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ents referred to procedural justice by their opponents often in terms of
issues of respect, due consideration and neutrality. Notably, respond-
ents shared accounts of informational uncertainty spontaneously dur-
ing the interviews, particularly when asked about the accuracy of the
judge and trust in the Dutch judiciary. This suggests that self-repre-
sented litigants may still have limited information to form procedural
justice and trust perceptions, even after court hearings in small claims
procedures. These findings highlight the importance of studying proce-
dural justice and trust by means of qualitative studies, letting litigants
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1 Introduction

1.1 Qualitative Research on Perceived Procedural Justice

Over the years, various procedural justice studies across the globe have established the im-
portance of perceived procedural justice in court hearings. Being treated fairly by judges is
associated with people's trust in judges and the legitimacy of social institutions, including the
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legal system (Creutzfeldt and Bradford 2016; Lind and Tyler 1988; Thibaut and Walker 1975;
Tyler 1990). Considering growing levels of distrust in social authorities, it is important to keep
studying perceived procedural justice as fair and just procedures may contribute to proper
legitimacy of social institutions (Van den Bos 2024).

Studies on perceived procedural justice have, among other things, examined what people
find relevant when constructing fairness perceptions. Both in experimental settings and in
real-life situations, people find it relevant to be treated with respect (“respect”), to voice their
opinions (“voice”), to be taken seriously (“due consideration”) by an impartial judge ("neutral-
ity") who is handling the court case in an accurate manner (“accuracy”) (Ansems et al. 2020;
Cropanzano et al. 2015; Van den Bos et al. 1998; Van den Bos 2001). The components of
respect, voice, due consideration, neutrality, and accuracy have thus far been well estab-
lished in procedural justice studies, with people referring to these components consistently
when talking about being treated fairly (Cropanzano et al. 2015; Ansems et al. 2020).

Recent studies using an open, qualitative approach have tested these components (re-
spect, voice, due consideration, neutrality, accuracy) by studying what litigants in court cases
mention themselves when asked about being treated fairly (Ansems et al. 2020; Janssen et
al. 2025). These studies clarified what people find relevant when talking about procedural
justice and its components in real-life court procedures. For example, respondents shared
in interview studies that the judge providing an explanation (“explanation”) is often men-
tioned in relation to voice (Ansems et al. 2020; De Mesmaecker 2014; Janssen et al. 2025).
Furthermore, voice, due consideration and neutrality are often perceived as important in
real-life court procedures. Respondents referred to these components more immediate or
more often in interview studies when talking about fair treatment (Ansems et al. 2020;
Janssen et al. 2025; Oishi 2023). In addition to quantitative studies, letting respondents speak
for themselves, with limited prompting, can thus lead to interesting findings that can help
deepen our understanding of procedural justice and its individual components (Gau 2011).

Qualitative studies that apply an open set-up lend themselves particularly well for study-
ing procedural justice perceptions of self-represented litigants. We consider self-represented
litigants to be litigants who go to court without the assistance of a lawyer (Van der Kraats
2022). With limited legal knowledge, their perception of a court procedure can be very dif-
ferent from the perception of a legal professional (Emery et al. 2023; Zimmerman and Tyler
2010). Interviews have the advantage that self-represented litigants can share procedural
justice perceptions using their own words and that both researchers and respondents can
ask follow-up questions for clarification, if needed (Storgaard 2023). As self-represented liti-
gants are more likely to be part of marginalized groups in society, whose views are not always
incorporated in empirical-legal research, studying their perceptions with qualitative open
methods is important from a societal and methodological perspective (Emery et al. 2023;
Leitch 2013; Storgaard 2023; Janssen et al. 2025).

Previous qualitative studies indicate that self-represented litigants may place greater im-
portance on certain components of procedural justice. Oishi (2023), for instance, found that
self-represented litigants in consumer-credit court procedures mentioned voice, respect and
neutrality often when asked about procedural justice (Oishi 2023). Zimmerman and Tyler
identified that voice holds greater importance for self-represented litigants in civil court pro-
ceedings than for litigants with legal representation (Zimmerman and Tyler 2010). Ansems
et al. (2020) found that in Dutch criminal procedures, self-represented defendants men-
tioned due consideration, neutrality and voice regularly. These components were also very
much interrelated (Ansems et al. 2020). Although people may sometimes form their judg-
ments of procedural justice by relying on overall and rather global impressions (e.g., Lind
1992; 2001), we think self-represented litigants involved in legal issues may be affected
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strongly by specific components of perceived procedural justice. Accordingly, we seek to as-
sess litigants’ perceptions of various components of procedural justice.

In a recent qualitative study with self-represented litigants in Dutch small claims proce-
dures, we found that respondents shared more elaborate perceptions on ‘voice,’ ‘respect’
and ‘due consideration’ when talking about procedural justice (Janssen et al. 2025). In this
study, interviews were however conducted in very early stages of small claims procedures,
right after respondents exited a so-called pre-hearing. Prior to the pre-hearing, respondents
had only received the summons. During the pre-hearing respondents could verbally respond
to the summons while the judge recorded this statement. The merits of the court case are
not discussed yet and the opponent is not present during the pre-hearing (Van der Kraats
2022). Considering that these perceptions may have been influenced by the early stage of
the court procedure when the interviews were conducted, we were interested in examining
the procedural justice perceptions of self-represented litigants in later stages of small claims
procedures. Particularly, we wanted to understand what respondents considered relevant
when talking about procedural justice components and if any perceptions of individual com-
ponents were emphasized more. We therefore conducted interviews with a similar group of
self-represented litigants at later stages of small claims procedure, after they exited a ‘regu-
lar’ court hearing. During the hearing the merits of the court case are discussed, and the
opponent is present (Van der Kraats 2022). We will explain small claims procedures and our
current study more elaborately below.

1.2 Informational Uncertainty

In addition to insights on (components of) perceived procedural justice, we were interested
in whether the limited legal knowledge and procedural information of self-represented liti-
gants would play a role in their procedural justice perceptions. With limited knowledge of
the law and legal procedures, self-represented litigants may find themselves in conditions of
“informational uncertainty” in real-life court procedures (Janssen et al. 2025; Van den Bos
and Lind 2002): respondents may have limited information available, for instance about the
judge and the procedure, on which to base fundamental fairness and trust perceptions. The
course of the procedure, the role of the judge and the applicable (procedural) laws may not
be very clear without legal assistance (Van der Kraats 2022). Particularly in civil court proce-
dures that follow an inquisitorial model, and where the judge largely directs the course of
the proceedings, parties (even those with legal representation) face uncertainty about how
the procedure will unfold (Jolowicz 2003). Situations of informational uncertainty may thus
regularly occur in legal practice.

During our recent qualitative study, almost half of the interviewed self-represented liti-
gants mentioned spontaneously that they experienced informational uncertainty during the
interviews when talking about procedural justice. Respondents shared, for instance, that
they “did not know yet,” whether they were treated fairly or when asked about individual
procedural justice components (Janssen et al. 2025). Having sufficient information about the
judge and the court procedure was considered relevant for them to form fairness and trust
perceptions (Janssen et al. 2025).

In previous experimental studies, the influence of uncertainty on perceived procedural
justice has been examined through research based on the uncertainty management model
(Van den Bos et al. 1998; Van den Bos and Lind 2002). According to the uncertainty manage-
ment model, it may be difficult to interpret whether to trust a new authority when there is
limited information available on which to base such judgments. As a result, people may rely
more on procedural justice perceptions in situations of informational uncertainty, as they
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are more in need of such information to determine whether to trust an authority (Van den
Bos 2001; Van den Bos and Lind 2002).

The uncertainty management model has been previously studied by means of experi-
ments in the psychology laboratories (Liang et al. 2016; Van den Bos et al. 1998; Van den Bos
2001). In 1998, Van den Bos, Wilke and Lind conducted two experimental studies in which
psychology students were given very limited information about the procedure they were in.
One group of participants was given the ability to voice their opinions (voice) and the other
group was not (no voice). The findings showed that participants who could not voice their
opinion, found procedural justice of greater importance (Van den Bos et al. 1998). In a follow-
up experimental study by Van den Bos (1999), one group of participants received the explicit
information that they could not voice their opinion during the procedure (no voice, with in-
formation), while the other group did not receive any information (no voice, without infor-
mation). The findings showed that participants who received the explicit no-voice infor-
mation, found the outcome of the procedure of greater importance, as there was limited
other information to base perceptions of procedural justice on. When information is limited,
even the information about not being able to voice an opinion may thus be considered rele-
vant when forming fairness perceptions (Van den Bos 1999).

Building on these insights, we were interested in whether self-represented litigants would
refer to informational uncertainty (spontaneously) when asked about procedural justice and
its individual components in later stages of small claims procedures, in addition to under-
standing what litigants consider relevant when talking about procedural justice and individ-
ual components.

1.3 Small Claims Procedures

In the Netherlands, litigants can go to court without a lawyer in civil procedures involving
claims up to 25,000 euros or in cases concerning tenancy-, consumer- or labour law related
issues. In practice, most of these civil procedures involve claims for relatively small amounts
of money (Van der Kraats 2022). We will therefore refer to this category of civil procedures
as small claims procedures, as it resembles what other jurisdictions consider to be “small
claims procedures” or cases brought to ‘small claims court’ (Grieshofer 2014; Whelan 1990).

Small claims procedures are often about everyday issues, such as consumer issues or
issues related to employment or housing. Common small claims procedures involve claims
relating to unpaid rent or insurance premiums. In these court cases, the claimant is often a
large rental agency or insurance provider holding the (often self-represented) defendant lia-
ble for a delayed or missed payment (Kramer et al. 2015; Van der Kraats 2022). Because
these specific types of cases are similar in nature and brought to court regularly by (the
same) insurance companies or rental agencies, some Dutch district courts have decided to
schedule multiple hearings of these cases on the same day, with each hearing lasting typi-
cally 20 to 30 minutes. By scheduling these (short) hearings together, debt issues with the
same insurance companies or rental agencies can be discussed collectively, while the judge
can also investigate whether and how further accumulation of debt can be prevented.

At the end of the hearing in Dutch civil procedures (including small claims procedures),
the judge does not deliver a judgment yet (Kramer et al. 2015). Parties will typically receive
their judgment two to four weeks after the hearing (Website Dutch Judiciary 2025). During
the hearing, parties may decide to reach a financial agreement, for instance concerning the
open invoices or rental payments. When the judge takes note of this agreement, it will be
included in the official report of the hearing (Kramer et al. 2015).
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1.4 The Current Research

In the current study, we assessed procedural justice and trust perceptions of self-repre-
sented litigants in Dutch small claims procedures. By means of qualitative interviews (dis-
cussed in more detail below), we examined what respondents referred to when asked about
fair treatment and individual procedural justice components. Furthermore, we asked re-
spondents about their trust in the judge handling their court case and their trust in the Dutch
justice system. We were particularly interested in what respondents would consider relevant
when talking about procedural justice and whether respondents mentioned any accounts of
informational uncertainty, considering their limited knowledge of the law and legal proce-
dures.

We used a qualitative research method to allow respondents to express their perceptions
of fair treatment, trust and informational uncertainty spontaneously, using their own words.
We hoped that by focusing on what respondents mention themselves (with limited prompt-
ing), we could provide an authentic account of respondents’ fairness and trust perceptions,
including aspects of these perceptions that have not yet received much attention in the lit-
erature (Ansems et al. 2020). Moreover, interviews may reduce the participation burden for
self-represented litigants who experience literacy difficulties or otherwise feel more comfort-
able expressing their opinions orally (Emery et al. 2023; Janssen et al. 2025).

2 Method

We conducted interviews after Dutch hearings in small claims procedures at two district
courts: the district court of Amsterdam and the district court of Mid-Netherlands, from April
19, 2023, until October 29, 2024. We chose these district courts because hearings were often
bundled with multiple small claims procedures about similar subjects being scheduled on
the same day. The small claims procedures concerned rental disputes and insurance dis-
putes and were often about unpaid rent and health insurance premiums. The interviews
were conducted directly after the hearing to capture the immediate impression of respond-
ents when leaving the courtroom. We only interviewed litigants who did not have a lawyer
or legal representative with them in court.

By means of interviews, respondents could explain in their own words what their experi-
ences of the hearing and procedure were. Furthermore, the interview allowed us to check in
with the respondent to make sure, for instance, whether the respondent understood our
questions correctly, and if not, we could intervene rapidly. We believe that these precautions
are particularly relevant to lower the participation burden for respondents with literacy dif-
ficulties, who are regularly involved in small claims procedures, to participate in our study
(Emery et al. 2023). We received approval from the ethics committee of our university for
conducting this study on July 4, 2022, prior to data collection.

2.1 Research Procedure

We approached respondents in the hallway of the district courts prior to their hearing and
asked whether they were willing to talk about their experience in court, after the hearing.
We explained the objective of the study, the independence of the researcher from the court
and how we would secure the privacy of respondents and confidentiality of the information
they shared. Respondents were allowed to stop the interview and withdraw their consent to
participate, at any moment. When respondents who agreed to be interviewed were ap-
proached again directly after the court hearing, this information was repeated briefly.
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Respondents were interviewed immediately after the court hearing. A few interviews that
were conducted by telephone took place on the same day of the court hearing, to limit the
influence of other factors (Ansems et al. 2020; Grootelaar and Van den Bos 2018). Interviews
lasted between 15 and 45 minutes, with most interviews lasting approximately 20 minutes.
During the longer interviews, respondents shared more details on the merits of their court
case, elaborated more on their experience in court or other experiences they have had in
court. Respondents in shorter interviews did not elaborate as much. We were, however, un-
der the impression that respondents did not share this information because they were un-
willing to do so.

The interviews followed a similar structure to the previous study on perceived procedural
justice of self-represented litigants in early stages of small claims procedures, as shown in
Table 1 (Janssen et al. 2025). Interviews started with a general question, asking respondents
how the hearing went (overall), to encourage respondents to share perceived procedural
justice perceptions spontaneously. We then asked respondents about fair treatment,
prompting respondents to share any perceptions on procedural justice. Furthermore, we
asked respondents about individual components of procedural justice: respect, voice, due
consideration, accuracy and neutrality, using definitions commonly used in procedural jus-
tice literature as shown in Table 2 (Ansems et al. 2020; Cropanzano et al. 2015). Lastly, we
asked respondents to rate their trust in the judge and their trust in the Dutch judiciary on a
scale ranging from 1 (very low) to 10 (very high). The interviews left sufficient room to ask
respondents follow-up questions for clarification or to add pauses, encouraging respondents
to elaborate further on relevant topics (Lareau 2021).

Table 1. Topic List Structure of the Interviews.

Topic Interview Questions
Spontaneous Procedural Justice Perceptions How did the hearing go?
Prompted Procedural Justice Perceptions Were you treated fairly by the judge? Why/Why not?

Procedural Justice Components:

Respect Were you treated with respect by the judge? Why/Why not?
Voice Were you able to voice your opinion? Why/Why not?

Due Consideration Did you feel heard by the judge? Why/Why not?

Accuracy Do you think the judge was accurate? Why/Why not?
Neutrality Do you think the judge was impartial? Why/Why not?

Trust in Judges If you had to grade your trust in judges from 1 to 10, what

would you say?

Trust in the Dutch Judiciary If you had to grade your trust in the Judiciary (Dutch justice
system) from 1 to 10, what would you say?
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Table 2. Definitions of Procedural Justice Components.

Component Definition

Voice All text fragments in which respondents discuss (not) giving their opinion, e.g. having
the opportunity to share their side of the story, (not) being able to speak or having a
“say” in the procedure.

Due Consideration All text fragments about the judge listening/paying attention to what respondents say
and taking the respondent seriously. Listening carefully and taking the respondent
seriously can also follow from other phrases, such as the respondents mentioning
that “the judge really looked me in the eyes,” or “the judge really understood when
summarizing my story,” showing that the judge listened.

Respect All text fragments about the judge who did (not) treat the respondent with respect
and similar fragments, such as the judge being polite, speaking to the respondent
respectfully and letting the respondent finish (instead of interrupting).

Accuracy All text fragments about the judge treating the respondent in an (in)accurate manner
and similar fragments such as the judge (not) taking the time, (not) being prepared or
(not) being experienced.

Neutrality All text fragments about the neutrality of the judge, such as being treated impartially,
independently, with(out) prejudice, objectively or similar fragments explaining that
the judge listened to both sides of the story.

2.2 Respondents

All respondents were self-represented litigants involved in hearings of small claims proce-
dures and thus litigants who did not have a lawyer or other legal representation in court.
Respondents were approached briefly prior to their hearing, in the hallway of the court, and
asked whether they wanted to participate in this study. We approached 89 respondents in
total, of which 60 respondents participated in the interview, yielding a response rate of
67.4%. Thirty-seven interviews were conducted after hearings of the District Court of Am-
sterdam, and 23 interviews were conducted at the District Court of Midden-Nederland.

Of the 29 respondents who did not participate, some had initially agreed to be inter-
viewed but were missed because the researcher was still conducting another interview when
their hearing ended. Some respondents did not want to participate after all, when ap-
proached again after their hearing, often because they were in a hurry, but sometimes be-
cause they preferred not to. Two interviews were not included in data analysis, because the
interview was stopped halfway. In total, 58 interviews were included in the data analysis. Six
interviews were conducted by telephone upon request of the respondent.

The final sample consists of 37 men and 21 women. The age of the respondents was dis-
tributed as follows across age categories: 18-25 years (9 respondents), 26-35 years (16 re-
spondents), 36-45 years (10 respondents), 46-55 years (16 respondents), 56-65 years (5 re-
spondents), and older than 65 years (2 respondents). Their highest level of completed edu-
cation also varied, with most respondents having completed senior secondary vocational
education (21 respondents) or high school (12 respondents). Other respondents finished
higher professional education (9 respondents), primary school (8 respondents) or university
(7 respondents) as their highest level of education. One respondent preferred not to disclose
their educational background.

The income of respondents was measured using the income categories developed by Sta-
tistics Netherlands, categorizing income of singles and households (first number being sin-
gles and second number being households). The income of most respondents (n = 33) was
below the Dutch average (less than 34,000/46,200 euros per year), with 18 respondents
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having an income below the Dutch poverty line (less than 14,040/20,280 euros a year; Statis-
tics Netherlands 2023). The income of 17 respondents was average or just above average
(between 29,001/30,001 and 41,000/60,000 euros a year). Six respondents had a high income
(above 60,001/75,001 euros a year)." One respondent preferred not to state their income.

2.3 Data Analysis

We analysed the interviews using thematic analysis. Thematic analysis allows for identifying
and reporting patterns within data (Braun and Clarke 2006) and is known for having a bot-
tom-up approach, which centres the perspectives of respondents and generating codes
based on their wording (Boeije 2010; Glaser and Strauss 1967). With our research, we wanted
to centralize the perceived procedural justice perceptions of respondents. In our coding pro-
cess, we thus stayed as close as possible to their wording. Doing so, we analysed the inter-
views in three stages. First, we generated codes that were the same or very similar to the
wording of the respondents. Second, we merged these codes, creating more general themes
within our data. Third and lastly, we merged these codes, creating the final themes and con-
cepts on a more abstract level (Boeije 2010; Harry et al. 2005). Even though our results are
based on these final themes, we will provide an overview in the results section of any specific
codes that were merged in these more general themes, to provide a complete overview (see
Table 4).

The interviews were coded using the structure of the interview. First, we coded the spon-
taneous procedural justice perceptions that respondents shared after the first general ques-
tion (a), followed by prompted procedural justice perceptions respondents shared after the
second question on fair treatment (b). Third, we coded perceptions respondents shared
when asked about individual procedural justice components (c) and trust in judges and the
judiciary (d). Although most respondents were very open from the start of the interview,
some respondents took some time to share their perceptions. Such answers on perceived
procedural justice that were shared later on in the interview were also coded and included
in the overall thematic analysis.

After completing the coding of all the interviews, we checked for inter-rater reliability. A
second coder was provided with text fragments from over half of the interviews (53.45%)
and was asked to identify whether there were perceived procedural justice component(s),
and if so, which specific components. Following the initial round, the first and second coder
reached agreement on 90.86% of the codes, indicating substantial agreement (k = 0.740;
Landis & Koch 1977). After further discussion, consensus was achieved on 96.77% of the
codes.

" No respondents indicated having a middle income (between 41,001/60,001 and 60,000/75,000 euros a year).
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3 Results

3.1 Procedural Justice Perceptions

Respondents mentioned procedural justice perceptions they had in various ways during the
interview. Respondents were first asked more generally how the hearing went (spontaneous
procedural justice perceptions) and later on whether they were treated fairly (prompted pro-
cedural justice perceptions) and about individual procedural justice components (procedural
justice components). Respondents shared procedural justice perceptions after all these
questions. We will discuss the shared procedural justice perceptions accordingly.

3.1.1 Spontaneous and Prompted Procedural Justice Perceptions

Respondents talked about being treated fairly or shared individual procedural justice com-
ponents spontaneously. When we asked respondents our first question, “How did the hear-
ing go?”, respondents referred to specific components of procedural justice. The following
respondent shared for example that he was treated fairly because he could share his side of
the story (voice) and felt heard (due consideration) during the court hearing:

How was it [the hearing]?"| believe that the judge was very empathetic. | had the oppor-
tunity to tell my side of the story. | have the feeling that | was heard now.” (Respondent
48)

Most often, respondents referred spontaneously to voice (8 respondents), due consider-
ation (8 respondents) or accuracy of the judge (9 respondents) as components of procedural
justice. Other components, such as respect (4 respondents) and neutrality (2 respondents)
were mentioned to a lesser extent.

When asked about fair treatment, respondents also mentioned components of proce-
dural justice themselves. Most respondents referred to due consideration (26 respondents),
voice (14 respondents), accuracy (12 respondents) and neutrality (12 respondents) of the
judge. Three respondents referred to respect. Besides references to traditional procedural
justice components, eight respondents shared that they felt treated fairly because the judge
explained the course of the procedure or the legal terminology used during the hearing (“ex-
planation”).

When asked about being treated fairly, the following respondent mentioned, for example,
that he was treated fairly because he had the opportunity to voice his side of the story (voice)
and because the judge explained the course of the procedure to him (explanation):

Do you think you were treated fairly? “Yes, | had the opportunity to hand over any proof
that | had, and | could explain in my own words what my point of view was. The judge
also agreed with me and explained that in three weeks, there will be a verdict. She will
then write everything down. So, when talking about fairness, | know for sure that she
was fair.” (Respondent 4)

We noticed that respondents who experienced language difficulties often referred to
those difficulties and to how the judge handled them when asked about fair treatment. A
respondent who brought a translator to the hearing shared for instance the following expe-
rience:
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Do you think that the judge was treating you fairly? “I think he was, he did treat me fairly.
But | think he spoke very fast. (...) Even though | had a translator, he didn't pause for
my friend to translate, so she really had to rush during the hearing to translate for me.
If you he would have said: ‘Please translate now' that would already have made an
impact.” (Respondent 39)

Furthermore, we noticed that, like respondents 4 and 39, respondents often talked about
the course of the procedure when asked about fair treatment. Some respondents specifically
referred to the potential outcome of the court procedure. Respondents shared for instance
that they knew they had to pay a certain amount of money to their opponent or that they
still had a chance to stay in their home despite having some payment arrears, when asked
about fair treatment. A respondent shared for example:

Do you think you were treated fairly by the judge? “I have a double feeling. | feel good
about this because it feels like | have been given a chance. | have a large amount of
overdue rent. | hope that everything will be all right now, and that we [the opponent
and her] can get back on the right foot. At least, | can now stay at my place with a peace
of mind.” (Respondent 12)

A total of 15 respondents mentioned the (potential) outcome when asked about being
treated fairly. Some respondents shared that this information was particularly important for
them to know due to pressing financial difficulties they were currently facing, consistent with
the literature on this subject (Oishi 2023).

Table 3 presents an overview of the procedural justice components referred to by re-
spondents spontaneously, when prompted and more generally throughout the interview.
The percentages indicate how many respondents mentioned each component, either spon-
taneously or when prompted, out of all mentions during the interview (colon Entire Inter-
view).

Table 3. Overview Procedural Justice Components mentioned during the Interviews.

Component Spontaneous Prompted Entire Interview
Due Consideration 9 (8.5%) 26 (24.5%) 106

Accuracy 8(7.9%) 12 (11.9%) 101

Voice 8(8.1%) 14 (14.1%) 99

Neutrality 2(2.2%) 12 (13.2%) 91

Respect 4 (5.5%) 3(4.1%) 73

Informational Uncertainty 5(7.4%) 3 (4.5%) 67
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3.1.2 Perceived Procedural Justice Components

We continued the interview with questions about individual procedural justice components
and were interested in what these components entailed according to respondents. An over-
view of the responses to questions about individual procedural justice components is pro-
vided in Table 4.

First, we asked about being treated with respect by the judge. Most respondents referred
in some way to the judge (not) being polite to them (16 respondents). Respondents men-
tioned for instance that the judge was respectful because the judge addressed them politely,
using the Dutch polite form of ‘you’. Respondents also referred to the judge’s behaviour and
to the overall atmosphere during the court hearing when sharing what made them feel re-
spected (14 respondents). Furthermore, respondents referred in their answers to the inter-
action between the judge and other court actors, such as the court clerk and the opponent,
who often both had legal knowledge or experience (interpersonal treatment; 10 respond-
ents). Respondents shared for instance that they felt respected because they noticed during
the hearing that they were treated in a similar manner by the judge as the opponent and
other people in the room.

When respondents were asked about being able to voice their opinion (voice) and feeling
heard by the judge (due consideration), respondents referred to voice and due consideration
in various ways. When asked about voice, respondents most often mentioned being able or
unable to express their opinion (22 respondents) or present their side of the story (16 re-
spondents), often sharing very practical examples from the hearing in which they literally
could or could not share their story. Respondents mentioned for example that the judge did
(not) interrupt them and let them finish their sentences (6 respondents) or explained legal
terminology to them (6 respondents), thus being able to voice their opinion. Similarly, re-
spondents shared that the judge asked follow-up questions which allowed them to elaborate
on the merits of their case. Some respondents particularly stressed how important it was for
them to share their side of the story (6 respondents). Others mentioned that it was not
needed for them to share their side of the story during the hearing (4 respondents), for ex-
ample because the opponent already explained the situation sufficiently, again illustrating
voice using examples in which they quite literally were procedurally (un)able to voice their
opinion.

When asked about due consideration, respondents found it important that the judge re-
ally listened to them or was in other ways engaged during the court hearing, for instance by
asking questions (19 respondents) and again, by letting respondents finish their sentences
(6 respondents). Respondents also mentioned, like they did regarding respect, that it was
important to them that the judge listened to their opponent in the same way that the judge
listened to them (17 respondents). Furthermore, respondents mentioned that the judge
made them feel at ease during the hearing (14 respondents) and came across as understand-
ing (11 respondents) when talking about due consideration.

When asked about the accuracy of the judge, respondents referred to whether the judge
was prepared (13 respondents) and whether the judge was familiar with the merits of their
case (8 respondents). Furthermore, respondents shared that the judge was very professional
(7 respondents). Some respondents referred to the judge explaining the court procedure
when asked about accuracy (explanation; 4 respondents). Seventeen respondents men-
tioned that they did not know whether the judge was accurate or they found it difficult to
assess the accuracy of the judge.

When asked about the neutrality of the judge, respondents referred most often to the
judge (not) choosing either side during the hearing (20 respondents). Again, respondents
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found it important whether both parties were given an equal amount of attention during the
hearing (11 respondents), whether the judge listened to both parties (6 respondents), and
whether the judge asked both parties questions (6 respondents). Some respondents men-
tioned that the judge adopted an equally critical stance toward both parties’ accounts during
the hearing (5 respondents). Some respondents ‘just’ found the judge impartial, based on an
overall feeling they had (5 respondents). A total of six respondents expressed being uncer-
tain whether the judge was impartial and found it still difficult to determine that.

Table 4. Overview of What Respondents Referred to When Talking About Procedural Justice Components.

Respect n  Voice n Due Consid- n Accuracy n Neutrality n
eration
The judge was 16 | could (not) 22 Thejudgelis- 19 Thejudgewas 13 Thejudge 20
polite give my opin- tened (not) prepared did not
ion choose sides
‘Way of doing’ 14 | could (not) 16 Thejudgelis- 17 The judge 8 Both parties 11
of the judge share my side tened to both knew the mer- got equal
of the story parties its of the court amount of
case well attention
Interpersonal 10 lreally 6 The judge 14 Thejudgewas 7 The judge 8
treatment wanted to made me feel a professional listened to
share my side at ease both parties
of the story
The judge did 6  Thejudgedid 6 | felt under- 11  Thejudgewas 4  Thejudge 6
(not) interrupt (not) interrupt stood by the experienced was not
us us judge prejudiced
The judge gave 3 Explanation 6  Thejudge 6 Explanation 4 Thejudge 6
me enough was thinking asked ques-
time along with tions to both
me parties
The judgedid 4 | felt heard 5 The judge 3 The judge 5
not listen to knew all the le- was critical
my opinion gal articles towards
both parties
Idid notneed 4  Thejudgedid 3 | don't know 2 The judge 5
to say any- not make me whether the was objec-
thing feel guilty judge read it tive
thorough
| could speak 1 The judge took 2 | just found 5
freely everything into the judge to
account be (im)par-
tial
The judge 1

was open
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3.1.3 Relations Between Procedural Justice Components

When answering questions about the components of procedural justice, the answers of re-
spondents often included elements of or references to multiple procedural justice compo-
nents. Thus, when respondents were asked about a component of procedural justice, they
often referred to another. Figure 1 presents an overview of the interrelation of procedural
justice components. All components were interrelated to some extent, meaning that re-
spondents referred at least once to another procedural justice component (respect, voice,
due consideration, accuracy or neutrality) when asked about these components.

Notably, respect, due consideration and accuracy were very well interrelated with other
procedural justice components. Respondents thus often referred to other procedural justice
components when asked about respect, due consideration and accuracy and mentioned el-
ements of respect, due consideration and accuracy regularly when talking about other com-
ponents. ‘Voice’ was less interrelated with other components, compared to the others.

6

N\

| don’t know yet

Figure 1. Interrelations of procedural Justice Components.

Note. This figure shows the relationships among procedural justice components. The arrows, starting at the circles,
represent respondents referring to other procedural justice components when asked about the component shown
in the circle. Numbers indicate the number of respondents who mentioned a certain component or the code “l don't
know yet” when asked about procedural justice components or when stating “I don't know yet.” For clarity of inter-
pretation, only relationships between components mentioned by more than five respondents are shown.

In addition to respondents referring to other procedural justice components in their an-
swers, the perceptions they shared during the interviews showed similarities too. Percep-
tions of feeling treated with respect (respect) or taken seriously by the judge (due consider-
ation) were often based on how the opponent was treated by the judge during the court
hearing. If the respondent was treated with (similar) respect and due consideration, then this
made respondents feel being treated with respect and due consideration too, they ex-
plained. We observed similar overlaps of respect and due consideration when looking at the
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answers to questions about neutrality of the judge. The following respondent shared during
the interview that the judge made sure that everyone could say what they wanted to say,
which made the respondent feel heard as well:

Do you think the judge was impartial? Why so? “She was impartial. She gave me enough
time to respond and the other party too, so both sides. She listened, did not show any
emotion, was even making some jokes to lighten the atmosphere, and made sure eve-
ryone had their stage and said what he/she wanted to say. She didn’t show any pref-
erence, not at all. The only thing she said to the other party was ‘what if... to find a
middle ground. But | really had the feeling she was weighing both sides.” (Respondent
4)

Furthermore, when asked about the accuracy of the judge, respondents indicated that
respect and voice important considerations as well. A respondent who was asked about
voice mentioned that this perception was for instance very closely linked to the judge being
well prepared, which respondents also considered to be a part of accuracy:

Were you able to share your side of the story? “Yes, | was really able to do that. It was of
course a very complicated story, but we explained short and concise what we wanted
to say. Also, because the judge was really focused on the case (...) The judge was very
to the point on the merits and well prepared, we all really liked that, that made it easier
to share our side of the story.” (Respondent 60)

Taken together, a closer examination of the relations between procedural justice compo-
nents suggests that several components were often closely related. Respondents referred
regularly to procedural justice components, when asked about another component (interre-
lation). Descriptions of individual procedural justice perceptions also showed similarities. We
found references to how the judge treated the opponent in perceptions of due considera-
tion, respect and neutrality. When asked about accuracy, respondents often referred to voice
and respect.

3.2 Informational Uncertainty and Relations with Procedural Justice Com-
ponents

With our study, we were interested in whether respondents gave any accounts of informa-
tional uncertainty during the interviews. Only some respondents shared expressions of in-
formational uncertainty directly after the hearing (5 respondents; spontaneous procedural
justice perceptions) and when asked about fair treatment (3 respondents; prompted proce-
dural justice perceptions). A respondent shared, for instance, directly after the hearing
(spontaneous perception):

How did it go? “Well, we'll wait and see. | find it is a difficult question, it is difficult to say
how it went. | hope for a good outcome. The conversation with the judge went well.
Now it is just waiting.” (Respondent 6)

Most perceptions of informational uncertainty were, however, shared when asked about
individual procedural justice components (22 respondents) and more generally throughout
the interview when respondents were not asked specifically about procedural justice (67 re-
spondents). The overview in Table 3 includes the number of respondents who referred to
situations of informational uncertainty spontaneously and when prompted.
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When asked about individual procedural justice components, notably, most respondents
expressed informational uncertainty when talking about the accuracy of the judge (17 re-
spondents). To a lesser extent, perceptions of informational uncertainty were shared when
asked about other procedural justice components, such as neutrality (6 respondents), voice
(3 respondents) or respect (2 respondents).? Figure 1 also shows that responses such as "I
don't know yet” were mostly given by respondents who talked about the accuracy of the
judge.

When taking a closer look at the accounts of informational uncertainty shared after our
accuracy-question, we noticed that respondents referred to having limited knowledge of the
law and legal procedures as reasons why they could not share these procedural justice per-
ceptions yet. A respondent explained this as follows during the interview:

What do you think about the accuracy of the judge? “As far as | know, the judge was
accurate. | find it difficult to say something about that. | don’t know the details of what
they [judges] should do and what that means exactly, but as far as | know, the judge
was accurate.” (Respondent 47)

Another respondent shared a similar response, again mentioning that it was difficult to
interpret whether the judge did their job correctly:

Do you think the judge was accurate? “Sure. | don't have an opinion about whether the
judge did or did not do a good job. | don't know how they should do their job.” (Re-
spondent 54)

In addition to having limited legal knowledge to determine whether the judge was accu-
rate, respondents referred to the course of the procedure as a reason why they did not know
yet about the accuracy of the judge. Some respondents mentioned that the opponent did
not come to the hearing, and they thus had only limited information on the judge and his or
her interaction with the opponent to base such perceptions on. Arespondent who was asked
about the neutrality of the judge also shared that it was due to the course of the procedure
that he could not evaluate the impartiality of the judge yet:

What do you think about the neutrality of the judge? “| cannot judge that yet, because |
was the only one there [in the courtroom]. The opponent did not show up. (...) It was
now like a soccer match: the opponent did not come, so | win with 3-0, while the op-
ponent also had a story and they [the judge and the clerk] did not ask any further
questions about that, such as: How come? What happened exactly?” (Respondent 35)

Another respondent shared a similar story:

What do you think about the accuracy of the judge? “It cannot judge that. He [the judge]
did not ask questions and it [the hearing] was very short and concise. The casefile
couldn't tell me much either.” (Respondent 2)

When taking another look at the informational uncertainty accounts, we noticed that
those respondents more often expressed literacy difficulties or, more generally, that they
found it hard to follow the court hearing. A respondent shared:

2 Some of these respondents overlap, expressing informational uncertainty when asked about for example both
accuracy and neutrality of the judge. In total, 22 respondents shared perceptions of informational uncertainty.
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Do you think that the judge was accurate? “Well, | don't know. She came with all these
[legal] terms | did not know. But she also did not explain. And then she did not care
anymore and just left it at that.” (Respondent 56)

A respondent who expressed informational uncertainty when talking about the accuracy
of the judge, mentioned earlier in the interview:

Were you able to follow the hearing? “That is... well, | am not strong in Dutch, so | could
follow a little bit, but it was difficult. The last hearing, the judge gave an explanation at
the beginning, but this time, we immediately started after we came in. The last time, |
knew what was going to happen.” (Respondent 11)

Having trouble understanding the (legal) language that was used during the hearing was
mentioned by a total of 24 respondents during the interviews. Some respondents expressed
having issues with the Dutch language (8 respondents) including native speakers (6 respond-
ents). Some respondents expressed specifically and spontaneously that they did not follow
the hearing very well due to the legal terminology that was used (10 respondents).

All in all, very few respondents shared informational uncertainty after our first, general
question (spontaneous fairness perceptions) or when asked about fair treatment (prompted
fairness perceptions). A third of the respondents did share accounts of informational uncer-
tainty when asked about procedural justice components, mostly when asked about the ac-
curacy of the judge. Those respondents mentioned themselves that they still lacked some
information on the judge, the opponent, or the course of the procedure and therefore expe-
rienced informational uncertainty. Furthermore, respondents who had accounts of informa-
tional uncertainty more often expressed having literacy difficulties during the interview or
were otherwise unable to (completely) follow the hearing.

3.3 Trustin Judges and the Dutch Judiciary

Respondents were also asked to rate their trust in the judge and their trust in the judiciary
on a scale of 1 (very low) to 10 (very high).

Overall, respondents rated their trust in the judge very high with an average grade of 8.43
out of 10 (SD = 1.74). When asked about trust in the judge, a few respondents referred to
being treated fairly by the judge with some respondents referring specifically to perceived
procedural justice components, mostly due consideration (4 respondents), accuracy (4 re-
spondents) and voice (3 respondents).

Some respondents shared perceptions of informational uncertainty when asked about
their trust in the judge (4 respondents). The following respondent referred, for instance, to
the accuracy of the judge when expressing informational uncertainty:

Can you tell me a little bit about your trust in the judge? | cannot say something about
that. | also don't know if he is familiar with the case, maybe he just scanned it briefly, |
don't know.” (Respondent 2)

Similarly to other perceptions of informational uncertainty that were shared spontane-
ously, those respondents who experienced language difficulties that prevented them from
following the hearing, shared perceptions of informational uncertainty. Respondents who
had a very short hearing or a hearing in which the opponent did not attend, also shared
accounts of informational uncertainty.
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Furthermore, respondents were asked about their trust in the judiciary. Trust in the Dutch
judiciary was rated high by those respondents who were able to do so, with an average of
7.45 out of 10 (SD = 2.00). Many respondents expressed that they “did not know (yet)” about
their trust in the Dutch justice system (17 respondents). Some respondents explained that
they “normally don’t have much to do with the justice system” (7 respondents) or mentioned
that this was “only their first time going to court” (6 respondents) as reasons why they could
not rate or elaborate on their trust in the Dutch judiciary.

While respondents referred to the procedure when asked about their trust in the judge,
respondents who were able to share trust perceptions of the Dutch judiciary referred to
sources outside the court procedure such as general notions about judges that they had (8
respondents), any political views they had (5 respondents), or what they saw on the news (4
respondents). Respondents who did have a previous experience with the judiciary or knew
someone who had, often referred to this experience when asked about their trust in the
judiciary.

Can you share your thoughts on the Dutch justice system? “Yes, | have been here before
for some traffic violations, but then it is a bureau that will do it for you [go to court],
whereas when | did it by myself that one time, | would never get my money back. |
think that is so weird. Maybe because they [the opponent] is someone from the mu-
nicipality? They [the judges] will then not listen to your side of the story. But those are
not big cases.” (Respondent 38)

Respondents also shared personal experiences when asked about trust in the justice sys-
tem. Particularly respondents with a migration background would share personal experi-
ences when talking about trust in the judiciary, comparing their experience in the Nether-
lands with the country where they were born (5 respondents). When asked about trust in the
Dutch justice system, a respondents shared for example:

“Judges in your country and the justice system here, is very fair and holy for me. Justice
in my own country is something different. That is why | also want to follow the rules
and make it okay.” (Respondent 25)

Overall, respondents separated their trust perceptions related to the judge from trust
perceptions related to the Dutch justice system. Respondents expressed that trust in the
justice system was “something different” from their trust in the judge they just met. A re-
spondent who rated his trust in the judge quite high (8 out of 10), mentioned for instance
that his trust in the justice system was not as high:

How would you rate your trust in the Dutch judiciary from a scale of 1 to 10? "l would say
a2.1don't like coming here [to court]. But this judge today was really nice. He did listen
very well and wanted to what was going on, was really looking for a fitting solution.”
(Respondent 21)

Even though Respondent 21 expressed a low level of trust in the Dutch justice system, he
did recognise the judge listening and looking for a fitting solution which can be considered
part of the procedural justice component of “due consideration.”
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4 Discussion

This paper presents the results of 58 interviews conducted after hearings in small claims
procedures with self-represented litigants. We asked respondents about perceived proce-
dural justice and trust in the judge and the Dutch justice system. Respondents spontane-
ously talked about perceived procedural justice after the hearing (1), when prompted (2),
and shared fairness perceptions when asked about individual procedural justice compo-
nents (3). Our thematic analysis showed the interrelation of procedural justice components.
Additionally, what respondents considered to be relevant when talking about a procedural
justice component, was often closely related to other components, which suggests that re-
spondents were able to share rich and nuanced fairness perceptions.

Regarding some procedural justice components, accuracy in particular, respondents
shared perceptions of informational uncertainty during the interviews. Similar perceptions
of informational uncertainty were shared when asked about trust in the Dutch justice sys-
tem. Respondents who did express such perceptions spontaneously during the interviews
shared that they found it difficult to determine the accuracy of the judge and their trust in
the Dutch justice system due to their limited legal knowledge and experience. When asked
about accuracy, respondents also referred to the course of the procedure and literacy diffi-
culties as reasons why they experienced informational uncertainty.

4.1 Implications

We think our study yielded some interesting results. First, our study provides insights into
how self-represented litigants perceive court procedures with limited knowledge of the law
and legal procedures. Respondents found (components of) procedural justice to be im-
portant and shared these perceptions spontaneously and when prompted. In particular, re-
spondents articulated detailed perceptions of due consideration and voice, which aligns with
earlier research on self-represented litigants (Ansems et al. 2020; Oishi 2023; Tyler and Zim-
merman 2010) and with our previous study in which respondents were interviewed in early
stages of small claims procedures (Janssen et al. 2025). All components of procedural justice
(respect, due consideration, voice, neutrality, and accuracy) were interrelated.

When taking a closer look at the perceptions of individual procedural justice components,
we noticed that respondents considered the interaction with the judge relevant when de-
scribing (the absence of) respect, due consideration, and neutrality. It is notable that re-
spondents found the treatment of their opponent to be an important indicator of whether
they were treated with respect, due consideration, and neutrality themselves. Moreover,
self-represented litigants regarded even small details of the court hearing relevant for fair
treatment. Respondents mentioned, for instance, whether the judge interrupted them (or
not) when describing being treated with respect or with due consideration by the judge. Re-
spondents also noted how much time the judge gave each party during the hearing and how
many questions were directed at each party, and referred to this when asked about due
consideration and neutrality. These findings further stress the importance of interpersonal
treatment during court hearings (Ansems et al. 2020; Cropanzano et al. 2015; Oishi 2023)
and how even subtle behaviour of the judge may contribute to self-represented litigants'
procedural justice perceptions.

Against this background, it is interesting that self-represented litigants shared accounts
of informational uncertainty spontaneously and when asked about individual procedural jus-
tice components, albeit to a limited extent. This suggests that some litigants may still have
limited information on which to base fundamental fairness and trust perceptions, even in
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later stages of court procedures when they have already had a court hearing (Janssen et al.
2025). Litigants who shared informational uncertainty accounts referred to difficulties fol-
lowing the hearing, due to language deficiencies or difficulties understanding the legal ter-
minology that was used. We encourage future studies to research further how factors such
as the degree of legal knowledge and literacy may affect fairness and trust perceptions of
self-represented litigants.

The relevance of information about the course of the procedure and the decision-making
authority for social judgments, resembles findings of earlier experimental studies using the
uncertainty management model (Van den Bos et al. 1999; Van den Bos 2001). Interestingly,
these experimental studies also stress the relevance of even very minor aspects of the pro-
cedure, such as the (in)ability to voice an opinion, for procedural justice perceptions (Van
den Bos et al. 1999). In our study, we also noticed that respondents referred to the (in)ability
to voice their opinions when asked about procedural justice (voice in particular).

More accounts of informational uncertainty were shared by respondents when asked
about the accuracy of the judge and, to a limited degree, when asked about neutrality. The
importance of information about the legal merits of a court case for constructing perceptions
of procedural justice (particularly accuracy and neutrality) was also found in the qualitative
study by Ansems et al. (2020), who interviewed self-represented defendants in criminal hear-
ings at Dutch district courts. In interviews conducted in early stages of Dutch small claims
procedures, respondents also shared accounts of informational uncertainty more often
when talking about accuracy and neutrality of the judge (Janssen et al. 2025). Overall, these
findings highlight the value of coding separate procedural justice components through a
qualitative and open approach that allows for uncertainty in litigants' perceptions, rather
than having respondents react to quantitative statements about a predetermined set of
components (Colquitt 2001).

When reflecting on this further, it makes sense that with limited knowledge of the law and
legal procedure, it may still be difficult for self-represented litigants to determine whether
the judge was accurate and impartial, even after a substantive part of the procedure has
already passed. Determining whether the judge did an accurate job does indeed require
some legal knowledge and understanding of what a judge needs to do in a specific court
case. That respondents recognise this and mention it spontaneously in an interview is inter-
esting, especially as they seem less in need of (legal) information to form other procedural
justice components such as voice, due consideration, and respect. This finding fits the results
of other procedural justice studies on self-represented litigants (Ansems et al. 2020; Oishi
2023; Zimmerman and Tyler 2010). While self-represented litigants may consider accuracy
to be a relevant procedural justice component, our study cautiously suggests that their per-
ceived procedural justice may be predominantly formed by other procedural justice compo-
nents, for which respondents have (more) information. The interrelation of accuracy with
other components fits within this line of reasoning as well. We encourage future studies to
study the relationship between informational uncertainty and individual procedural justice
components further and on a larger scale. It may be particularly interesting in this regard to
research the relationship between accuracy, procedural justice, and informational uncer-
tainty after respondents have received the outcome of their court case.

When taking a closer look at the trust perceptions that respondents shared, we noticed
that respondents made a nuanced distinction between their trust in the judge and their trust
in the Dutch justice system. Respondents we spoke to shared fairness perceptions when
talking about trust in the judge, just as they did when they were asked directly about fair
treatment and procedural justice components. When asked about trust in the Dutch justice
system, however, respondents shared more often perceptions of informational uncertainty.
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These distinct perceptions resemble findings from other behavioural studies on trust in in-
dividual actors and in their institutions. Respondents in these studies expressed having trust
in an individual actor that they had met, such as a doctor or governmental representative,
while expressing distrust toward the institutions of which they are a part (healthcare system
or governmental institution) (Blendon et al. 2014; Lammers et al. 2022). Considering growing
levels of distrust in societal institutions, the finding that self-represented litigants may differ-
entiate constructively between various fairness and trust perceptions (and mention this
spontaneously in an interview) is very promising. Even more so, considering that the self-
represented litigants that we interviewed have characteristics that may consider them part
of more marginalized groups in society, which consistently express lower levels of trust in
societal institutions (OECD 2024; Statistics Netherlands 2025).

4.2 Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

Our study has some important limitations, of course. First, our study is based on a relatively
limited number of interviews conducted after hearings in small claims procedures. In the
rental and insurance procedures that we studied, it regularly happens that litigants do not
attend the court hearing. This presented some challenges during the data collection, includ-
ing a limited number of respondents being eligible to participate in our study. Similar chal-
lenges occurred in studies conducted with defendants in earlier stages of small claims pro-
cedures (Janssen et al. 2025). More generally, respondents without legal representation reg-
ularly do not show up in Dutch civil procedures nor respond to the summons (Kramer et al.
2015; Van der Kraats 2022). Similar methodological difficulties have been observed in other
studies including vulnerable respondents (Ellinas 2023; Noy 2008). Taking these challenges
into account, we aimed to lower the participation burden as much as possible, encouraging
respondents who did come to the hearing, to participate. We also included interviews con-
ducted via telephone later that day, upon the request of the respondent. We do hope, how-
ever, that future studies will build on our findings and conduct similar studies on a larger
scale.

Furthermore, respondents we spoke to were involved in court procedures about rental
and insurance invoices. We chose these hearings because these types of small claims proce-
dures occur regularly and often involve litigants without legal representation. In such hear-
ings, however, the legal merits are not considered particularly complex (Dutch Judiciary
2018). Various respondents had to come to court, for instance, because they did not pay
their rent or insurance invoice due to financial difficulties they experienced. Even though
such arguments are very understandable, they often do not translate into a complex legal
defence, as having limited financial means is not considered an exemption from contractual
obligations according to Dutch contract law and tenancy law. In other types of civil court
procedures, the legal merits may be more intricate and claims and defences may require
more legal expertise. We are therefore careful about drawing any conclusions from our find-
ings that apply to accounts of litigants in civil procedures more generally (see also Whelan
1990, 22-23). We do believe, however, that the accounts of informational uncertainty that
respondents shared (particularly about the accuracy of the judge) indicate that even in ‘ra-
ther easy’ court procedures, self-represented litigants may have limited information to base
fairness perceptions on.

Moreover, our study did not include an analysis of procedural justice and the outcome of
the court procedure. In Dutch small claims procedures, litigants normally receive the final
judgment four weeks after their court hearing (Website Dutch Judiciary 2025). Due to ethical
concerns, we did not follow up with respondents after their hearing, as we did not collect
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contact details or details on their pending court case. A few respondents who did agree to
participate in a follow-up interview did not respond to follow-up emails about a second in-
terview. Furthermore, it was difficult to determine when these respondents would receive
the outcome of their court case as they often did not know themselves, and in legal practice
it regularly occurs that the deadline of four weeks is not met (Dutch Judiciary 2019). We hope
future studies will include outcome perceptions. Most respondents in our study were able
to elaborate on fairness and trust perceptions without receiving a definitive outcome. It is
interesting that a few respondents who mentioned informational uncertainty, mentioned
not knowing the outcome of their court procedure yet, when doing so. We encourage future
studies to include outcome perceptions when studying procedural justice and informational
uncertainty.

Finally, we conducted interviews with self-represented litigants because we wanted to
learn more about their perceived procedural justice. Furthermore, we believe that it is most
likely for self-represented litigants who have limited knowledge of, and assistance with the
law, to experience informational uncertainty in court procedures. Our study did not include
a comparison with litigants in situations with less informational uncertainty, such as litigants
who have received legal assistance. We do recognise that it might be interesting for future
research to compare accounts of self-represented litigants with those of litigants who do
have legal representation. During our interview study, we did conduct a few interviews with
litigants who had a lawyer, but this number was insufficient to make such a comparison, as
most litigants we encountered did not have legal representation. Our study did, however,
allow us to study fairness perceptions of self-represented litigants who often hold a vulner-
able position in society. We hope that our study can provide a starting point for future stud-
ies to build upon.

5 Conclusion

In sum, our study provides an in-depth account of the perceived procedural justice of self-
represented litigants after hearings in small claims procedures. Our interviews provided in-
sights into what self-represented litigants in real-life hearings consider relevant when talking
about fair treatment and procedural justice components. Interestingly, some respondents
shared accounts of informational uncertainty during the interviews, particularly when asked
about the accuracy of the judge and trust in the Dutch judiciary. Such accounts suggest that
while litigants find procedural justice relevant, they may still have limited information on
which to base certain fairness and trust perceptions. From a legal perspective, it is important
to consider such effects of having limited information during court procedures on fair treat-
ment and trust. Furthermore, insights on how fairness and trust perceptions are formed in
real-life settings, demonstrate the importance of studying fundamental perceptions in real-
life court procedures by means of open-ended qualitative studies, letting litigants speak for
themselves.
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