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Research on legitimacy has focused on subordinate groups to the exclusion of authority figures. The pre-
sent research explores how authorities experience concerns with their own legitimacy. We do so in the
context of law enforcement asked to enact a legitimacy-challenging policy: cross-deputization (requiring
police to enforce immigration laws similar to Arizona’s SB1070).We expect that authorities’ perceptions
of their own legitimacy to rest on two factors: a) their own judgments of policies they enforce; and b) how
they imagine subordinates would react to the enforcement of those policies. We examine the role of these
factors on officers’ sense of anxiety and physical safety. Results reveal that officers’ feelings of safety are
driven both by their own views and, to a greater extent, by how they imagine subordinates would react to
the policy. These results demonstrate the importance of police legitimacy to officers’ perceptions of their
own safety, a vital factor in maintaining low levels of police/community conflict.
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Introduction

“I don’t worry about...approaching people, you know. 1
know, if I treat them right, treat them with respect, they do
the same. People respect us, what we do. We have a good
reputation. So, no, I don’t worry about safety. We are safe
because we are fair.”—Anonymous Police Officer

The above quote is how an officer responded to the question,
“What makes you feel unsafe?” While one may expect officers’
safety to depend on their ability to use coercive force, the above
officer links his/her safety to the existence of mutually respect-
ful relations between the police and their constituents. To him/
her, the greatest threat to safety is the potential loss of respect
and legitimacy from whom he/she is sworn to protect. The cost
of losing legitimacy for an officer, then, is the potential to lose
one’s life.

This response is understandable if we consider the founda-
tional role of legitimacy in social institutions. Legitimacy pro-
vides authorities with the justification to hold power, to pre-
scribe behaviors, and to enforce laws (Kelman & Hamilton,
1989; Tyler, 2006a; Tyler, 2006b). A lack of legitimacy, there-
fore, decreases citizens’ willingness to follow laws, making the
ordinary task of enforcement more difficult and, potentially,
more dangerous. While the threat of declining legitimacy is
strongly pronounced among law enforcement officials—the
concerns expressed by the above police officer serves as one
example—it has not received empirical attention. In fact, sub-
ordinate experiences with legitimacy have been studied exten-
sively (Jackson et al., 2012a; Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler, 2006b,
2008; Tyler & Huo, 2002; Tyler & Wakslak, 2004). However,
the experiences of dominant and/or powerful groups with their
own legitimacy have rarely been examined.

The present paper aims to address this gap in legitimacy re-
search by linking a declining sense of legitimacy to a declining
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sense of safety among individuals in a position of authority.
Moreover, we do so within the context of an important and
under-explored problem in the world—immigration policy in
the United States. The goal of the present research, therefore, is
simultaneously to expand the theoretical understanding of pro-
cedural justice theory and apply it to the context of law en-
forcement in the arena of a controversial—and consequential—
problem. Taken together, this research is intended to serve as an
important first step towards understanding how the powerful
value their own legitimacy and towards understanding how that
should shape the coming debates on immigration in the United
States.

Exploring how the powerful (and not just the powerless) ex-
perience their own legitimacy, we offer several extensions to
the current research on legitimacy. First we explore the roots of
legitimacy judgments among individuals in a position of au-
thority. Drawing upon research on legitimacy and social power
we propose that authorities’ experiences of their own legiti-
macy are anchored in two factors: a) their personal judgments
of their legitimacy; and b) their perceptions of how legitimate
they appear in the eyes of relevant subordinates. Second, we
examine the relative importance of these two factors in driving
the adverse affective consequences of declining legitimacy—
the fear of being socially or physically endangered. In the ab-
sence of research on how authorities experience legitimacy, we
consider three possible options: that authority figures are influ-
enced by their own perceptions of their legitimacy, but not by
that of others; that they are affected by others’ perceptions of
their legitimacy, but not by their own; or that they are influ-
enced by both others’ and their own perceptions of their legiti-
macy.

First, it is possible that authorities are affected by their per-
sonal views about legitimacy and are unaffected by how subor-
dinates view them. In this case, authorities who believe they act
fairly and legitimately will not fear that their interactions with
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community members will be anxiety provoking or dangerous,
even if community members think otherwise. A second option
is that, more than their personal views, authority figures are
affected by how they think subordinates view them. In that case,
authorities will fear uncomfortable and/or dangerous interac-
tions with the community if they believe that they appear ille-
gitimate to subordinates, regardless of their personal views
about their behavior. A third option is that authorities are af-
fected both by their own perception of legitimacy as well as by
how subordinates view them.

These possibilities are tested in a timely context of police of-
ficers’ responses to the enforcement of the controversial policy
of cross-deputization—made nationally salient by Arizona’s SB
1070 law, recently (partially) enjoined by the United States
Supreme Court. This policy mandates that municipal police and
sheriffs enforce federal immigration laws, in some cases re-
quiring officers to stop individuals suspected to be in the coun-
try illegally and request proof of legal residence. In line with
our conceptualization, we examine the independent effect of
officers’ personal endorsement of cross-deputization policies
and their concern with losing respect from Latinos—the group
that public discourse suggests will be disproportionally targeted
by these policies (Epstein & Goff, 2011; Goff, Epstein, & Red-
dy, in press).

How Do the Powerful Experience Legitimacy?

Legitimacy confers the right to command and promotes the
duty to obey. People defer to legitimate authorities not out of
fear of punishment, but simply because they feel it is right to do
so. Legitimacy is therefore crucial for maintaining social insti-
tutions (Tyler, 2006a, 2006b, 2008). The importance of legiti-
macy arises mainly in social organizations built on hierarchy
and containing power differentials. Within hierarchical settings
legitimacy reflects the agreement of subordinates to accept
authorities” power over them (French & Raven, 1959; Jost &
Major, 2001). In classic work concerning the bases of social
power (French & Raven, 1959), legitimacy is considered an im-
portant source of power, allowing authorities to influence sub-
ordinates through consent rather than coercion—something cru-
cial to avoiding the use of coercive force (Alpert & Dunham,
1992).

Recent research in organizational psychology echoes these
early insights on the importance of legitimacy while also high-
lighting the detrimental consequences of perceived illegitimacy.
Without legitimacy, subordinates are not likely to accept au-
thorities’ directive and may publicly follow them only out of
fear of punishment (French & Raven, 1959; Tyler 2003; Tyler
& Huo 2002; Tyler & Wakslak, 2004; Jackson et al., 2012b).

While it is clear how subordinates respond to perceived ille-
gitimacy, research has largely ignored how challenges to le-
gitimacy may impact high-power authorities. Legitimacy has
primarily been explored as a property bestowed by subordinates
to authorities and not as something directly experienced by
authorities themselves. Even the few existing works examining
legitimacy judgments among police authorities have looked at
officers’ perception of their supervisors as the precursor for
perceived organizational legitimacy (Tyler, Callahan, & Frost,
2007). In other words, research considering what shapes legiti-
macy among law enforcement has done so within an organiza-
tional context that casts traditional authorities (i.e., police) as
subordinates themselves.
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The Consequences of Authorities’ Experiences of
lllegitimacy

How do experiences of illegitimacy influence the ways au-
thorities use their power and interact with subordinates? Re-
search on legitimacy and power suggests that the loss of legiti-
macy functions as a power threat, eliciting behavioral inhibition
and anxiety. In the power literature, declining legitimacy is
linked to declining power. According to French and Raven’s
(1959) typology of power, there is a direct connection between
the degree of authorities’ legitimacy and their power since le-
gitimate authorities are better able to prescribe behaviors and
influence subordinates. While French and Raven, demonstrate
how loss of legitimacy from subordinates weakens authorities
power, their reasoning would suggest that authorities who see
themselves as illegitimate and unable to impact subordinates
would also experience weakening power.

Consistent with this idea, recent studies on social power
show that tendencies normally associated with having power
(approach orientation) or lacking it (inhibition orientation) are
no longer pronounced in the absence of legitimacy (Carver &
White 1994; Lammers, Galinsky, Gordjin, & Otten, 2008). In
line with these findings, we suggest that declining legitimacy
compromises authorities’ power, leading them to be more be-
haviorally inhibited, attuned to threat, and experience dimin-
ished safety—particularly in the presence of those among
whom their legitimacy is threatened.

The Present Research

The present research examines experiences of illegitimacy
among authorities using the responses of police officers to
cross-deputization. The growing controversy surrounding cross-
deputization policies (Amendola et al., 2008; Burbank, Goff, &
Keesee, 2010; Epstein & Goff, 2011; Goff et al., 2012; Major
Cities Chiefs Immigration Committee, 2006) offers a fruitful
arena for studying how authority figures negotiate legitimacy-
challenging policies.

Consistent with our theorizing we assessed officers’ legiti-
macy perception along two dimensions. First, we looked at
officers’ personal views about the legitimacy of cross-deputi-
zation policies by asking how fair these policies are. Second,
we assessed officers’ perception of how the enforcement of
cross-deputization would affect the respect they receive from
Latinos—the group most associated with cross-deputization le-
gitimacy (Epstein & Goff, 2011; Goff et al., 2012). We focused
on respect as an axis of legitimacy in this context since other
aspects of legitimacy (such as compliance or cooperation) are
less applicable. Cross-deputization policies require compliance
from all citizens (any individual that is stopped by the police
for the purpose of identification has to provide documentation)
and voluntary cooperation from none (no individuals—not even
undocumented immigrants—are expected to voluntarily show
up in police station for the purpose of identification). With com-
pliance and cooperation measures being less relevant in this
context, we decided to gauge the concern of potential loss of
respect from Latinos as a proxy for the concern of losing le-
gitimacy.

Perceptions of illegitimacy are hypothesized to predict great-
er anxiety among police officers, particularly in encounters
with subordinates among which their legitimacy is threatened.
Because Latinos are the group most strongly associated with
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undocumented immigration (Epstein & Goff, 2011; Goff et al.,
2012), officers are expected to experience increased anxiety
and diminished safety particularly when interacting with Latino
suspects.

In the absence of previous research, we cannot make specific
predictions about which of the two proposed aspects of legiti-
macy—self-perceptions or perceptions of others—would be
more predictive of officers’ increased anxiety and diminished
safety. Consequently, we tested each of the three possible rela-
tionships (self-perceptions, others’ perceptions, or both) using
structural equation modeling in which each of the proposed
components of legitimacy was modeled as a latent factor. We
then examined the unique contribution of each factor to offi-
cers’ sense of anxiety and perceptions of safety.

Methods

We recruited police officers from two police departments:

Salt Lake City Police Department Participants

Eighty-four officers from the Salt Lake City Police Depart-
ment (SLCPD) participated in the survey. The SLCPD sample
was 89% male, with a mean age of 38.91 (SD = 8.38). The
racial composition of the sample was 84% White, 0% Asian,
2% Black, 7% Latino, and 7% other. A single item measuring
political ideology on a scale from 1 (very liberal) to 7 (very
conservative) illustrated that, on average, the sample was
slightly politically conservative (M = 4.66; SD = 1.35). SLCPD
officers were recruited during roll call and invited to participate
in the survey.

San Jose Police Department Participants

Thirty-one officers from the San Jose Police Department
(SJPD) participated in the survey. The SJPD sample was 93%
male, with a mean age of 39.90 (SD = 7.03). The racial compo-
sition of the sample was 52% White, 8% Asian, 2% Black, 28%
Latino, and 10% other. Responses to the same measure of po-
litical ideology described above illustrated that, on average, the
sample was slightly politically conservative (M = 5.02; SD =
1.18). SJIPD officers were recruited through announcements in
roll call but filled out the survey during the course of their shift.

We found no statistically significant differences between the
two departments; therefore we collapsed across departments
and report the combined results.

Procedure

The survey took approximately 20 minutes to complete. All
subjects were informed that no identifying information would
be collected and that supervisors would not be given informa-
tion with regards to their data, including whether or not they
participated.

Measures

Cross-Deputization Endorsement: Officers’ perceptions of
the legitimacy of cross-deputization were assessed using four-
item scale (each item was rated on a 5-point Likert scale). Items
included, “police officers should be responsible for verifying a
person’s immigration status”. This scale was highly reliable (o
= .91). Higher scores in this scale indicate greater perceived
legitimacy of cross-deputization policies.
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Respect: To examine officers’ perception of how they ap-
pear in the eyes of relevant constituents, we assessed officers’
beliefs about the respect they would receive from Latino com-
munity members while enforcing cross-deputization policies.
Perceived respect was measured with a three-item scale (each
item was rated on a 5-point Likert scale) that asked if officers
felt respected, approved of, and valued. These three items were
taken from work by Molina and Huo on subgroup respect
(2006). Officers were asked to imagine how they would feel if
they were asked to enforce cross-deputization policy. They
were then administered the items, which included, “Latinos
value the opinions and ideas of police officers.” This scale was
highly reliable for responses to perceptions of Latino residence
(a0 =.95). For ease of interpretation, scores were reverse coded
such that higher scores indicate greater predicted loss of respect
from Latinos.

Anxiety: Anxiety was measured with a six-item scale, where
each item was rated on a 5-point Likert scale. Items were taken
from work by Van Zomeren, Fischer, & Spears (2007), who
used six emotional prompts (uneasy, nervous, threatened, un-
certain, uncomfortable, anxious) to assess the intergroup anxi-
ety evoked by seeing homeless people. The frame for these
items was adapted to query participants about how they felt
when approaching a Latino suspect on the street. This scale was
administered asking officers to answer assuming they would
enforce cross-deputization policy. The scale was highly reliable
(o =.90).

Safety-Gap: Officers’ sense of physical safety was measured
with two items on a 5-point Likert scale. One item referenced
White suspects and the other Latino suspects. Items included,
“In my city, I feel safe approaching a [White/Latino] suspect on
the street.” Safety gap scores were created by subtracting offi-
cers’ perceived safety interacting with a Latino suspect from
their perceived safety interacting with a White suspect. Higher
scores in this scale indicate a wider race-based safety gap in
favor of the white group.

Results

We modeled the two independent legitimacy concerns—of-
ficers’ perception of the legitimacy of cross-deputization and
the respect they expect to receive from Latinos—as predictors
of two outcomes variable: officers’ reported anxiety in encoun-
ters with Latinos; and their sense of safety in interaction with
Latino (versus White) suspects. We used Mplus 5.2 to test this
model. The two independent predictors of legitimacy were
modeled as latent variables. We examined the paths coefficients
between these two latent variables and officers’ increased anxi-
ety and sense of safety in future encounters with Latinos. The
results of this analysis are presented in Figure 1.

As Figure 1 shows, the two legitimacy constructs formed
two distinct latent variables that were not significantly corre-
lated (r = .13, p > .2). That suggests that, as hypothesized, per-
sonal perception of legitimacy (anchored in officers’ assess-
ments of cross-deputization fairness) was distinct from the per-
ceptions of legitimacy from community members. In other words,
the results suggest that officers that support cross-deputization
policy can still independently be concerned about losing respect
from Latinos as a result of cross-deputization enforcement (and
vice versa).

Next, we examined which of the two features of authorities’
perception of legitimacy better predicted officers’ concern with
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Model fit: x%3)=33.83, p<.066, CFI=0.99;
RMSEA = 0.05,

Figure 1.

Safety

The relations between officers' perception of legitimacy and their sense of anxiety and safety.

their physical safety. The model showed an excellent fit for the
data: ¥%(23, N = 115) = 33.83, p < .06, CFI = .99, SRMR = .041,
RMSEA = .05. As shown in Figure 1, both officers’ endorse-
ment of cross-deputization (f = —.28, p < .001) and the fear of
losing respect from Latinos (f = .33, p < .001) were signifi-
cantly associated with perceived safety gap in future policing
encounters. Officers’ endorsement of cross-deputization poli-
cies predicted diminished concern with their physical safety in
future encounters with Latino suspects. Conversely, officers’
perception that they would lose respect from Latinos following
cross-deputization enforcement predicted heightened concern
with their physical safety in future encounters with Latinos.

Our second dependent variable yielded similar, though not
identical, patterns. Officers’ reported anxiety in future encoun-
ters with Latinos was positively associated with the fear of
losing respect from Latinos (f = 31, p < .001), but not with
officers’ endorsement of cross-deputization policies. That is, it
was only the concern with losing respect from Latinos that pre-
dicted officers’ anxiety in future encounters with Latinos.

Taken together, these results suggest that, while personal at-
titudes about the legitimacy of cross-deputization policies can
impact officers’ sense of safety, officers are more consistently
affected by how they appear to subordinates. Conversely, the
adverse affective consequences of lack of legitimacy are par-
ticularly pronounced in interactions with subordinates who are
perceived to view authorities as illegitimate.

Discussion

The present research expands the literature on legitimacy by
providing evidence of the ways it impacts the powerful rather
than the powerless. We examined police authorities’ experi-
ences of legitimacy using both their own perception of the pol-
icy they enforce and their perceptions of how their community
perceives them. Both factors predicted officers’ concerns with
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their physical safety, while the fear of losing respect from La-
tinos singularly predicted officers’ anxiety in future encounters
with Latinos. These results support the supposition that loss of
legitimacy leads to adverse consequences not only for subordi-
nates, but also for authorities. When police officers enforce a
policy that threatens their legitimacy, they experience greater
anxiety and a diminished sense of safety in encounters with
Latinos—the same community within which their legitimacy is
most at risk.

Grounded in a theoretical expansion of legitimacy research,
the results illuminate the conditions under which authorities can
experience their own lack of legitimacy. For the powerful, per-
sonal views as well how they appear in the eyes of the power-
less shape legitimacy experience. The finding that authorities
are particularly concerned with how legitimate they appear to
subordinates is consistent with the functional importance of
legitimacy in power maintenance. Power holders depend on
legitimacy to effectively use and sustain their power, therefore
the failure to secure subordinates’ acceptance is experienced by
them as threatening.

This research also illuminates the important psychological
consequences of illegitimacy experienced by authorities. We
show that declining legitimacy leads authorities to experience
anxiety and lack of safety. These results provide support to the
argument that, without legitimacy, authorities experience con-
sequences associated with lack of power. The idea that legiti-
macy and power are related in experiences of authority com-
plements French and Raven (1959) classic studies on power.
They showed that without legitimacy subordinates grant less
power to authorities (in the sense that they are not willing to be
influenced by them). Our results show that, without legitimacy,
authorities act in ways equivalent to having less or no power,
hesitating to use their mandate.

Our results further propose that the enforcement of legiti-
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macy-challenging laws may create a vicious cycle between
police officers and the communities among which their legiti-
macy is challenged. If officers feel greater anxiety and less
safety in interacting with Latinos, they may use harsher means
of enforcement to secure their perceived safety; as a result,
officers may be seen as even less legitimate among Latinos and
would consequently feel even less safe. This idea is supported
by research showing that officers who feel like they have lost
control of a situation are more likely to use dominant force
(Alpert et al., 2004). Though further research is needed to test
these predictions, our research raises the possibility that racially
charged law-enforcement policies actually endangers the safety
of both officers and civilians. Still, if law enforcement and
communities are safer when police are seen as legitimate, then
this research is both necessary and urgent.
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