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Abstract
This study was aimed at testing a structural model that analyzed the relationship between procedural and distributive justice and the amenability of psychological treatment for juvenile delinquents. Ninety-two adolescents receiving treatment in detention and community facilities following a judge’s sentence constituted the sample. Participants responded to a questionnaire including
items that investigated the perception of police and judicial procedures and decisions, and the acceptance of psychological treatments. A structural equation model was specified and tested. Three
factors were indicated “perception of police treatment”, “procedural justice”, “distributive justice”,
and “amenability of the treatment”. It was expected a direct relationship between procedural and
distributive justice and distributive justice and amenability of the treatment. It was also projected
a direct relationship between distributive justice and amenability of the treatment. Results revealed that the adolescent’s positive perception of the judicial procedure predicted positively the
amenability of both the treatment and the distributive justice system. Perception of the police
treatment had an effect on procedural justice. Those findings seem to indicate that if adolescents
perceive a fair police treatment and procedure, their acceptance of the treatment and sentence
will be more likely. Such an outcome, in turn, could help in their reintegration to society.
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1. Introduction
In recent years, Mexico has experienced a significant increase in crimes perpetrated by adolescents (8 - 17 years
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old) and youths (18 - 29 years old). The National Institute of Statistics, Geography and Informatics (INEGI, 2010)
reported data from 2004, concerning juvenile delinquents, which indicate that 3776 adolescents were processed
in juvenile courts (INEGI, 2010). This institute also revealed that, in 2009, 12,404 minors were kept in detention
facilities (INEGI, 2010). In the U.S.A., juveniles committed 13.7% of the arrests for violent crime and 22.5% for
all property crimes during 2010 (National Center for Injury and Control, 2013).
In December of 2005, the Mexican Constitution was modified to establish due process rights for juveniles and
detention as a measure of last resort, only for felonies, and for youngsters older than 14 years old (Constitución
Política Mexicana, 2013). The Constitution now mandates that all state laws have to be reformed following this
direction. Consequently, public policies and treatment programs have been transformed; nonetheless, juvenile
delinquency has increased. It is important to elucidate existing failures in the legal system that aims to decrease
juvenile delinquency. In this sense, procedural and distributive justice procedures—as crucial components of
such a legal system—have been studied in the field of Psychology-and-Law.
Procedural Justice implies a feeling of impartiality or equity an individual perceives within a judicial procedure (Tyler, 2006). According to equity theory (Tyler, & Mentovich, 2011) if the perception of the procedure is
positive it will produce trust on it and legitimacy of authorities and will decrease subsequent criminal behavior
(Tyler & Blader, 2000). Distributive justice, in turn, is related to an equitable division of benefits in a society
and, in a judicial process, refers to the perception of the outcome as fair (Scott, Matland, Michelbach, &
Bornstein, 2001).
The study of the relation between procedural and distributive justice and amenability to treatment could clarify the presence of some flaws in the judicial juvenile system; it could also provide some guidelines in helping to
reduce recidivism in juvenile delinquents. There are very few studies, at the international level, assessing the effects of procedural justice on youths. Similarly, there is little research analyzing whether the variables that influence adult perception of procedural justice also affect children and adolescents. Questions about adolescents’
significance of procedural and distributive justices arise; also questions about adolescents experiences through
the legal system; and how these experiences influence their perception of justice and legality. In Mexico, no research on the influence of procedural and distributive justice systems on juvenile offenders is detected.

2. Justice
Justice notion has changed depending on epochs and cultures; yet, the term has always included the idea of equity (Perelman, 1964). From a formal point of view, justice involves a group of precepts established for the regulation of social interaction. It is considered a quality of a social organization, which is related to personal development in a social context: every individual should receive an egalitarian and equitable treatment. Justice is
also related to the idea of rectitude inside a social setting (Stammler, 1958), and could be considered as equality
of rights among individuals (González de la Vega, 2005). This notion includes universal and individual rights,
and considers the concatenation of personal and collective interests to establish a balance and harmony between
them and the security of citizens (Pound, 1951). Justice is related to, both, a universal order and a position of
human beings within a sphere of personal interrelations.
Approaches to the study of justice in psychology have been discussed in different levels of analysis. Psychology-and-Law has studied procedural and distributive justice systems. Distributive justice refers to the perception
of equity from outcomes or sentences in trials or governmental procedures (Tyler, 2006). Procedural justice
represents the individual’s feelings of impartiality or equity during a judicial procedure. Some researchers have
found that procedural justice produces more positive psychological effects than distributive justice does (Tyler
& Blander, 2000).

2.1. Procedural Justice
Procedural justice is considered as the establishment of impartial or equitable processes in order to obtain a fair
result (Tyler, 2006). The term comes from the legal field and it refers to the perception of control exerted in
courts by affected individuals in the resolution of any case (Tyler, 2006: p. 115). Tyler and Bies (1990) argue
that individuals ponder how authorities make decisions and treat people when interacting with them. If people
judge all these aspects positively they will feel more identified with those authorities. Therefore, individuals will
show more loyalty to them and will obey the law more promptly. According to this perspective, procedural
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justice determines people’s perception of legitimacy of authorities, to the extent of acceptance of unfavorable
results (Jost & Major, 2001).
In this sense, procedural justice promotes acceptance of and compliance with authorities’ decisions. If people
are treated with justice, it is more likely that they cooperate and comply with authorities’ dispositions and refrain
from engaging in criminal behavior. Procedural justice affects people’s attitudes; specifically it builds interpersonal trust and trust on authorities, promoting cooperation of individuals with authorities (Lind, 1997). A very
important point is that people positively respond to outcomes from legal procedures even when the results are
adverse to their interest (Tyler & Huo, 2002).
Procedural justice (including transparency, impartiality, and respect to human dignity) provides legitimacy to
authorities (Tyler, 2003). The perception of legitimacy of authorities could lead to compliance with law (Tyler,
2006). Similarly, procedural justice helps to a voluntary obedience of the law (Maiese, 2004).
Fagan and Tyler (2005) explored the connections between attributions of procedural justice, legal socialization, and adolescents’ perceptions of procedural justice in their interactions with legal actors and found that
these children’s interactions formed their points of view about legitimacy of the law, authorities and institutions.
Moreover, a perception of legitimacy of the system was associated with a lower report of juvenile delinquency.
These researchers suggest a link between procedural-justice perceptions, the development of conceptions on legal system legitimacy, and delinquency.
Children’s experience in the legal system impacts on their perceptions, behaviors, and respect of authorities:
their perception of the way they were treated affects children’s judgment of the authorities’ legitimacy and their
further involvement in illegal behavior (Weisz, Wingrove, & Faith-Slaker, 2007). Legitimacy is central to the
dynamic of the socialization process in children. Research in the area has found that people develop points of
view about the legitimacy of authorities and that they construct their behavior and derive their interpersonal interactions and experience based on such a process. This process is identified as being part of the adolescents’
development (Tyler & Huo, 2002). Adolescents’ interactions and experience with police and other authorities
build their perception about other social interactions and influence their notions about law, rules, social agreements and legitimacy of authorities (Tyler, 2006).

2.2. Distributive Justice
Distributive justice implies a more equitable distribution of resources (Sangiovanni, 2012), including natural resources and social benefits (Stark, 2010). Rawls (1971) argues that distributive justice is also related to allocation of resources when they are not equally distributed. The perception of distributive justice rests on whether
the benefits are material or symbolic (Sangiovanni, 2012), and Otto, Baumert, and Bobocel (2011) establish that
it depends on cultural values. Social Resources Theory indicates that not only tangible goods are distributed but
also intangible things and fairness perceptions depend on how these benefits are assigned (Baumert & Schmitt,
2012). A fair society is supposed to guarantee a balance in the benefits that citizens receive (Bou-Habib, 2011).
In a judicial process, sentences represent good news for either part, and this information may be judged as
“fair”; yet perceptions of fairness also depend on the process, and the participants (Tyler, 2006). In a criminal
process, for example, the offender will tend to perceive the fairness of the sentence different from the victim.
For the victim a fair sentence is translated into compensation and for the offender into responsibility. In addition,
perceptions are different for diverse age groups: law grants dissimilar rights and obligations for youths and
adults (Bou-Habib, 2011). Thus, distributive justice refers to fair outcomes to all parts in a judicial process (Golub, 2009). It is also related to the judgment of impartiality of the results in a decision-making process (Fondacaro, Jackson, & Luescher, 2002).
Three principles arise in distributive justice: equity, equality and need. Equity denotes proportionality: results
are considered fair when outcomes are proportional to inputs. Equality principle is related to dividing the outcomes uniformly between the beneficiaries. If the distribution is based on the needs of the recipients, it approaches the principle of necessity (Fondacaro, Jackson, & Luescher, 2002). Distributive fairness is linked to
cooperation between the individuals of a society (Tyler & Blader, 2003). In societies, justice is of paramount
importance because it affects people disposition to collaborate with others (Tyler, 2009).
Research in adults suggests that their experience with the law contributes to their assessment of legitimacy. A
fair treatment allows people to attribute legitimacy to authorities and to build obligations to conform their norms.
A just treatment reduces anger feelings that conduce to break the law. In other words, a fair treatment develops
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attachment and bonds to both the law and the social norms (Tyler & Huo, 2002). The question is whether this
situation also applies to youths; one additional question is whether the perceptions of fairness in procedures and
sentences combine to influence the acceptance of psychological treatment in young offenders. Therefore, the
aim of this research was to investigate the relationship between procedural and distributive justice and the amenability of psychological treatment in juvenile offenders.

3. Method
3.1. Participants
The instrument was administered to a sample of 92 juvenile offenders; 50 were in a detention facility in the Sonora State of Mexico (Northwestern state) and 42 were receiving external treatment in a community center. The
age among participants at the detention facility ranged 14 - 19. Table 1 shows the demographics characteristics
of this sample.
Similarly, Table 2 exhibits the demographic characteristics of the 92 adolescents who received treatment in
the community center (age ranged 13 through 19).

3.2. Instrument
Amenability of the treatment was measured with one scale built expressly for this research. To assess procedural
justice we used two scales from Tyler’s (2006) study, the ones evaluating perception of judicial procedure and
police treatment. They were translated into Spanish and piloted in a Mexican sample. Demographic variables of
adolescents, such as age, gender, and education were also assessed, as well as the presence/absence of behavioral and health problems. Finally, demographic data from the parents as age, occupation, marital status, income,
and number of children was obtained.
Distributive justice was measured with two questions related to the minors’ satisfaction with, both, the received sentence and the judge’s resolutions. Participants responded in a scale from 0 (no satisfaction) to 10 (totally satisfactory).
Table 1. Frequencies of demographic variables.
Variable

Frequency
Female

3

Male

89

Single

90

Married

2

No

16

Yes

76

Total

Sex

92

Marital status

92

Work

92

Table 2. Means and standard deviations of demographic variables.
Variable

N

Mean

S.D.

Minimum

Maximum

Age

92

15

1.32

13

19

Schooling

92

7

2

1

11

Times arrested by the police

92

4.47

5.63

0

30

Age of the father

92

44

13

29

63

Age of the mother

92

39

9

30

56

Monthly income of the father

92

6800

4998

1500

30,000

Monthly income of the mother

92

2592

2923

0

12,000
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Perception of police. Eleven items from Tyler’s (2006) study constituted this instrument, which measured
how much fair or satisfactory the adolescents perceived the management they received from police in a scale
from 0 to 10 where 0 means “totally disagree” and 10 “totally agree”. The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was
0.78.
Procedural justice. It was measured with 12 items from Tyler’s (2006) instrument. Participants responded using a scale from 0 (perception of injustice) to 10 (perception of justice) in regard to the treatment in the procedure. The reported Cronbach’s alpha was 0.85.
Amenability of the treatment. This scale was elaborated specially for this study, and assessed the responsiveness of adolescents to psychological treatments in a five-point scale (from 0 to 4) where 0 means “never” and 4
“always”. An alpha of 0.64 was obtained.

3.3. Procedure
Permission from the director of the detention facility was granted for the application of the instrument. The adolescents responded to the instrument in a schoolroom inside the detention center, in five groups of 10 participants each. In the community center, the minors individually responded to the instrument before their psychological treatment started. A psychologist provided directions and dissipated their doubts. The researchers explained the objective of the investigation to the participants’ parents, guaranteeing the confidentiality of the collected information and assuring them that their children could freely end their participation at any time. Subsequently, the researchers asked participants and their parents to sign a consent form.

3.4. Data Analysis
Univariate statistics-frequencies for categorical variables and mean and standard deviation for continuous variables-were obtained, as well as Cronbach’s alphas for the scales. In addition, parcels for perception of judicial
procedure and satisfaction with the police treatment were computed. Parcels are calculated as the average of
randomly selected items for each scale. Parcels are justified in structural modeling when the number of manifest
variables or indicators is high, which could make difficult the estimation of relations between variables (Little,
Cunningham, Shahar & Widaman, 2002). Three parcels indicating perception of judicial procedure and satisfaction with police treatment were computed. A structural equation model was specified and tested. Figure 1 shows

Figure 1. Results of the structural model of procedural justice, distributive justice and amenability to the
treatment. All indicated structural coefficients and factor loadings are significant (p < 0.05). Goodness of fit:
X2 = 49.37 (39 df.); p = 0.12; BBNFI = 0.95; CFI = 0.96; RMSEA = 0.05. Model’s R2 = 0.35.
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the relations between the manifest variables and their corresponding factors (i.e., the measurement model). In
addition to the “procedural justice” and “perception of police treatment” factors, another latent variable was
specified within the structural model: “amenability of the treatment,” which had acceptance of “therapy,” “psychologist”, and “group” as indicators. One more latent variable: “distributive justice,” had “sentence conformity”
and “perception of decision’s justice” as indicators.
Several goodness-of-fit indexes were considered to testing the model’s adequacy, including practical and statistical indicators (Ullman, 2006). Goodness-of-fit indicates the appropriateness of the tested theory (i.e., the
theoretical relations between variables in the model are supported by the data). Statistical indicators include X2,
which should produce a low and non-significant (p > 0.05) value. However, X2 is sensitive to sample size;
therefore, practical indicators should be considered. They are derived from X2 and control for the effect of sample size on significance levels. Practical indicators include the Bentler-Bonnet Normed Fix Index (BBNFI), the
Comparative Fix Index (CFI), and the Bentler-Bonnet Non-Normed Fix Index (BBNNFI), which should be
higher than 0.90 to indicate goodness-of-fit (Bentler, 2006). One more indicator of this kind is the Root Mean
Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), which should produce a value lower than 0.08 (Browne & Cudeck,
1993).

4. Results
Table 3 shows results of the univariate analyses (means, standard deviations, minimum and maximum scores)
and the reliability of the scales. All alphas resulted higher than 0.60, which could be considered acceptable. The
scale “amenability to psychological treatment” produced means from 2.94 to 3.84 (in a rank from 0 to 4), implying that adolescents, in general, positively evaluated the treatment they received from the agency. In the scale
“perception of police” 10 out of 11 items produced means from 2.71 to 4.69 (In a rank from 0 to 10) and only
one exhibited a mean of 6.55, indicating that adolescents perceived police mostly as dishonest and unfair in
treating them. According to the minors’ reports, police officers do not inform them about their legal rights during arrests and they do not solve citizen problems properly; therefore, they do not neither feel proud of police
officers nor show respect to them. Concerning the “perception of the judicial procedure” scale, its means ranged
from 6.10 to 7.73 (in a scale of possible responses from 0 to 10), which indicates that adolescents perceived the
process as moderately fair, impartial, and respectful of their basic rights. They also feel satisfaction with the
treatment received during the process.
Figure 1 shows the results of the structural model. The measurement model components (i.e., relations between factors and their indicators) are represented by circles (in the case of factors) and by rectangles (in the
case of indicators). The factors “perception of police” and “perception of procedural justice” emerged coherently
from the inter-relations between their indicators. High and significant (p < 0.05) factor loadings confirmed the
construct validity of the four assessed latent variables. The factor loadings for procedural justice were 0.78, 0.75
and 0.66 for the first, second and third parcels, respectively. In the case of the “perception of the police” factor,
the loadings were 0.76, 0.83 and 0.66, corresponding to the first, second and third parcels. For the “amenability
of the treatment” construct, the factor loading for “I feel good with the psychologist” was 0.39, 0.72 for “I like
to assist to therapy” and 0.84 for “I feel that therapy is helping me”. For the “distributive justice” factor the
loadings were 0.75 for “judges were not fair”, and 0.66 for “the sentence was not just”.
The structural model indicates that the perception of police (SC = 0.67) affects the perception of procedural
justice, which in turn influences the amenability of the psychological treatment (SC = 0.42). The perception of
procedural justice also has an effect on adolescents’ perception of distributive justice (SC = 0.77) yet, this latter
perception does not affect the amenability to the treatment, contrarily to what we had anticipated.
The goodness of fit indicators of the model resulted in X2 = 49.37 (39 df; p = 0.12), while the practical indicators produced a BBNFI = 0.95, a CFI = 0.96, and a RMSEA value = 0.05. These values suggest that the model
fits the data well. The R2 of the model was 0.35, indicating that the model predicted 35% of the variance in
amenability of the treatment.

5. Discussion
Results of our model show that the juvenile delinquents’ perception of the treatment they received from the police, when they were arrested, affects the way they perceive procedural justice. This latter perception, in turn,
predict additional perceptions regarding distributive justice and amenability to the psychological treatment they
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Table 3. Alphas of the scales and mean and standard deviation of the items.
Scale/Items

N

M

S.D.

Min

Max

AMENABILITY TO THE TREATMENT

Alpha
0.64

Psychologist understands what I try to say.

90

3.64

0.90

0

4

I feel good with psychologist.

90

3.84

0.65

0

4

I feel the psychologist helps me.

90

3.64

0.81

0

4

I like to attend groups of therapy.

86

2.94

1.40

0

4

I have very good time in the groups.

86

3.04

1.42

0

4

PERCEPTION OF THE POLICE TREATMENT

0.78

I feel respect to the police.

92

4.69

3.75

0

10

Policemen are honest.

92

2.71

3.22

0

10

I feel proud of the police.

92

3.25

3.30

0

10

Police explained me my rights when I have been arrested.

92

2.84

3.82

0

10

How you feel police treatment when you have problems on the street.

92

3.40

3.41

0

10

How fair do you feel the results were?

92

4.42

3.62

0

10

How satisfied do you feel with policemen when they
solve problems in the city and help people?

92

6.55

3.34

0

10

Police treat fairly all citizens.

92

3.73

3.57

0

10

People like you receive the same treatment police gives everybody.

92

4.19

3.16

0

10

When you have been arrested police managed
the situation satisfactorily.

92

4.46

3.87

0

10

PROCEDURAL JUSTICE.

0.86

How satisfied do you feel with judge treatment?

92

7.25

3.53

0

10

Do you think that judges are just?

92

7.22

3.05

0

10

Do you think judges resolve all cases with justice?

92

7.54

2.90

0

10

Judges try all fairly.

92

5.93

3.43

0

10

Juveniles received the same treatment than adults.

92

5.79

3.39

0

10

Judges guarantee to all a fair trial.

92

7.38

3.35

0

10

Fundamental rights of citizens are well protected.

92

7.73

2.97

0

10

Judge decisions are always just.

92

6.36

3.60

0

10

are receiving. Yet, amenability to treatment was no affected by their perception of distributive justice. These
findings suggest that if adolescents feel that their process was fair, they will be more willing to accept the treatment and judicial sentence.
Juvenile delinquents in our study pointed at police officers as dishonest, unfair and violent. However, they
accept and agree to receive psychological treatment, and seem to like attending such a treatment, which they refer to as “very comfortable” and “helpful”. The perception of a fair procedural justice was not very pronounced
among the interviewed adolescents, yet this justice was perceived better than the treatment received from police
officers. Perception of procedural justice is important, according to our data, because it influences the amenability of the treatment, a key factor in the reinsertion of juvenile delinquents to society. Our findings suggest that if
they feel that judges did not give a respectful treatment during the judicial procedure (including impartiality, equity, and respect to their dignity and rights) they will not exhibit willingness to cooperate in the psychological
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treatment. Adolescents would also not be attracted to attend therapeutic sessions and probably would not feel
improvements from the psychological treatment. Moreover, if our data were correct, they would be revealing
that a favorable perception of procedural justice would lead adolescents to consider their sentence as a fair one,
even if they have received negative results. This consideration could be also helpful in looking at the treatment
as a source of social reinsertion.
Fagan and Tyler (2005) suggest a relationship between perception of procedural justice and juvenile delinquency. Their results showed that if adolescents perceive the judicial process as a fair one their amenability to
the treatment and acceptance of the sentence are more likely to occur, and this could reduce recidivism. A fair
treatment from authorities could increase the perception of their legitimacy; it also helps in creating more loyalty
to them and in influencing law compliance. That means that a fair process could help in developing adolescents’
adherence to the law, because their perception of the treatment in the judicial system conceives it as a fair
process (Tyler & Huo, 2002).
Distributive justice showed no effect on amenability to the treatment. This result supports Tyler and Blander’s
(2000) argument stating that procedural justice produces more positive psychological effects than distributive
justice does. That means that if citizens perceive fairness and impartiality in legal processes such perception will
produce more trust on results than the resulting sentence. The outcome is less important when the process has
not been clear. Trust on the process impact not only on acceptance of the sentence and the treatment, and likely
on the change of adolescents’ attitude towards the legal system and social norms.
These results can lead to some recommendations: first, it is important to consider the role of police officers in
adolescents’ acceptance of the treatment and subsequent recidivism. Therefore, police officers should receive
special training for the treatment of juvenile offenders; in addition, they should be knowledgeable of children
rights, development and needs. The Convention on the Rights of the Child requires this training and knowledge,
and all states should fulfill this legislation. Another recommendation is to replace police officers; using social
educators instead, as Spain does in organizing its juvenile judicial system. Concerning procedural justice, judges’
respectful attitudes and behaviors concerning children rights should be promoted; every process should include
transparency, impartiality, and respect to children dignity. A fair participation of children during the process is
also important. This study has implications in Juvenal justice, creators of public policies and laws should recognize that the participation of juveniles offenders on the process influence law compliance and allow them contribute.
Some limitations of this study might limit the generalizability of our findings: the reduced size of the sample
is one of them. In the community facility, it was necessary to set appointments to adolescents, some adolescents
do not attend appointments, and sometimes it is very difficult to set another one. Yet, we consider that these
findings are revealing valid, reliably and important information to utilize in the treatment of juvenile delinquents.
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