowledge, pref-
erences, resources, and constraints (Felstiner et al. 1980). At the same time, access-to-justice
elements are not instrumental in the sense that they are not rooted narrowly in someone’s ra-

tional self-interest. Instead, access-to-justice perceptions stem from a looser, more inclusive
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interaction between characteristics of the design and structure of legal institutions and proceed-
ings, on one hand, and people’s capabilities, knowledge, preferences, resources, and constraints
on the other (Kauffman et al. 2021).

In part for these reasons, system-provided “access,” unlike procedural justice, almost
surely affects different groups of actual and potential court users differently. Access to justice
links to core social structures (Sandefur 2014), and commentators critique lack of access as
perpetuating existing social inequities because the same people who cannot realize their legal
rights also belong to the economically disadvantaged echelons of society (Sandefur 2008). Ef-
forts to increase access therefore typically concentrate on individuals who come from disad-
vantaged socio-economic backgrounds (Cappelletti and Garth 1978). Indeed, early access-to-
justice initiatives sought to increase legal aid for the poor and reduce court fees and other costs
(Rhode 2004), while later reforms took aim at non-financial barriers that nonetheless dispro-
portionally burden marginalized populations (Colman and Hirsch 2014; Mor 2017).

The practical significance of access to justice for those facing barriers implies that ac-
cess-to-justice perceptions may matter more in shaping legitimacy perceptions among people
from lower socio-economic groups. Existing research on legitimacy, which relies on proce-
dural-justice perceptions as legitimacy’s major antecedent, finds that such perceptions tend to
be universal. Consequently, scholars use socio-economic data (together with other demo-
graphic variables, such as gender and race) only to eliminate any confounding associations
with procedural-justice measures, with no theory for why one’s income, for example, would
alter how procedural-justice perceptions influence assessments of system legitimacy (Factor et
al. 2014; Tyler 1989). By contrast, access-to-justice concerns may vary considerably across the
socio-economic spectrum, and for this reason, we hypothesize that there may be differences by
income level (or other relevant measures) in the relative importance of access to justice as a

predictor of legitimacy perceptions.
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V. Research Questions, Hypotheses, and Empirical Approach

Our research examines both the applicability of the traditional procedural-justice model
to the novel setting of online courts and the potential role of access-to-justice perceptions in
predicting legitimacy. We provide empirical evidence on three questions: (a) What are the roles
of normative (procedural-justice) and instrumental (outcome-favorability) concerns in predict-
ing legitimacy online? (b) What is the empirical relationship between perceived access to jus-
tice and litigant views of system legitimacy in online proceedings? (c) Does litigant income
level change the respective roles of access to justice and procedural justice in accounting for
the perception of legitimacy online, and, if so, how? More tentatively, we also explore the role
of perceived legitimacy—as well as procedural justice, access to justice, and outcome favora-
bility—in predicting future compliance with the law.

We hypothesize that existing legitimacy models will require amendment when applied
in the online context because litigants are likely to experience online and offline proceedings
differently. First, we predict that procedural-justice concerns will continue to shape legitimacy
perceptions in online proceedings as they do in face-to-face proceedings. However, given the
diminution in the richness of interaction in asynchronous written communications, the link
between procedural justice and legitimacy may be weaker than in a typical courtroom context
(H1). Second, we do not anticipate that outcome favorability, as an instrumental concern, will
be a useful predictor of online court legitimacy perceptions. We ground this prediction in ex-
isting research that finds, at best, a weak association between outcome favorability and legiti-
macy in traditional proceedings (Tyler 2006a) and no evidence of any relationship between
outcome favorability and behavior in the online context (Rule 2012) (H2). Third, given the
access-to-justice motivations that drive the design and adoption of online proceedings, we ex-
pect access-to-justice perceptions will predict legitimacy perceptions online (H3). We also hy-
pothesize that access-to-justice perceptions will predict legitimacy perceptions more strongly

among people with lower incomes (H4) but that procedural-justice concerns will appear to
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matter equally across income levels (H5). Finally, we conjecture that legitimacy perceptions,
as shaped by experience with online proceedings, will relate to future behavioral intentions
with respect to compliance—i.e., the more people view the legal system as legitimate, the more
likely they will report willingness to comply with the law in the future (H6).
Methods

We draw our online sample from the Matterhorn platform, which handles online court
proceedings in over 100 state courts in the United States. The data come from five courthouses
that make up two district courts in Michigan. Online traffic proceedings substitute for in-person
proceedings in these courts if the parties choose to participate using the online platform (Men-
tovich et al. 2020a). The online platform requires parties to assume responsibility, but allows
them to litigate the specific outcome (Bulinski and Prescott 2021). Parties make their case in
writing and asynchronously. Specifically, after choosing from predetermined and structured
options, parties have the opportunity to make a free-form written statement. As in face-to-face
hearings, parties explain their preferred outcome and the reasons for their request (albeit with-
out a real-time exchange with the judge). The system conveys submissions and other infor-
mation about the case to a prosecutor for their review and possible recommendation and then
routes the case to a judge for what is typically a final determination. After considering all rel-
evant information, the judge delivers a decision (usually in the form of the final fine amount
and charge). The system then informs the defendant of the judge’s decision and requires that
the defendant comply in order to resolve the case.
Participants

Our sample comprises parties in online traffic proceedings between December 2019
and August 2020. We collaborated with Matterhorn’s developers to distribute a survey to liti-
gants through its online court software; each litigant received an email three days after the
conclusion of their case informing them of the opportunity to participate anonymously in aca-
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cards with a value of $15-$30. Interested participants clicked an anonymous link, which di-
rected them to the survey site. Out of 934 people who participated in online proceedings in
these jurisdictions within our sample time frame, 216 completed the survey, a response rate of
23%, which is comparable to and even higher than the rate of similar studies (e.g., Creuzfeldt
and Bradford 2016; Hou et al. 2017). The sample age ranges from 16 to 86 (M = 36.02, SD =
14.81). Of the sample, 127 are men, and 89 are women. In Table 1, we present the final sam-
ple’s demographics, including descriptive statistics across income groups (lower versus
higher). We note that, though the COVID-19 pandemic began during our sample period, it did
not disrupt the operation of these online proceedings, and furthermore, did not have a discern-
able effect on our findings (see Appendix Tables 5 and 6).
[Table 1]

Materials

In the survey, we ask all participants questions about their experience with the online
court proceeding they recently completed as well as about their perceptions of the legal system
more generally. Respondents answer several questions using a five-point scale; we then create
a measurement of each construct by taking a simple mean of each respondent’s answers to all
questions that relate to that construct. We follow this procedure to create construct measure-
ments for perceptions of procedural justice, access to justice, outcome favorability, legitimacy,
and compliance. Table 2 displays the survey questions we use to create each construct, and we
explain the reasoning behind our approach to each variable below.

[Table 2]

Independent Variables:

Procedural justice perceptions: We ask respondents about their treatment by the court
during their online proceeding, exploring topics like dignity, respect, equal treatment, and the
opportunity to be heard. Following other empirical studies of procedural justice (e.g., Bradford
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16



components of our procedural-justice variable and the precise language we use in our questions
from important work on perceptions of procedural justice in legal contexts by Tyler and Jack-
son (2014) (itself firmly grounded in the literature—see, e.g., Sunshine and Tyler 2003; Tyler
2006a; Hough et al. 2013a; Hough et al. 2013b; Jackson et al. 2011). Importantly, our construct
covers the three well-known dimensions of procedural justice: interpersonal treatment, quality
of the process, and voice.

Outcome favorability: We focus on two dimensions of outcome favorability: whether
the respondent receives their desired outcome (specifically, the “decision I wanted”) and
whether the respondent is satisfied with the court’s decision. As with our measure of procedural
justice, we rely on related literature on perceptions of outcome favorability in legal contexts to
define the relevant components of our variable and the specific language and scales we use in
our survey questions (e.g., Tyler and Jackson 2014).

Access to justice: We create a novel measure of access-to-justice perceptions in online
proceedings by drawing on the literature’s theoretical typology of access barriers while keeping
in mind the novel characteristics of online communication (Creutzfeldt 2021). Specifically, we
begin with economic, geographic/physical, and psychological barriers (Bulinski and Prescott
2016). These categories are very likely to span a litigant’s primary access concerns. Then we
adapt how we describe these issues in the survey so that they make sense in a context in which
court users are unrepresented and communicate asynchronously from some remote location
through an online process that aims to translate complex rules and “legalese” into structured
processes in everyday language (Salter 2017; Susskind 2019). Consequently, our measure of
perceptions of access to justice includes the following dimensions:

(a) Costs (direct and indirect}—Money is often necessary to reduce other barriers to
justice—for instance, through hiring an attorney. Costs and fees remain a significant barrier in

traditional legal proceedings, but even when a court can waive these expenses, face-to-face
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litigants need resources simply to arrive at a courthouse—for example, parties face transporta-
tion costs and the opportunity costs that come from missing work during business hours. Online
proceedings eliminate or reduce many of these costs. Accordingly, we ask respondents how
costly they perceive their online proceedings to be in “money, time, and energy.”

(b) Duration—Lengthy proceedings not only increase costs, but they also detract from
parties’ resilience and determination in pursuing/defending their rights and could have signifi-
cant “health and emotional wellbeing” consequences (Salter 2017). Online proceedings can
eliminate the need to communicate in real time and often the need to schedule and reschedule
hearings, which comes with the related burden of schedule uncertainty. The structured nature
of ODR processes not only streamlines case processing but can also reduce the cognitive bur-
den of ongoing litigation, thereby reducing economic and psychological barriers. We therefore
include a measure of parties’ perceptions of the length of the proceedings.

(c) Complexity—People often fail to realize or protect their rights due to the difficulty
and uncertainty in deciphering the law and legal language, especially when unrepresented and
walking into a courthouse where in-person support from the court is minimal. Online proceed-
ings explicitly seek to make court processes and the law easier to navigate and understand, to
reduce the need for professional assistance, and to empower lay users to pursue redress (Suss-
kind 2019). To the extent careful design can make progress on these goals, then online court
processes can reduce psychological and economic barriers. We capture this dimension of ac-
cess by soliciting parties’ perceptions of the complexity of their proceedings.

(d) Convenience—By eliminating the need to convene physically at a given time and
place, online proceedings aim to remove what commenters and scholars recognize as geo-
graphic and physical barriers to access. These barriers fall disproportionately on individuals
who live in remote areas or with disabilities. Online proceedings can also alleviate psycholog-
ical concerns linked to the formality of the courtroom and having to face an authority figure in

person. Easy-to-use online proceedings that guide parties through the resolution process with
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straightforward language also reduce barriers for participants with varying “legal and digital
capabilities” (Creutzfeldt 2021). We account for these access dimensions by inquiring about
the degree of convenience afforded by the proceedings.

Income: We measure a respondent’s income using their self-reported annual income
range, which we view as a rough but easy-to-ascertain indicator of socio-economic status. Pos-
sible responses begin with “less than $20,000” with each $10,000 interval above $20,000, end-
ing with “$90,000 and above” (nine categories). We recode these responses into lower income
(income of up to just under $40,000) and higher income ($40,000 and above). We base this
income cutoff on our previous work in a similar setting (Mentovich et al. 2020a). In that work,
we derive the same cutoff by assuming full-time work (2,000 hours per year) for double the
minimum wage at the time of the survey (approx. $10.00 per hour). Notably, many studies of
human behavior in different contexts (e.g., public health, tourism) also use the same threshold
of $40,000 to distinguish between lower-income and higher-income participants (e.g., Gordon-
Larsen et al. 2003; Kim et al. 2007; Hearne and Nifio 2022). We use this coding strategy to
create two groups of roughly similar size: lower-income (N=122, 56.2%) and higher-income
(N=95, 42.8%). We also verify the robustness of our proposed income cutoff by examining the
effects of using alternatives (see Appendix Tables 7 and 8).

Controls: Our survey also asks respondents to disclose certain demographic infor-
mation, including race/ethnicity, gender, age, and education level. We use this information to
reduce any omitted variable bias and to improve the efficiency of our estimates. In our analyses,
we code race/ethnicity as a binary variable (Black or Hispanic respondents=1), gender as a
binary variable (women=1), age as a continuous variable, and education level as a categorical
variable with eight mutually exclusive groups (base category=less than high school).
Dependent variables:

Legitimacy.: Our legitimacy construct taps into a respondent’s felt obligation to obey

legal authorities, and, in line with recent scholarship on legitimacy (e.g., Jackson et al. 2012;
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Tyler and Jackson 2014), a respondent’s sense of normative alignment (i.e., shared values be-
tween legal authorities and the public). Again, we borrow our specific questions and metrics
from existing studies of legitimacy in the legal context (e.g., Tyler and Jackson 2014). Our
questions inquire, in particular, about a respondent’s beliefs about court decisions and judicial
orders—specifically, whether “people” ought to adhere to these pronouncements, even if they
are wrong or if the person in question is mistreated, and whether judges and courts support the
respondent’s values and the interests of “ordinary people.”

Compliance: We base our measurement of compliance on reported behavioral inten-
tions regarding respondents’ future willingness to engage in law-breaking behavior in the same
substantive legal domain as the current online proceedings (i.e., violations of traffic laws). We
ask not only whether respondents consider themselves “likely” to break the same or related
laws again, but also whether respondents are likely to break traffic laws even in a situation
where there is no possibility of detection and punishment (i.e., respondents are “certain” of
their hypothetical legal immunity). We differ from other studies that pose a variety of specific
traffic offense scenarios to create their compliance measure (e.g., Bradford et al. 2015; Hertogh
2015). Rather, in our exploratory analysis of compliance, we ask participants to make a judg-
ment of their future compliance in very direct terms. Admittedly, our approach is explicit and
simple, and therefore any results require a careful and tentative interpretation.

Results

To identify the antecedents of legitimacy in an online court setting, we fit OLS regres-
sions, a method that is appropriate for our data and hypotheses and is consistent with the ap-
proach and specifications in related studies that use survey data to explore the empirical deter-
minants of legitimacy (e.g., Murphy 2005; Sunshine and Tyler 2003; Jackson et al. 2012). We
investigate the significance and role of three potential predictors of legitimacy: perceptions of
procedural justice, perceptions of outcome favorability, and perceptions of access to justice.

We also investigate whether and how the relative weight accorded to each predictor changes
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as a function of a participant’s reported income level. We present descriptive statistics of our
outcome variables in Table 3. Participants generally report a positive experience with online
proceedings. Procedural-justice perceptions, perhaps surprisingly given the remote medium,
display the highest positive evaluation level by respondents, although our descriptive mean
estimates do not differ from each other in a statistically meaningful way.

[Table 3]

We estimate six models of legitimacy perceptions. In all models, we adjust for race,
gender, age, education level, the adjudicating courthouse, and a main effect for our reported
income level variable. In our first model, we investigate procedural-justice and outcome-favor-
ability perceptions as possible predictors of legitimacy, as these two factors stand at the center
of legitimacy research in face-to-face settings. The remaining models add additional variables
of interest and interactions to isolate the impact of adding new predictors on the estimates we
obtain in earlier models—i.e., to check whether additions alter the earlier relationships we es-
timate. In Model 2, we add our novel measurement of access-to-justice perceptions to the spec-
ification in Model 1. In Models 3, 4 and 5, we incorporate interactions between the income
group variable and perceptions of procedural justice, access to justice, and outcome favorabil-
ity, respectively. Model 6 includes all independent variables simultaneously, including all in-
teraction terms. We present the results of these analyses in Table 4.

[Table 4]

In Model 1, controlling for differences in litigant characteristics, we find that experi-
encing procedural justice online positively predicts perceptions of legitimacy, which is con-
sistent with what others document in analyses of face-to-face hearings (Hollander-Blumoff and
Tyler 2011; Tyler and Jackson 2014). Thus, the relationship between procedural-justice and
legitimacy perceptions appears to transcend court medium. For every one-point increase in our
procedural-justice construct, we estimate a statistically significant increase in legitimacy per-

ceptions of 0.46 on our five-point scale (see Table 2). Also consonant with existing studies of
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in-person interactions with legal authorities (Sunshine and Tyler 2003; Tyler and Jackson
2014), we detect no relationship between perceptions of outcome favorability and perceptions
of legitimacy in the online-court context, hinting that instrumental concerns may carry little
weight in shaping perceptions of legitimacy both online and offline.

In Model 2, we find that our measure of access-to-justice perceptions is also a signifi-
cant, positive predictor of perceived legitimacy, even when controlling for procedural-justice
and outcome-favorability perceptions. Likewise, accounting for access-to-justice perceptions
does little to alter the relationship between procedural-justice perceptions and litigant views
about legitimacy that we estimate in Model 1. We note that the content and scale of our inde-
pendent variables of interest make it difficult to draw firm conclusions about the importance
of access-to-justice perceptions relative to procedural-justice perceptions because unit incre-
ments of access-to-justice and procedural-justice scores are not necessarily comparable. Nev-
ertheless, our evidence of a statistically significant and nontrivial relationship between access-
to-justice perceptions and perceived legitimacy points to an important connection previously
missing in scholarly work on legitimacy in legal systems.

In Model 6, we include interaction terms of our higher-income status indicator and all
other variables of interest, i.e., procedural-justice, outcome-favorability, and access-to-justice
perceptions, respectively. By including all predictors and their higher-income interactions, and
comparing the results to Model 2’s estimates, we can test whether procedural-justice percep-
tions and/or access-to-justice perceptions relate to perceptions of legitimacy differently for the
lower- and higher-income groups in our data. As we argue in Section III, there are good reasons
to hypothesize that socio-economic status may affect how strongly access-to-justice percep-
tions (and possibly procedural-justice perceptions) predict perceived legitimacy.

To begin, our results indicate that the predictive relationship between procedural-justice
perceptions and views about system legitimacy varies with income. While our positive estimate

on procedural-justice perceptions (0.407) in Model 2 implies that, on average, a more positive
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procedural-justice experience in an online proceeding may augment perceptions of the legal
system’s legitimacy, our estimate (0.251) in Model 6, describing the relationship for only our
lower-income sample of respondents, indicates a weaker relationship. By contrast, the coeffi-
cient we estimate on our interaction between higher-income status and procedural-justice per-
ceptions (0.393), which denotes the marginal difference in the relationship for the higher-in-
come group, is positive and statistically significant. Thus, while higher procedural-justice per-
ceptions are associated with higher legitimacy perceptions for everyone in our sample, includ-
ing lower-income respondents, the empirical association is statistically stronger and larger for
higher-income respondents.

Our findings are starker when it comes to access-to-justice perceptions as a predictor
of perceived legitimacy. As with procedural-justice perceptions, Model 2 shows that access-
to-justice perceptions are a significant indicator of perceived legitimacy across all income
groups on average, suggesting that, in general, the more parties experience better access
through the online platform, the more they attribute legitimacy to the proceedings. However,
Model 6 reveals a drastic divergence by income in how strongly access-to-justice perceptions
predict legitimacy. The predictive relationship we estimate for lower-income respondents
(0.42) is larger than the average effect in Model 2 (0.173), but the difference in the strength of
the relationship for higher-income respondents (-0.512) is even larger, negative, and highly
statistically significant. These estimates imply that higher access-to-justice perceptions posi-
tively predict perceived legitimacy only among lower-income respondents. In fact, we find a
net-negative relationship between access-to-justice perceptions and perceived legitimacy for
higher-income respondents (by adding the access-to-justice coefficient to the interaction coef-
ficient), though our estimate is statistically indistinguishable from zero.

To summarize, our analysis uncovers evidence of heterogeneity across socio-economic
status in two key determinants of perceived legitimacy. First, we estimate a significant coeffi-

cient on our procedural-justice-by-income interaction variable, which translates to procedural
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justice being more weakly related to legitimacy perceptions on average for participants in the
lower-income group versus the higher-income group. Second, we estimate a significant access-
by-income interaction coefficient for the higher-income group that offsets the main positive
access relationship, implying that access-to-justice perceptions are a stronger predictor of le-
gitimacy for the lower-income group. For the sake of completeness, we add that our estimated
outcome-favorability-by-income interaction coefficient is small and statistically insignificant.
Overall, these patterns are consistent with our hypothesis that lower-income individuals place
greater relative weight on access-to-justice considerations in their evaluation of the legitimacy
of the legal system relative to higher-income individuals.

We stress that the interpretation of our results is subtle. Because our independent vari-
ables are ordinal in nature, it is helpful to assume that individuals from different income groups
interpret our measures in similar ways and set similar thresholds to move up or down in their
responses. Relatedly, while we interpret our results in terms of the weight that individuals put
on procedural-justice and access-to-justice perceptions in forming their views about legiti-
macy, individuals from different income groups may conceive of procedural justice and access
to justice differently in ways that we do not capture in our measures. These groups may also
differ in how they weight distinct features of these concepts. We also concede that some unob-
servable omitted variable that is correlated with reported income may be doing the work, so it
i1s more appropriate to interpret income as a proxy capable of distinguishing groups for which
procedural-justice and access-to-justice perceptions relate differently to views about legiti-
macy. Notwithstanding these caveats, the empirical relationship between perceived procedural
justice and legitimacy and between perceived access and legitimacy, using our measures, is
notably different for individuals from lower- versus higher-income groups.

We turn now to an analysis of the possible underpinnings of behavioral intentions to

comply with law in the future. To that end, we estimate seven OLS regression models and a
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path model. The first six regression models match our specifications in Table 4 but use inten-
tions toward future compliance as the outcome variable. In regression Model 7, we consider all
of our predictors and income interaction terms, and we add our prior outcome measure—legit-
imacy perceptions—as an independent variable. Table 5 displays the results. We find no evi-
dence of a main-effect connection between either procedural-justice perceptions or outcome-
favorability perceptions and reported compliance intentions in any of our models. By contrast,
access-to-justice perceptions correlate positively with compliance intentions across specifica-
tions and are statistically significant in every model that includes an access-by-income interac-
tion term—even in our final model, which includes legitimacy perceptions as a separate inde-
pendent variable. We advise caution in interpreting these tentative findings, but the persistent,
positive relationship between access-to-justice perceptions and compliance intentions in our
data calls for future research to explore this possible connection.
[Table 5]

We observe two other compliance-related patterns in our data. First, we estimate a sta-
tistically significant coefficient on our outcome-favorability-by-income interaction coefficient
(Models 4, 6, and 7), indicating that better outcomes are associated with relatively more re-
ported willingness to comply with traffic laws among those in the lower-income group. We do
not detect evidence of instrumental concerns shaping legitimacy judgments for everyone, but
these tentative results raise the possibility that outcome favorability may shape compliance
intentions in a way that interacts with income status. Second, according to Model 7 in Table 5,
legitimacy perceptions may link to reported intentions to comply with traffic laws, such that
the more parties report attributing legitimacy to the legal system, the more they declare that
they are likely to comply with traffic laws in the future.

To explore the relationship between legitimacy and compliance intentions further, we

estimate a path model to examine any indirect links between potential predictors of legiti-
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macy and compliance. Legitimacy may serve as a mediator between our baseline predic-
tors—namely, procedural-justice, outcome-favorability, and access-to-justice perceptions, as
well as their interactions with income—and compliance. We present our findings in Figure 1.
The model shows good fit indices (¥2(13) = 31.220, CFI = 0.99, RMSEA= 0.069). The re-
sults indicate an indirect relationship between both procedural-justice and access-to-justice
perceptions—as well as their interactions with income—and compliance intentions, with per-
ceptions of legitimacy serving as an important conduit. (We note that while our outcome-fa-
vorability-by-income interaction has a statistically significant relationship with compliance in
Table 5, the path model results we depict in Figure 1 report only the indirect relationship via
legitimacy, which is statistically insignificant.) This analysis comports with existing theory
and research on legitimacy in which procedural-justice judgments shape legitimacy, and le-
gitimacy in turn shapes compliance (Murphy 2005; Sunshine and Tyler 2003).

[Figure 1]

Finally, in our Appendix, we describe and report a number of robustness checks that
explore potential limitations to our analysis. We begin by reconsidering how we measure and
control for court outcomes, and we incorporate new data on actual outcomes (as opposed to
reported outcome-favorability responses we collect from respondents). We also examine alter-
native measures for both procedural-justice perceptions and access-to-justice perceptions to
reduce concerns about measurement error and other biases. Finally, given the importance of
socio-economic status and income to our paper’s contributions, we scrutinize how we define
and analyze income groups, testing other plausible approaches. These exercises, plus a few
others, produce results that are substantively consistent with our key findings. We report most
of our robustness analyses in our Appendix Tables.

VI.  Discussion
This study is the first to assess potential sources of legitimacy in online courts by ex-

amining the applicability of the procedural-justice model to the online (traffic) court context
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and by exploring the role of access-to-justice perceptions as a novel antecedent of legitimacy.
We still have much to learn about procedural justice, access to justice, and legitimacy in online
settings. However, our work makes distinct theoretical and empirical contributions to the liter-
ature by incorporating access-to-justice perceptions and the moderating role of income level in
explaining how people come to view online proceedings, courts, and the law as legitimate. We
conclude that our data are consistent with several (but not all) of our hypotheses regarding the
dynamics underlying the perceptions of system legitimacy.

First, despite the thin nature of online communication, we find that procedural-justice
perceptions are a strong predictor of legitimacy perceptions even in online proceedings. This
result may tie to particular traits of online communication (Ebner and Greenberg 2020). While
some lament the lack of rich, real-time physical communication when interacting online (Stern-
light 2020), certain features of online exchanges may actually enhance a party’s experience
and thus their procedural-justice perceptions. For example, limiting physical interaction also
mitigates negative features of in-court proceedings, such as long waits and a rushed process,
which can convey disrespect and inhibit voice. Also, some litigants may find it uncomfortable
to address a judge face to face and would prefer to “voice” their story in writing. Indeed, rather
than a “second-class” procedural scheme, online asynchronous proceedings may amply serve
litigant procedural-justice needs and, for some people, even be an improvement. Another ex-
planation may lie in people having different expectations for online proceedings—i.e., people
may experience proceedings in light of what is possible given the medium, and no one expects
rich, physical interactions in an easy-to-access forum for written exchanges. Expectations, pref-
erences, and values underlying procedural-justice experiences may be undergoing transfor-
mation (Turkle 2011). Future research should explore the precise components of procedural-

justice experiences in online settings (and indeed in each type of online setting).
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Second, consistent with our hypothesis, we find no evidence that instrumental concerns
in the form of outcome-favorability perceptions predict legitimacy perceptions in online pro-
ceedings. This finding may be surprising because online spaces may seem especially conducive
to instrumental motivations. Our results nevertheless mirror research in face-to-face settings
that show, at most, the marginal importance of instrumental concerns to legitimacy. Perhaps
the explanation lies in legitimacy perceptions being rooted in deep-seated psychological needs
and motivations that are unlikely to be satisfied by news of a favorable outcome.

Third, our study adds a new angle to the familiar normative versus instrumental lens on
legitimacy by incorporating access to justice, a more structural dimension of the legal system.
Online dispute resolution seems like a natural setting to examine the role of access in generating
legitimacy because increasing access has been one of the driving forces behind the adoption
and design of online proceedings. Our data confirm the potential importance of access-to-jus-
tice perceptions in predicting legitimacy perceptions. Thus, accessibility may not only be a core
consideration in how to design online proceedings but also in how users experience those pro-
ceedings. One important question is whether access-to-justice perceptions, which may natu-
rally attach to the unique features of online proceedings, will also prove central to how people
experience traditional procedures, a possibility future research should explore.

Fourth, we present tentative evidence of a connection between access-to-justice percep-
tions and intent to comply with traffic laws, hinting that innovations in access may offer an
additional route toward improving compliance. We also detect some indication that, for lower-
income parties, higher outcome-favorability perceptions may positively correlate with compli-
ance intentions. Both patterns appear to hold even when accounting for legitimacy perceptions.
We also uncover a connection between perceived legitimacy—as shaped by procedural-justice
and access-to-justice perceptions—and intentions to comply. However, we advise against re-

lying on these results without corroborating studies using better data and measures—after all,
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we measure compliance using self-reported intentions, which are susceptible to social-desira-
bility bias and may not be useful predictors of actual behavior. However, we hope these patterns
will motivate future rigorous work on compliance, including attempts to replicate these pat-
terns—e.g., whether access-to-justice perceptions might predict compliance and whether peo-
ple with below-average incomes place some weight on instrumental concerns in their compli-
ance behavior, possibly due their relative economic disadvantage.

Many outstanding questions remain. While our research documents the potential im-
portance of access-to-justice perceptions in accounting for legitimacy judgments, it does not
explain why access-to-justice perceptions may matter, assuming any causal relationship exists
at all. Research provides several empirically supported explanations for why experiencing pro-
cedural justice matters to individuals when they draw conclusions about system legitimacy
(Tyler and Blader 2003; Tyler and Jackson 2014). Future research should likewise explore the
reasons that access to justice might matter to legitimacy perceptions. One possible explanation
relates to the structural nature of access to justice. Specifically, people may place value on
access because it reflects the system’s principles and the degree to which the system respects
an individual’s legal rights and their innate worth. Access-oriented design may also address the
same needs that the procedural-justice literature emphasizes—such as the importance of being
shown respect. Indeed, elements of procedural justice and access to justice can overlap, as we
show in our alternative model of access to justice in our Appendix. Thus, for example, allowing
parties more time to contemplate next steps as part of an asynchronous procedure could trans-
late into enhanced access, but it could also fulfill parties’ need for respect and voice. Future
research should investigate the distinctions and overlap between the concepts of access to jus-
tice and procedural justice as predictors of legitimacy.

Given the unique attributes of online proceedings and the importance of access to jus-
tice for people with few resources, the potential role of socio-economic status in moderating

the relationships that access-to-justice and procedural-justice perceptions have with legitimacy
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perceptions requires more attention. We find some evidence that access-to-justice perceptions
have a stronger empirical relationship with legitimacy perceptions among lower-income online
litigants than procedural-justice perceptions. At the same time, procedural-justice research sug-
gests such perceptions predict legitimacy more-or-less uniformly across income levels. We do
not corroborate this claim: procedural justice in our data appears relatively more important
among people from higher socio-economic backgrounds. Moreover, some research shows that
minorities typically place greater weight on procedural-justice considerations (Mentovich et al.
2020b; Sunshine and Tyler 2003), but we do not observe this pattern with our lower-income
group. Income may operate differently from other social identity features, perhaps generating
group-based consciousness in a different way or not at all. Alternatively, access to justice, a
structural factor, may be more important to those who encounter significant barriers early in
disputes. It may be only after lower-income parties overcome these barriers that they reorient
toward the more expressive and symbolic concerns associated with procedural justice.

The findings regarding the role of socio-economic status in altering the relative im-
portance of legitimacy’s antecedents are significant for several reasons. For one, socio-eco-
nomic status typically serves as a mere control variable in legitimacy studies, with any function
it may carry out as a moderator left unclear. Second, even in work that foregrounds socio-
economic status, researchers use measures like income to predict procedural-justice percep-
tions, not legitimacy perceptions (e.g., Tyler and Lind 2002). However, overall, research gen-
erally does not identify any link between a party’s socio-economic status and their procedural-
justice perceptions (Tyler 1994). By contrast, we explore the different and distinct idea that,
even if it does not alter perceptions, socio-economic status may change the relative weight
given to these perceptions in accounting for legitimacy views.

Our research also has implications for the connection between dispute system design
and party perceptions. While design questions are not limited to online proceedings, the online

setting lends itself to “design thinking” and gives rise to more design options than typical face-
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to-face justice settings (Sela 2021; Schmitz and Zeleznikow 2022). Thus, we should understand
our findings in the context of the design of the proceedings we study. The impact of the change
in medium on party perceptions is likely to be multi-directional and highly dependent on the
precise design choices in the specific online proceeding in question. To understand procedural-
justice, access-to-justice, and legitimacy perceptions in online legal proceedings, we should
systematically study a wide-range of online court processes and explore how variations in sys-
tem design influence party perceptions.

Our study has several limitations. First, we draw on one particular set of online traffic
proceedings. Questions of generalizability arise with respect to the platform and the type of
case. Future research should examine a wider array of online proceedings. We admit that traffic
cases are not broadly representative of all legal disputes—they are simple cases that carry low
stakes, concern almost uniformly unrepresented defendants, and involve an imbalance of power
between individuals and the state as parties to the dispute. Still, because of their simplicity,
traffic cases are a natural candidate for online proceedings and have been the most prominent
example of case resolution occurring online. More importantly, traffic cases are the quintes-
sential and sometimes the only legal disputes for many people—they make up a majority of
cases in the U.S.—and they involve the government accusing an individual of misconduct in a
government tribunal. Thus, how someone experiences traffic court may have a significant im-
pact on how they view the legitimacy of courts, law enforcement, and the legal system (O’Neil
and Prescott 2019).

Second, our access-to-justice construct is specific to the characteristics of the setting
we study: unrepresented parties who participate in online proceedings. Research on access to
justice often focuses on the need for an attorney, a concern that relates to costs, but not exclu-
sively (Rhode 2001; Sandefur 2014). Representation eases some access barriers, such as the
complexity of proceedings and fear of participation, but it raises other challenges, such as mak-

ing communication necessary with a busy attorney (Zimerman and Tyler 2010).
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Third, we concede that our measure of access-to-justice “perceptions” is distinct from
objective indicators of access. The latter category looks to actual performance metrics (such as
number of court users that belong to lower socio-economic strata and actual costs incurred by
different categories of court users), while the former revolves around subjective evaluations of
one’s individual experience. Indigent parties might experience court procedures as accessible
even when objective indicators suggest otherwise, perhaps diverting attention from objective
structural barriers that are more resistant to change (Blasi 2004). This type of critique against
relying on party perceptions is not new; indeed, some worry that focus on procedural-justice
perceptions might lead to “sham procedures,” particularly when members of disempowered
groups are involved (Welsh 2017). Nevertheless, structural changes that do not produce posi-
tive subjective perceptions are unlikely to succeed, and given their significance for legitimacy
and compliance, researchers should collect and study subjective access-to-justice perceptions
alongside other objective and subjective indicators (Kulp and Schmitz 2020).

Fourth, we study only the responses of litigants who participate in online proceedings—
1.e., people who overcome various obstacles to resolve their dispute online. At a minimum, our
respondents recognize some of their legal risks and opportunities and successfully invoke a
legal avenue of redress (Sandefur 2014). First-generation digital-divide concerns over techno-
logical infrastructure and internet access (Creutzfeldt 2021) have given way to second-genera-
tion concerns over differences in the “willingness and ability to use the internet” (Denvir and
Selvarajah 2022). Studies reveal not only group-level differences in online behavior patterns
but also the many ways by which social and economic disparities shape users’ understanding
of online information (Fairlie 2017). Fortunately, the design of online proceedings can address
some of these concerns (Bulinski and Prescott 2021). For example, asynchronous, text-based
processes offer litigants more flexibility and make receiving support from family and friends

easier (Susskind 2019). Of course, traditional proceedings erect many access barriers of their
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own, and many people “access the Internet much more easily and comfortably than they do
traditional justice institutions and processes” (Salter 2017: 123).

Fifth, we collect litigant responses from only five courthouses comprising two districts
in a single U.S. state, which may limit the generalizability of our results. Moreover, even within
this specific area’s population, our sample may not be representative of those who use online
proceedings because participants volunteer to take part in the study. Selection bias may drive
our results if, for example, only participants with extreme experiences choose to participate in
research like ours. To mitigate these concerns, we control for participant demographics and
education levels and consider income explicitly in our analysis.

Finally, because our study uses survey responses and we have no access to exogenous
variation in access-to-justice and procedural-justice perceptions, we are unable to draw causal
inferences about the connection between these perceptions and views about legitimacy. We see
procedural justice and access to justice as antecedents of legitimacy, but the relationship may
run in the opposite direction or turn on factors we do not observe. For example, those who view
the legal system as more legitimate may also ascribe greater fairness and accessibility to their
online experience for unknown reasons. Nevertheless, our approach is the commonly accepted
methodology for investigating legitimacy of the legal system due to the difficulty of deploying
experimental designs in such context, and at a minimum, our results present provocative de-
scriptive correlations that we hope will drive future research.

VII. Conclusion

Despite the rapid growth in online court proceedings, research into how users experi-
ence these proceedings is just beginning. Analysis of legitimacy perceptions and their determi-
nants online is almost nonexistent. This study is the first to provide empirical insight into how
changes from centuries-old, face-to-face hearings to novel online proceedings may matter for
the underpinnings of legal legitimacy. We find that positive assessments of access to justice

and procedural justice in online proceedings predict more robust legitimacy perceptions. We
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also find that access-to-justice perceptions appear relatively more important in explaining le-

gitimacy views among lower-income litigants. Our results suggest that technology can generate

novel procedural options that are at least compatible with and may advance access to justice,

procedural justice, and system legitimacy. Technology is no panacea, but thoughtful design

choices accompanied by careful attention to litigant experiences may give rise to new and ex-

citing opportunities for justice while enhancing the legitimacy of our legal institutions.
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TABLES
Table 1. Sample Self-Reported Descriptive Statistics

Dimension Category Overall Lower- Higher-
Income Income
Count 216 121 95
Gender Male 127 (59%) 65 (54%) 62 (65%)
Female 89 (41%) 56 (46%) 33 (35%)
Age 16-19 21 (10%) 20 (17%) 1 (1%)
20-29 70 (32%) 54 (45%) 16 (17%)
30-39 47 (22%) 24 (20%) 23 (24%)
4049 36 (17%) 9 (7%) 27 (28%)
50-59 25 (12%) 9 (7%) 16 (17%)
60+ 17 (8%) 5 (4%) 12 (13%)
Race/Ethnicity White 123 (57%) 58 (48%) 65 (68%)
Black 45 (21%) 28 (23%) 17 (18%)
Hispanic 8 (4%) 6 (5%) 2 (2%)
Asian 25 (12%) 19 (16%) 6 (6%)
Other 15 (7%) 10 (8%) 5 (5%)
Income Below $20,000 62 (29%) 62 (51%) 0 (0%)
$20,000-$29,999 29 (13%) 29 (24%) 0 (0%)
$30,000-$39,999 30 (14%) 30 (25%) 0 (0%)
$40,000-$49,999 19 (9%) 0 (0%) 19 (20%)
$50,000-$59,999 14 (6%) 0 (0%) 14 (15%)
$60,000-$69,999 12 (6%) 0 (0%) 12 (13%)
$70,000-$79,999 11 (5%) 0 (0%) 11 (12%)
$80,000-$89,999 12 (6%) 0 (0%) 12 (13%)
$90,000 and Above 27 (13%) 0 (0%) 27 (28%)
Education Less than High School 12 (6%) 11 (9%) 1 (1%)
High School/GED 38 (18%) 31 (26%) 7 (7%)
Some College 59 (27%) 36 (30%) 23 (24%)
2-year College Degree 18 (8%) 7 (6%) 11 (12%)
4-year College Degree 57 (26%) 29 (24%) 28 (29%)
Master’s Degree 21 (10%) 5 (4%) 16 (17%)
Doctoral Degree 5(2%) 2 (2%) 3 (3%)
Professional Degree 6 (3%) 0 (0%) 6 (6%)

Note: Percentages in parentheses are column percentages of the total sample or respective income
sub-sample.
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Table 2. Construct Measurement

. Answer
Construct Factor  Survey Question Scheme
Legitimacy L1 People should support the decisions made by courts A
even when they disagree with such decisions.
L2 People should do what judges tell them even if they do A
not like how the judges treated them.
L3 The courts protect the interests of ordinary people. A
L4 When judges make decisions they generally follow the A
law.
L5 Judges stand up for the values that are important to me. A
L6 Judges generally have the same sense of right and A
wrong as the people in my community.
Procedural PJ1 The court treated me with dignity. A
Justice PJ2 The court respected my legal rights. A
PJ3 I'was treated by the court in the same way as other peo- A
ple in similar situations.
PJ4 My treatment by the court was not influenced by my A
race, sex, age, nationality or some other characteristics
of me as a person.
PJ5 1 had an opportunity to present my case. A
PJ6 The court considered my side of the story before making A
a decision.
PJ7 1 felt I was understood by the court. A
Access to ATI1 How lengthy was the process? (Reversed) B
Justice ATI2 How costly in terms of money, time, and energy was the C
process for you? (Reversed)
ATIJ3  How complex was the process, in your view? (Reversed) C
ATJ4 How convenient was the process? C
Outcome OF1 [ got the decision I wanted. A
Favorability OF2  Iwas satisfied with the court's decision. A
Compliance Cl In the next five years, how likely are you to break traffic D
laws? (Reversed)
C2 In the next five years, how likely are you to break traffic D

laws if you are certain that you would not get caught?
(Reversed)

Answer Schemes:
A: 1=Disagree; 2=Somewhat disagree; 3=Neither agree nor disagree; 4=Somewhat agree; 5S=Agree
B: 1=Not at all; 2=A little bit; 3=Somewhat; 4=Lengthy; 5=Very lengthy
C: 1=Not at all; 2—4 unlabeled; 5=Very much
D: 1=Unlikely; 2=Somewhat unlikely; 3=Possibly; 4=Somewhat likely; 5=Likely
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Table 3: Descriptive Statistics of Model Constructs

Standard

Variable Mean Deviation Range
Procedural Justice 4.30 0.98 1-5
Outcome Favorability 4.08 1.40 1-5
Access to Justice 3.90 0.81 1.75-5
Legitimacy 3.77 0.96 1-5
Compliance 4.46 0.89 1-5
1(Higher-Income) 0.44 0.50 0-1

Table 4. Perceptions of Legitimacy

) 2 3) 4 () (6)
Procedural Justice 0.456%%*  0.407***  (0.334%*%*  (0.430*** (0376%**  (0.251**
(0.099) (0.108) (0.092) (0.103) (0.110) (0.109)
Outcome Favorability 0.040 0.042 0.027 -0.026 0.050 0.040
(0.061) (0.063) (0.060) (0.072) (0.063) (0.080)
Access to Justice 0.173**  0.185%*  0.171** (0.348***  (0.420%**
(0.085) (0.078) (0.083) (0.111) (0.102)
Higher-Income -0.121 -0.159  -1.252%* -0.684*  1.402%** 0.264
(0.138) (0.139) (0.546) (0.367) (0.553) (0.689)
Proc. Justice x Higher- 0.257** 0.393%*
Income (0.125) (0.179)
Outcome Fav. x Higher- 0.129 -0.018
Income (0.081) (0.117)
Access X Higher-Income -0.396%**  _(.512%**
(0.141) (0.147)
Constant 1.429%%*  1,062**  1.393%%* ] 248%** 0.551 0.881%*
0.411) (0.414) (0.437) (0.436) (0.450) (0.450)
No. of Observations 216 216 216 216 216 216
R-squared 0.345 0.361 0.375 0.369 0.385 0.411

Notes: The table reports results from OLS regressions in which the outcome variable is our constructed
measure of legitimacy (1 = Low; 5 = High) that a defendant ascribes to the legal system following an
online traffic court proceeding. We report standard errors in parentheses, including heteroskedasticity-
robust standard errors for Columns (1), (2), (4), and (5). We control for courthouse, race/ethnicity,
gender, age, and education level in all models. The symbols *, **, and *** represent significance at the
10%, 5%, and 1% level, respectively.
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Table 5. Expectations of Future Compliance with Traffic Laws

() 2 ) “4) ) (6 Q)

Procedural Justice 0.166 0.111 0.167 0.073 0.085 -0.005 -0.056
(0.102)  (0.106)  (0.119)  (0.105)  (0.100)  (0.134)  (0.125)

Outcome Favorability -0.089 -0.087 -0.076 0.027 -0.080 0.051 0.043
(0.067)  (0.068)  (0.069)  (0.090)  (0.068)  (0.100)  (0.101)

Access to Justice 0.195* 0.185* 0.198* 0.337¥** (.341***  (.255%%*
(0.110) ~ (0.110)  (0.109)  (0.108)  (0.099)  (0.111)

Higher-Income -0.137 -0.181 0.656  0.701** 1.084 1.439 1.385
(0.117)  (0.118)  (0.578)  (0.355)  (0.784)  (0.877)  (0.892)

Proc. Justice x Higher- -0.197 0.157 0.076
Income (0.134) (0.179)  (0.190)
Outcome Fav. x Higher- -0.217** -0.267**  -0.263**
Income (0.085) (0.112)  (0.115)
Access x Higher-Income -0.321 -0.304 -0.199
(0.194)  (0.196)  (0.200)

Legitimacy 0.205**
(0.080)

Constant 3.930%**  3.525%¥% 3 7QkE 3 D3wxA F||2¥kF D.049%¥* D TEOH**
(0.542)  (0.562)  (0.639)  (0.593)  (0.645) (0.677)  (0.677)

No. of Observations 216 216 216 216 216 216 216
R-Squared 0.085 0.108 0.117 0.133 0.126 0.149 0.177

Notes: The table reports results from OLS regressions in which the outcome variable is our constructed
measure of future law compliance (1 = Low; 5 = High) following an online traffic court proceeding.
We report heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors in parentheses. We control for courthouse, race/eth-
nicity, gender, age, and education level in all models. The symbols *, **, and *** represent significance
at the 10%, 5%, and 1% level, respectively.
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Figure 1. Mediating Role of Legitimacy in Predicting Future Compliance

Procedural 0.302%*%*
Justice (0.108)
Outcome
Favorability
0.394%**
Access to (0.091)
Justice 0196
.. 0.058
Legitimacy ¢ )
PJ x Income ()323%'
(0.149)
Outcome x
Income
Access X
Income (0.111)

Compliance

Notes: We estimate this path model using AMOS 27. We report unstandardized coef-
ficients with standard errors in parentheses. To maximize model fit statistics, we con-
trol for race/ethnicity but not for courthouse, gender, age, and education level because
the latter were not statistically significant. Coefficient patterns remain the same when
including all controls. The symbols ** and *** represent significance at the 5% and
1% level, respectively. The full set of estimates is available upon request.
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APPENDIX

In this Appendix, we report results from several additional statistical tests we conduct
to probe the robustness of our empirical results. In particular, we explore the effects of alterna-
tive definitions of our access-to-justice, procedural-justice, outcome-favorability, legitimacy,
and income variables. We also address the potential confounding role of the COVID-19 pan-
demic and online literacy. We explain these tests below and report many of the findings in
Appendix Tables 1-9. Details are available from the authors upon request.

We begin by probing for weaknesses in how we measure and control for litigation out-
comes. In one set of specifications, we replace our outcome-favorability measure with actual
case outcomes based on participants’ reporting. Our survey asks participants to report two at-
tributes of their case’s resolution (as opposed to their perceptions of the favorability of their
case’s outcome): a) whether the court reduced their charge, and b) whether the court increased,
decreased, or did not change their fine. In most traffic cases, courts reduce charges but increase
fines, which some litigants prefer as a form of relief. Moving violations (as opposed to non-
moving violations like parking infractions) typically result in increases in future auto insurance
premiums. The cumulative value of a premium increase can be greater than a higher, one-time
court fine, so litigants are often willing to pay a higher up-front fine in exchange for a charge
reduction from a moving to a non-moving violation.

With these data in mind, we experiment with two alternative measures of outcome fa-
vorability. First, we use an indicator for whether the court increased the party’s fines as a re-
placement for our subjective outcome-favorability measure. Second, we use an indicator vari-
able for whether the court reduced the party’s charges as a replacement. The results, which we
report in Appendix Tables 1 and 2, are consistent with our main findings. An advantage of this
analysis, which bolsters the robustness of our findings more broadly, is that our measure of

procedural-justice perceptions is much less correlated with actual outcomes than it is with our
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perceptions-based outcome favorability measure (r(PJ, fine increase) = -.03, p = n/s; r(PJ,
charge reduction) =.01, p = n/s).

We also estimate the same models using a different access-to-justice measure. Specifi-
cally, we employ a seven-item scale of access to justice, which includes the four factors listed
in Table 2 (i.e., ATJ1-4) as well as the following items: “How reasonable were the costs asso-
ciated with the proceedings?”” with answers ranging from 1 (= not reasonable at all) to 5 (= very
reasonable); “To what extent did you have time to contemplate next steps?”” with answers rang-
ing from 1 (= not at all) to 5 (= very much); and “I understood how the process worked,” with
answers ranging from 1(= disagree) to 5(= agree). Our initial view of these three new variables
is that they could serve as alternative measures of access to justice.

Unfortunately, the answers to these three new questions are highly correlated with our
procedural-justice measure. The correlation between procedural-justice perceptions and ac-
cess-to-justice perceptions is not surprising given the existence of some conceptual overlap, as
we describe in the paper. An item such as “I understood how the process worked” is likely to
capture people’s sense of both access (a comprehensible process that allows lay people to bring
their case) and procedural justice (a process that reflects respect and is more conducive to the
expression of voice). Consequently, our new, seven-factor access-to-justice variable is highly
correlated with our procedural-justice variable (r = 0.61), although, probably due to the larger
number of items, the variables form a higher value of Alpha Cronbach (= 0.70). Importantly,
measuring perceptions of access to justice in this way yields similar results to our main anal-
yses, which we present in Appendix Tables 3 and 4.

We also explore a potential concern that the factor that relates most closely to voice in
the construction of our procedural-justice measure—i.e., PJ5 (“I had an opportunity to present
my case”)—may overlap conceptually with our access-to-justice measure. We find that the
correlation between PJ5 and our constructed access-to-justice measure is low (r=.21), but we

construct an alternate measure of procedural justice that removes PJ5 from its equation. In
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unreported analyses, we find that using this alternative definition of procedural justice indicates
no reason to be concerned about the robustness of our main findings.

We also explore using a more limited definition of our legitimacy perceptions measure,
one that only includes elements related to a litigant’s obligation to obey courts and judges (i.e.,
L1 and L2). Existing research (e.g., Tyler and Jackson 2014) provides a justification for the
more inclusive/expansive definition of legitimacy we use in our main analyses, but, in unre-
ported analyses, we find nothing that is inconsistent with our main findings when we use this
alternative, more targeted legitimacy definition. If defining legitimacy to include more than the
mere obligation to obey courts is theoretically inappropriate for this project, the mismatch is
empirically unimportant in the sense that it does not account for our results.

Next, we account for whether a litigant’s case begins before or during the COVID-19
pandemic (using March 11, 2020, the first full day after Michigan’s governor declared a state
of emergency, to mark the beginning of the pandemic). We recognize that such a significant
and unusual time may produce changes in perceptions of all sorts, including legal legitimacy,
due to the onset of the pandemic, various courthouse procedure alterations including temporary
lockdowns, and the broad shift to online communication that many experienced over the last
few years. The inclusion of a COVID-19 indicator does not have a significant effect on the
patterns in our baseline results, as we show in Appendix Tables 5 and 6.

Additionally, we test the sensitivity of our results to our chosen threshold for defining
our income groups. In our main analysis, we define lower-income litigants as those who report
earning less than $40,000 per year. We classify everyone else as higher-income. We base this
income cutoff on our previous work in a similar setting (Mentovich et al. 2020a), which derives
the same cutoff by assuming full-time work (2,000 hours per year) for double the minimum
wage at the time of the survey (approximately $10.00 per hour). We double the minimum wage

to approximate an average household’s income, which we use to compare to “mean household
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income” at the Zip Code level from the five-year estimates of the U.S. Census 2013—17 Amer-
ican Community Survey. In this paper, our survey asks for the respondent’s yearly individual
income, so our decision to use $40,000 a year as a cutoff is more one of convenience, although
it does produce two groups of roughly similar size (56% to 44%), which is a more even split
than using either $30,000 or $50,000 a year as a cutoff.

To test the robustness of our findings to our income-level cutoff choice, we adjust our
income threshold up and down by $10,000, respectively. Our primary findings regarding the
access-to-justice perceptions as a predictor of legitimacy and the relative importance of access-
to-justice perceptions for lower-income parties appear robust in new estimates with these cut-
offs. The statistically significant main effect of procedural justice also persists with both alter-
native cutoffs. However, the procedural-justice-by-income interaction coefficient is no longer
significant with different income cutoffs, counseling that we take significant care in interpret-
ing that particular result. We record all estimates in Appendix Tables 7 and 8.

In unreported analyses available upon request, we further probe the robustness of our
decision to rely on a $40,000 lower- versus higher-annual income cutoff. We begin by treating
our $10,000 income level bins as a single continuous linear variable to assess the consequences
for legitimacy for each additional $10,000 of income. Our results from our main legitimacy
analysis are reasonably robust. Specifically, marginally higher annual incomes are associated
with a stronger positive (though statistically imprecise) relationship between procedural-justice
perceptions and legitimacy and with a weakening of the relationship between access-to-justice
perceptions and perceived legitimacy. Our main compliance results look similar as well. We
find that marginally higher annual incomes are associated with a weaker relationship between
outcome-favorability perceptions and compliance expectations.

The lack of a statistically significant relationship of the interaction of procedural justice
perceptions and the continuous income variable with legitimacy perceptions may indicate that

the influence of income on these relationships is nonlinear. To explore this idea, we recode
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income as a variable with four categories: under $20,000, $20,000 to $40,000, $40,000 to
$60,000, and above $60,000. In unreported results, we find that litigants who report earning
between $40,000 and $60,000 are statistically different from those who report earning under
$20,000 in terms of the relationship between procedural justice and legitimacy. However, those
earning between $20,000 and $40,000 as well as those earning more than $60,000 do not appear
to be statistically different from those earning under $20,000. This pattern hints that the heter-
ogeneous role of procedural-justice perceptions across income groups in predicting legitimacy
perceptions emerges mainly from middle-income litigants.

However, in terms of the relationship between access-to-justice perceptions and per-
ceived legitimacy, our deeper exploration of our how to code income simply confirms our orig-
inal story—the two lower-income groups of respondents differ from the two higher-income
groups in alignment with our main results. Thus, while our interpretation of procedural-justice
perceptions and income may require more nuance, our check confirms our hypothesis that the
relationship of access-to-justice perceptions differs across income in a way that is theoretically
satisfying. Keeping both alternative configurations of income in mind, we believe the config-
uration in our main analyses is both reasonable and produces reliable results.

Next, we test for collinearity between our independent variables of interest and find that
our procedural-justice perceptions measure is highly correlated with our outcome-favorability
perceptions measure (r=.72). Fortunately, investigating the causes of this correlation reveals
that only one of the seven components of our procedural-justice measure, PJ7 (“I felt I was
understood by the court.”), accounts for a large share of the problem. We find that an alternative
measure of procedural justice that excludes PJ7 has lower correlation with outcome favorabil-
ity. This alternative measure of procedural-justice perceptions produces no significant changes
to our baseline findings, as we demonstrate in detail in Appendix Table 9. Nevertheless, be-
cause we believe that PJ7 is too important for defining procedural justice in light of theory and

related research, we retain the original definition in our main results.
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Finally, we also test whether online literacy accounts for any of the effects reported in
our main analyses. We create a measure of online literacy comprised of answers to four ques-
tions on a 5-point scale about the frequency with which respondents use online platforms to 1)
pay bills, 2) purchase goods, 3) read news, and 4) use social media. We create our measure by
taking a simple mean of all four answers (M=4.35, SD=0.81). In unreported analyses, we in-
clude an indicator variable for high online literacy (=1 if the online literacy measure is 4 or
higher; =0 otherwise) in our various regressions. We find that, while our online literacy meas-
ure has a positive and statistically significant relationship with legitimacy and a negative, sta-
tistically insignificant relationship with compliance, its inclusion does not raise any concerns

about the results of our primary analysis.
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Appendix Table 3. Perceptions of Legitimacy with Alternative Access Definition

) 2 3) 4 ©) 6
Procedural Justice 0.456%*%*  0.302***  0.236%* 0.324***  (.294%%** 0.151
(0.099) (0.110) (0.095) (0.105) (0.111) (0.115)
Outcome Favorability 0.040 0.006 -0.008 -0.053 0.009 -0.012
(0.061) (0.061) (0.059) (0.071) (0.062) (0.079)
Alt. Access to Justice 0.430%%*  (0.433***  (0.421**%*  (.482%** (.639%**
(0.104) (0.108) (0.102) (0.122) (0.136)
Higher-Income -0.121 -0.168  -1.187** -0.624* 0.332 -0.128
(0.138) (0.133) (0.530) (0.357) (0.618) (0.680)
Proc. Justice x Higher- 0.240%* 0.447%*
Income (0.121) (0.189)
Outcome Fav. x Higher- 0.112 0.014
Income (0.080) (0.116)
Alt. Access x Higher- -0.127  -0.506**
Income (0.153) (0.205)
Constant 1.429%%* 0.636  0.965%%* 0.811* 0.458 0.563
(0.411) (0.411) (0.444) (0.440) (0.496) (0.469)
No. of Observations 216 216 216 216 216 216
R-squared 0.345 0.394 0.406 0.399 0.396 0.424

Notes: The table reports results from OLS regressions in which the outcome variable is our constructed
measure of legitimacy (1 = Low; 5 = High) that a defendant ascribes to online courts following an
online traffic court proceeding. We use an alternative, seven-item measure of access to justice. Standard
errors are reported in parentheses — heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors for Columns (1), (2), (4),
and (5). We control for courthouse, race/ethnicity, gender, age, and education level in all models. The
symbols *, ** and *** represent significance at the 10%, 5%, and 1% level, respectively.
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Appendix Table 4. Expectations of Future Compliance with Alternative Access Definition

(1) (2) 3) “4) (5) (0) (7)
Procedural Justice 0.166 0.092 0.151 0.047 0.073 0.002 -0.032
(0.102) (0.120) (0.135) (0.116) (0.116) (0.155) (0.144)
Outcome Favorability -0.089 -0.105 -0.093 0.011 -0.096 0.016 0.018
(0.067) (0.069) (0.070) (0.091) (0.069) (0.100) (0.099)
Alt. Access to Justice 0.207 0.204 0.224* 0.335%* 0.303** 0.160
(0.132) (0.133) (0.131) (0.131) (0.141) (0.150)
Higher-Income -0.137 -0.160 0.761 0.750%* 1.095 1.055 1.084
(0.117) (0.118) (0.623) (0.375) (0.725) (0.759) (0.773)
Proc. Justice x Higher- -0.217 0.114 0.014
Income (0.143) (0.215) (0.222)
Outcome Fav. x Higher- -0.224%* -0.235%*  -0.238%*
Income (0.087) (0.112) (0.115)
Alt. Access x Higher- -0.318* -0.189 -0.075
Income (0.181) (0.249) (0.246)
Legitimacy (0.224 %%
0.224%%**
Constant 3.939%** 3 558¥H* F261*k* 3200k F 13F*k 3 084%**k D 95gHHK
(0.542) (0.544) (0.624) (0.581) (0.643) (0.663) (0.657)
No. of Observations 216 216 216 216 216 216 216
R-Squared 0.085 0.098 0.109 0.124 0.111 0.128 0.161

Notes: The table reports results from OLS regressions in which the outcome variable is our constructed measure
of the defendant's perception of future law compliance (1 = Low; 5 = High) following an online traffic court
proceeding. We use an alternative, seven-item measure of access to justice. Heteroskedasticity-robust standard
errors are reported in parentheses. We control for courthouse, race/ethnicity, gender, age, and education level in
all models. The symbols *, ** and *** represent significance at the 10%, 5%, and 1% level, respectively.
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Appendix Table 5. Perceptions of Legitimacy with Additional COVID-19 Control

(1) (2) 3) 4) (5) (0)
Procedural Justice 0.449***  (0.402%**  (0.331***  (.425%**  (371%**  (.249%*
(0.101) (0.109) (0.092) (0.105) (0.111) (0.109)
Outcome Favorability 0.038 0.040 0.026 -0.027 0.048 0.039
(0.061) (0.063) (0.060) (0.072) (0.063) (0.080)
Access to Justice 0.170%*  0.183**  0.168** 0.346*** (.417***
(0.085) (0.079) (0.083) (0.112) (0.103)
Higher-Income -0.120 -0.158  -1.234%* -0.674* 1.401%* 0.276
(0.138) (0.140) (0.548) (0.366) (0.556) (0.690)
Proc. Justice x Higher- 0.253%* 0.389%*
Income (0.125) (0.179)
Outcome Fav. x Higher- 0.127 -0.018
Income (0.081) (0.117)
Access x Higher- -0.395%**  _(0.5]1%**
Income (0.142) (0.147)
Filed Post-COVID-19 -0.111 -0.098 -0.084 -0.091 -0.096 -0.075
(0.131) (0.131) (0.132) (0.130) (0.130) (0.129)
Constant 1.565%***  1.188*** 1.496*** 1363*** 0.676  0.975%*
(0.434) (0.442) (0.466) (0.459) (0.477) 0.479)
No. of Observations 216 216 216 216 216 216
R-squared 0.348 0.363 0.376 0.370 0.386 0.413

Notes: The table reports results from OLS regressions in which the outcome variable is our constructed
measure of legitimacy (1 = Low; 5 = High) that a defendant ascribes to online courts following an
online traffic court proceeding. We include an indicator variable that denotes cases filed on or after
March 11, 2020, the day after Michigan's governor declared of a state of emergency for COVID-19,
which we regard as the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. Standard errors are reported in
parentheses — heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors for Columns (1), (2), (4), and (5). We control
for courthouse, race/ethnicity, gender, age, and education level in all models. The symbols *, ** and
*** represent significance at the 10%, 5%, and 1% level, respectively.
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Appendix Table 6. Expectations of Future Compliance with Additional COVID-19 Control

(M 2) 3) 4) &) (6) (M
Procedural Justice 0.168 0.114 0.169 0.075 0.088 -0.003 -0.055
(0.104) (0.106) (0.119) (0.105) (0.100) (0.134) (0.125)
Outcome Favorability -0.088 -0.086 -0.076 0.027 -0.080 0.052 0.044
(0.066) (0.068) (0.069) (0.090) (0.068) (0.099) (0.100)
Access to Justice 0.196* 0.186* 0.199*  0.339%#*  (.343***  (.257**
0.111) (0.111) (0.110) (0.108) (0.100) 0.111)
Higher-Income -0.137 -0.182 0.647 0.697* 1.085 1.431 1.374
0.117) (0.119) (0.580) (0.359) (0.784) (0.881) (0.898)
Proc. Justice x Higher- -0.195 0.159 0.079
Income (0.134) (0.177) (0.188)
Outcome Fav. x Higher- -0.216** -0.267**  -0.263**
Income (0.085) (0.112) (0.115)
Access x Higher- -0.321* -0.305 -0.199
Income (0.194) (0.196) (0.200)
Legitimacy 0.206**
0.206**
Filed Post-COVID-19 0.038 0.052 0.042 0.041 0.054 0.048 0.064
(0.154) (0.153) (0.152) (0.154) (0.154) (0.154) (0.151)
Constant 3.803%** 3 458%*k 22 AR FQOIFHF 3.042%F* 2 8YH*E D (8YHH*
(0.580) (0.624) (0.690) (0.653) (0.683) (0.721) 0.717)
No. of Observations 216 216 216 216 216 216 216
R-Squared 0.085 0.109 0.118 0.133 0.127 0.149 0.178

Notes: The table reports results from OLS regressions in which the outcome variable is our constructed measure
of the defendant's perception of future law compliance (1 = Low; 5 = High) following an online traffic court
proceeding. We include an indicator variable that denotes cases filed on or after March 11, 2020, the day after
Michigan's governor declared of a state of emergency for COVID-19, which we regard as the beginning of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors are reported in parentheses. We control for
courthouse, race/ethnicity, gender, age, and education level in all models. The symbols *, ** and *** represent
significance at the 10%, 5%, and 1% level, respectively.
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Appendix Table 9. Perceptions of Legitimacy with Alternative PJ Measure

(1) (2) 3) 4) (5) (6)
Alt. Procedural Justice 0.434***  (0.385%**  0.306*** (0.406*** (.355%**  (.222%%*
(0.100) (0.109) (0.091) (0.105) (0.111) (0.106)
Outcome Favorability 0.065 0.065 0.053 0.000 0.072 0.063
(0.059) (0.061) (0.057) (0.073) (0.061) (0.076)
Access to Justice 0.172%* 0.185%*  0.170** 0.351%**  (0.426%***
(0.087) (0.079) (0.085) (0.112) (0.102)
Higher-Income -0.125 -0.163  -1.329%** -0.675%* 1.422%* 0.203
(0.138) (0.139) (0.562) (0.367) (0.556) (0.695)
Alt. PJ x Higher- 0.273** 0.417**
Income (0.128) (0.175)
Outcome Fav. x Higher- 0.126 -0.016
Income (0.082) (0.111)
Access x Higher- -0.402%**  _0.527***
Income (0.142) (0.147)
Constant 1.398%%** 1.042%*  1,393%** ] 2D *** 0.524 0.876*
(0.424) 0.421) (0.442) (0.443) (0.452) (0.454)
No. of Observations 216 216 216 216 216 216
R-squared 0.341 0.357 0.371 0.364 0.381 0.410

Notes: The table reports results from OLS regressions in which the outcome variable is our constructed
measure of legitimacy (1 = Low; 5 = High) that a defendant ascribes to online courts following an
online traffic court proceeding. We use an alternative defintion of procedural justice, omitting the factor
most correlated with our outcome favorability construct (i.e., PJ7). Standard errors are reported in
parentheses — heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors for Columns (1), (2), (4), and (5). We control
for courthouse, race/ethnicity, gender, age, and education level in all models. The symbols *, ** and
*** represent significance at the 10%, 5%, and 1% level, respectively.
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