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INTRODUCTION

Judicial independence is widely regarded as a foundational component of democratic
governance, constitutionalism, and the rule of law (Awawda, 2024; Bard & Krommendijk, 2025;
Marah, 2026a). Across both established and emerging democracies, independent courts are
expected to constrain arbitrary political power, protect constitutional rights, and provide institutional
mechanisms through which governmental actions can be subjected to legal scrutiny (Castillo-Ortiz,
2020; Durbach et al., 2020). Consequently, judicial independence has become a central benchmark
in international governance assessments, democracy indices, and rule-of-law reform initiatives.
Within this literature, judicial autonomy is frequently treated as a prerequisite for effective
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governance because it enhances judicial impartiality, protects courts from political interference, and
strengthens institutional accountability (Bard & Krommendijk, 2025; Paczolay, 2019).

Despite this consensus, the relationship between judicial independence and institutional
legitimacy remains theoretically unsettled. Constitutional safeguards may protect courts from
executive or legislative influence, yet formal autonomy does not necessarily ensure that judicial
institutions are perceived as legitimate by the citizens they serve (Fernandez-Molina & Grijalva-
Eternod, 2026; Toader & Safta, 2025). Across many emerging democracies, judicial reforms have
strengthened constitutional protections while public confidence in courts has remained fragile due
to concerns regarding accessibility, procedural fairness, efficiency, corruption, and institutional
effectiveness (Boskovi¢ & Kosti¢, 2025; Curo$, 2024). This discrepancy raises an important
governance question: under what conditions does judicial independence translate into institutional
legitimacy?

Comparative evidence suggests that this challenge extends beyond a single national context. In
several emerging democracies, judicial reforms have expanded formal guarantees of independence
without generating corresponding improvements in public confidence. Studies from Kenya
demonstrate that constitutional reforms strengthened judicial autonomy while concerns regarding
judicial credibility persisted (Miyandazi & Okubasu, 2025). Similar patterns have been observed in
Ghana, Nigeria, and other developing democracies where institutional reforms have not always
translated into higher levels of public trust or perceived legitimacy (Asomah, 2023; Aydin, 2013).
These experiences suggest that judicial independence alone may be insufficient to secure the societal
recognition necessary for institutional authority. Consequently, the relationship between judicial
autonomy and legitimacy appears more contingent than much of the existing literature assumes.

Existing scholarship provides only a partial explanation for this phenomenon. Research on
judicial independence has largely concentrated on constitutional design, appointment procedures,
tenure protections, and the relationship between courts and political actors (Agudo Zamora, 2026;
Biihlmann & Kunz, 2011; Miyandazi & Okubasu, 2025). In contrast, legitimacy scholarship has
emphasized societal acceptance, procedural justice, institutional trust, and normative justification as
foundations of institutional authority (Beetham, 2013; Tyler, 2021; Weber et al., 1978). Although
both traditions recognize the importance of public confidence, they have generally developed in
parallel rather than in dialogue with one another. Judicial-independence scholarship frequently
assumes legitimacy as a consequence of institutional autonomy, whereas legitimacy scholarship
rarely examines courts as distinct governance institutions. As a result, limited attention has been
devoted to explaining the mechanisms through which judicial independence acquires, sustains, or
fails to acquire legitimacy.

This omission obscures a broader governance puzzle. Much of the existing literature implicitly
assumes a relatively linear causal relationship in which judicial independence strengthens
institutional legitimacy by insulating courts from political interference. However, growing evidence
suggests that the relationship between autonomy and legitimacy is neither automatic nor uniform
(Agudo Zamora, 2026; Bilihlmann & Kunz, 2011). Courts may achieve substantial formal
independence while continuing to experience legitimacy deficits arising from weak public confidence,
limited accessibility, perceived inefficiency, or concerns regarding institutional integrity (Borba et al.,
2025; Chen & Savage, 2024). This article conceptualizes this tension as the independence—legitimacy
paradox. Unlike conventional approaches that treat legitimacy as a natural consequence of judicial
autonomy, the paradox highlights situations in which reforms successfully strengthen judicial
independence while legitimacy remains constrained because public trust fails to develop at a
corresponding rate.
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The paradox is particularly relevant in post-conflict and transitional democratic contexts where
judicial reforms often prioritize institutional autonomy as a pathway toward democratic
consolidation. Sierra Leone provides a critical case through which to examine this dynamic. Following
the end of its civil conflict, Sierra Leone implemented extensive governance and judicial reforms
intended to strengthen the rule of law, enhance institutional accountability, and consolidate
democratic governance (Marah, 2025, 2026b, 2026c). These reforms significantly expanded the
formal foundations of judicial independence and reinforced the judiciary's constitutional position
within the state (Friedman, 2015). At the same time, governance assessments and scholarly analyses
continue to identify challenges relating to access to justice, judicial effectiveness, corruption,
institutional capacity, and public confidence (Jackson, 2015; Marah, 2026b; Sorie-Sengbe, 2024).
Sierra Leone is therefore analytically significant because it combines relatively strong reform efforts
with continuing legitimacy concerns. If legitimacy remains contested under such conditions,
assumptions regarding the automatic legitimacy effects of judicial independence warrant closer
examination.

This study argues that judicial independence constitutes a necessary but insufficient condition
for institutional legitimacy. While constitutional safeguards establish the formal foundations of
judicial authority, legitimacy ultimately depends on whether judicial institutions are capable of
generating public confidence through effective performance, procedural fairness, accessibility,
transparency, and accountability. Public trust therefore functions not merely as an outcome of
judicial independence but as a conditional mechanism through which institutional autonomy
becomes socially recognized and politically meaningful. Judicial authority emerges through the
interaction between formal institutional arrangements and societal perceptions rather than from
constitutional protections alone.

Accordingly, this study addresses the following research question: How does public trust
influence the relationship between judicial independence and institutional legitimacy in Sierra
Leone's democratic governance framework? Using a qualitative case study design based on
documentary analysis of constitutional provisions, governance assessments, institutional reports,
and scholarly literature, the study examines the mechanisms through which judicial independence
acquires or fails to acquire legitimacy. The article contributes to governance scholarship in three
ways. First, it reconceptualizes the independence—legitimacy paradox by demonstrating that judicial
reforms may strengthen institutional autonomy without producing equivalent gains in societal
legitimacy. Second, it identifies public trust as a conditional mechanism linking judicial independence
to institutional legitimacy rather than merely treating trust as a secondary outcome of reform. Third,
it advances a governance-centered framework that integrates institutional design and societal
recognition, thereby providing a more comprehensive explanation of judicial authority in emerging
democratic contexts.

METHODS

This study employs a qualitative single-case study design to investigate the relationship between
judicial independence, public trust, and institutional legitimacy within Sierra Leone's democratic
governance framework. A qualitative case study approach is appropriate because it facilitates an in-
depth examination of institutional processes, governance dynamics, and contextual factors that
cannot be adequately captured through quantitative indicators alone. Rather than treating judicial
independence as a purely legal or constitutional variable, the study conceptualizes it as a governance
institution whose legitimacy is shaped by the interaction between formal institutional arrangements
and societal perceptions.
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Sierra Leone was purposively selected as a critical case for examining the relationship between
judicial independence and institutional legitimacy. Critical cases are particularly valuable in theory-
building because they enable researchers to assess whether widely accepted assumptions hold under
conditions where they would be expected to operate most strongly. Since the end of the civil war,
Sierra Leone has implemented extensive judicial and governance reforms aimed at strengthening the
rule of law, enhancing accountability, and consolidating democratic governance. These reforms have
significantly expanded formal guarantees of judicial autonomy and institutional independence. At
the same time, governance assessments and scholarly analyses continue to identify concerns relating
to judicial effectiveness, access to justice, corruption, institutional capacity, and public confidence.
The coexistence of substantial judicial reform and continuing legitimacy concerns makes Sierra Leone
a theoretically valuable setting for examining whether formal judicial independence is sufficient to
generate institutional legitimacy in an emerging democratic context.

The study relies on secondary qualitative data collected from four principal categories of
documentary sources. The first category consists of constitutional and legal documents, including
constitutional provisions, judicial legislation, and legal instruments governing judicial appointments,
tenure security, institutional authority, and judicial autonomy. The second category comprises
governance and rule-of-law assessments produced by international organizations and policy
institutions, including the World Bank, Transparency International, Afrobarometer, the United
Nations Development Programme, and the World Justice Project. These sources were used to
evaluate broader governance conditions, institutional performance, and public perceptions of
judicial institutions. The third category includes official reports, policy documents, and institutional
publications produced by government agencies, judicial institutions, and governance bodies involved
in judicial reform and public-sector accountability. The fourth category consists of peer-reviewed
scholarly literature published between 2020 and 2026 addressing judicial independence, institutional
legitimacy, public trust, democratic governance, and rule-of-law reform.

Document selection followed purposive inclusion criteria designed to ensure analytical relevance
and source credibility. Documents were included if they met at least one of the following conditions:
(1) provided evidence regarding judicial independence and institutional autonomy in Sierra Leone;
(2) contained information relating to public perceptions, trust, or legitimacy of judicial institutions;
(3) evaluated governance performance, rule-of-law conditions, or judicial reform initiatives; or (4)
contributed to theoretical debates concerning judicial legitimacy and democratic governance.
Documents lacking direct relevance to the research question, duplicate reports, and sources without
identifiable institutional or scholarly authority were excluded from the analysis.

To enhance analytical rigor, the study adopted a triangulation strategy that compared evidence
across legal, institutional, governance, and scholarly sources. Source triangulation was employed to
reduce dependence on a single category of evidence and to identify areas of convergence and
divergence regarding the relationship between judicial independence, public trust, and institutional
legitimacy. Particular attention was given to recurring patterns identified across multiple sources.
This approach strengthened the credibility of the findings by ensuring that key conclusions were
supported by evidence drawn from different categories of documentation.

The analytical framework was structured around three interconnected dimensions: judicial
independence, public trust, and institutional legitimacy. Judicial independence was operationalized
through indicators relating to constitutional safeguards, institutional autonomy, appointment
procedures, tenure protections, and protection from political interference. Public trust was examined
through evidence concerning citizens' confidence in judicial institutions, perceptions of procedural
fairness, accessibility, integrity, transparency, and institutional effectiveness. Institutional legitimacy
was assessed through indicators reflecting societal acceptance, institutional credibility, perceived
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authority, and confidence in the judiciary's role within Sierra Leone's democratic governance
framework.

Data were analyzed using qualitative thematic analysis. The coding process was conducted in
three stages. The first stage involved open coding, during which documents were systematically
reviewed to identify recurring concepts and themes relevant to judicial independence, public trust,
and institutional legitimacy. Initial codes included constitutional safeguards, judicial autonomy,
political interference, institutional performance, procedural fairness, access to justice, accountability,
transparency, and public confidence. The second stage involved axial coding, in which related codes
were grouped into broader analytical categories reflecting the study's conceptual framework.
Through this process, five principal analytical categories emerged: constitutional safeguards, judicial
autonomy, institutional performance, public confidence, and governance legitimacy. The third stage
involved thematic interpretation, during which relationships among these categories were examined
to identify recurring patterns, causal linkages, and explanatory mechanisms. This analytical process
enabled the study to assess how formal judicial independence interacts with public trust to shape
broader perceptions of institutional legitimacy.

To strengthen the trustworthiness of the findings, the study employed source triangulation,
analytical consistency, and continuous comparison across documentary categories. Interpretations
were refined through repeated review of the evidence, and conclusions were drawn only where
multiple sources demonstrated consistent patterns. This approach enhances the credibility,
dependability, and analytical robustness of the findings while providing a more comprehensive
understanding of the governance dynamics shaping judicial legitimacy in Sierra Leone.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Judicial independence and the limits of institutional reform in Sierra Leone

The documentary evidence reveals a significant expansion of formal judicial independence in
Sierra Leone during the post-conflict period. Constitutional safeguards protecting judicial autonomy
have been reinforced through broader governance and rule-of-law reforms aimed at strengthening
accountability, promoting democratic governance, and improving the administration of justice
(Augustine Sorie-Sengbe, 2024). International governance assessments consistently identify
improvements in institutional arrangements designed to insulate judicial decision-making from direct
political interference. These developments suggest that Sierra Leone has made measurable progress
in constructing the formal foundations of an independent judiciary (Graybill, 2011; Knowles, 2006;
Mahony, 2015).

However, the evidence simultaneously indicates that institutional reform has not produced a
corresponding consolidation of judicial legitimacy. Governance assessments, judicial sector reviews,
and rule-of-law evaluations continue to identify persistent concerns relating to case backlogs,
procedural delays, limited institutional capacity, unequal access to justice, and uneven service
delivery (Kelsall, 2009; Mphepo, 2014). The coexistence of strengthened judicial autonomy and
continuing institutional weaknesses raises an important analytical puzzle. If judicial independence is
widely regarded as a cornerstone of democratic governance, why do improvements in institutional
autonomy not automatically generate stronger institutional legitimacy?

The Sierra Leonean case suggests that existing institutional approaches may overstate the
capacity of constitutional safeguards to produce legitimacy. Much of the judicial independence
literature implicitly assumes a linear relationship in which stronger institutional protections lead to
greater public confidence and, ultimately, stronger democratic governance outcomes (Friedman,
2015; Hayo & Voigt, 2019; Mahony, 2015; Rodman, 2015; Sesay, 2015). Yet the evidence reviewed in
this study demonstrates that formal autonomy and institutional legitimacy are distinct dimensions of
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governance (Hayo & Voigt, 2019; Mahony, 2015). Judicial institutions may achieve greater protection
from political interference while continuing to face legitimacy challenges associated with
performance, accessibility, and citizen confidence (Boston, Kassow, Masood, & Miller, 2023; Sulastri,
Arifin, Susanto, Huda, & Md. Nor, 2025; Thompson & Batalla, 2018). Consequently, judicial
independence should be understood not as a final governance outcome but as one component within
a broader legitimacy-building process (Marah, 2026a).

This finding contributes to ongoing debates concerning institutional effectiveness in emerging
democracies. Rather than treating judicial independence as a sufficient indicator of governance
quality, the Sierra Leonean experience demonstrates the need to distinguish between institutional
design and institutional authority (Asomah, 2023; Aydin, 2013; Marah, 2026c; Paczolay, 2019). While
constitutional safeguards establish the formal conditions for judicial autonomy, they do not by
themselves guarantee the societal recognition necessary for legitimate authority.

Public trust, access to justice, and the construction of institutional legitimacy

The evidence indicates that the principal challenge confronting judicial institutions in Sierra
Leone concerns not merely the preservation of judicial independence but the construction of
institutional legitimacy through public confidence. Survey evidence and governance assessments
consistently reveal concerns regarding affordability, accessibility, efficiency, and confidence in
judicial processes. Available data indicate that substantial proportions of citizens perceive formal
justice mechanisms as financially inaccessible, while many express uncertainties regarding the
capacity of courts to provide timely and effective remedies. These findings suggest that public
evaluations of judicial institutions are shaped primarily by practical experiences with the justice
system rather than by awareness of constitutional protections governing judicial independence
(Fernandez-Molina & Grijalva-Eternod, 2026; Sorie-Sengbe, 2024).

The significance of these findings extends beyond questions of administrative performance.
Legitimacy scholarship has long emphasized that institutional authority depends not only on legal
validity but also on societal acceptance and normative justification. Weber (1978) conceptualized
legitimacy as the foundation of institutional authority, while Beetham (2013) argues that power
becomes legitimate when it is perceived as justified according to shared social norms and values.
Similarly, Tyler (2021) demonstrates that citizens are more likely to accept institutional authority
when decision-making processes are perceived as fair, transparent, and procedurally just. Within
judicial contexts, empirical studies have shown that public confidence is closely associated with
perceptions of judicial effectiveness, impartiality, and accessibility rather than solely with formal
constitutional arrangements (Biihimann & Kunz, 2011; Chen & Savage, 2024). The evidence examined
in this study supports these theoretical propositions by demonstrating that public confidence in
judicial institutions is strongly connected to perceptions of institutional performance. Consequently,
legitimacy emerges as a governance outcome produced through the interaction between
institutional structures and citizen experiences.

Importantly, the findings challenge the assumption that judicial independence automatically
generates public trust. Although institutional autonomy creates conditions conducive to impartial
adjudication and protection from political interference (Agudo Zamora, 2026; Paczolay, 2019), public
confidence appears to depend on whether judicial institutions successfully translate autonomy into
tangible governance outcomes. Existing scholarship has increasingly distinguished between formal
guarantees of independence and citizens’ perceptions of judicial legitimacy, demonstrating that the
relationship between the two is neither automatic nor linear (Aydin, 2013; Hayo & Voigt, 2019).
Citizens evaluate courts not according to constitutional design alone but according to their capacity
to deliver accessible, timely, and equitable justice. As a result, legitimacy cannot be reduced to the
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existence of formal safeguards but must be understood as a socially constructed form of authority
grounded in public evaluation and institutional performance (Beetham, 2013; Tyler, 2021).

This interpretation extends existing judicial-independence scholarship by identifying a legitimacy
deficit that persists despite institutional reform. The Sierra Leonean experience demonstrates that
formal judicial independence and public trust should not be treated as interchangeable concepts.
Rather, public confidence constitutes an autonomous dimension of governance that significantly
influences the authority, effectiveness, and societal acceptance of judicial institutions (Biihlmann &
Kunz, 2011; Boston, Kassow, Masood, & Miller, 2023). The findings therefore suggest that efforts to
strengthen judicial governance must move beyond constitutional guarantees of independence and
address the broader institutional conditions through which legitimacy is produced, maintained, and
reinforced in the eyes of citizens. The findings reveal a systematic divergence between formal
indicators of judicial independence and societal perceptions of judicial legitimacy. Table 1 synthesizes
the principal dimensions identified through the documentary analysis and demonstrates how
institutional reforms have strengthened judicial autonomy while persistent challenges relating to
public confidence continue to constrain judicial legitimacy. This divergence forms the empirical
foundation of the independence—legitimacy paradox developed in the subsequent section.

Explaining the independence-legitimacy paradox: an expectation—-performance framework of
judicial governance

The principal theoretical contribution of this study is the development of an expectation—
performance framework for understanding the independence—legitimacy paradox within judicial
governance. Existing scholarship on judicial independence generally assumes a positive and relatively
linear relationship between institutional autonomy and legitimacy. Within this perspective,
constitutional safeguards protect courts from political interference, strengthened judicial autonomy
enhances public confidence, and greater confidence contributes to institutional legitimacy and
democratic governance (Agudo Zamora, 2026; Bard & Krommendijk, 2025). This logic has informed
both judicial reform initiatives and governance assessments across numerous democratic and
transitional contexts. However, the findings from Sierra Leone suggest that the relationship between
judicial independence and legitimacy is considerably more contingent, dynamic, and socially
mediated than such models imply.

Table 1. Empirical Foundations of the Independence—Legitimacy Paradox in Sierra Leone

Analytical Dimension

Evidence from Sierra Leone

Governance Implication

Constitutional
Safeguards

Strengthened constitutional protections for judicial
independence and institutional autonomy

Enhances formal judicial
independence

Protection from Political
Interference

Expanded legal guarantees intended to insulate
courts from executive influence

Supports judicial autonomy and
impartiality

Access to Justice

Persistent concerns regarding affordability and
accessibility of formal justice mechanisms

Limits public engagement with
judicial institutions

Judicial Performance

Case backlogs, procedural delays, and capacity
constraints remain evident

Weakens perceptions of

effectiveness

Public Confidence

Continued uncertainty regarding judicial fairness,
integrity, and responsiveness

Reduces societal trust in courts

Institutional Legitimacy Public evaluations depend more on lived Legitimacy remains contingent
experiences than constitutional guarantees rather than automatic
Governance Outcome Judicial independence exists but does not Creates the Independence—

consistently generate public trust

Legitimacy Paradox

Source: Author's synthesis based on governance assessments, institutional reports, and documentary evidence

analyzed in this study (2026).
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The evidence demonstrates that judicial reforms in Sierra Leone have strengthened formal
guarantees of judicial independence without generating equivalent improvements in public
confidence. Existing legitimacy scholarship explains why institutional authority depends upon public
trust, procedural fairness, and perceived effectiveness (Beetham, 2013; Tyler, 2021; Weber et al.,
1978), yet these perspectives provide only a partial explanation for why legitimacy deficits may
persist despite significant improvements in institutional autonomy. The Sierra Leonean case indicates
that judicial independence and institutional legitimacy should not be conceptualized as sequential
outcomes within a single causal process. Rather, they constitute analytically distinct dimensions of
governance that evolve through different mechanisms and may develop at different rates.

This study therefore reconceptualizes the independence—legitimacy paradox as an expectation—
performance gap within judicial governance. Judicial reforms frequently generate heightened public
expectations regarding fairness, accessibility, transparency, accountability, efficiency, and
institutional responsiveness. Citizens often interpret reform initiatives as indicators that judicial
institutions will become more effective and more capable of delivering equitable justice. However,
where courts lack sufficient institutional capacity, administrative efficiency, resources, or
performance improvements to satisfy these expectations, legitimacy gains may fail to materialize
despite substantial progress in formal judicial independence. Under such conditions, institutional
autonomy expands while societal confidence remains constrained. The paradox therefore lies not
simply in the coexistence of judicial independence and weak legitimacy but in the inability of
institutional reforms to convert constitutional autonomy into socially recognized authority.

This interpretation advances existing scholarship in two important respects. First, it challenges
institutionalist approaches that implicitly treat judicial independence as a sufficient proxy for
institutional legitimacy. The findings suggest that constitutional safeguards establish the structural
conditions under which legitimacy may emerge, but they do not themselves generate legitimacy.
Second, the analysis reconceptualizes public trust not merely as an outcome of judicial reform but as
a conditional governance mechanism through which institutional autonomy becomes politically
meaningful and socially recognized. Legitimacy is therefore produced through the interaction of
institutional design, institutional performance, citizen experience, and public evaluation rather than
through constitutional protections alone.

The findings also reinforce and extend insights from procedural justice and legitimacy theory.
Weber (1978) conceptualized legitimacy as the foundation of institutional authority, while Beetham
(2013) emphasized the importance of normative justification and societal acceptance. Similarly, Tyler
(2021) demonstrated that institutional compliance and acceptance are strongly influenced by
perceptions of fairness, procedural justice, and trustworthiness. The Sierra Leonean case supports
these theoretical perspectives while identifying an additional governance dynamic: judicial
independence may create the conditions necessary for legitimacy, but legitimacy remains dependent
upon whether citizens perceive judicial institutions as capable of delivering fair, accessible, efficient,
and effective justice. Institutional autonomy therefore provides a necessary foundation for
legitimacy without guaranteeing its realization.

Importantly, these findings should not be interpreted as diminishing the value of judicial
independence. Rather, the evidence suggests that independence and legitimacy are mutually
reinforcing yet analytically distinct dimensions of democratic governance. Judicial independence
protects courts from political interference and establishes the institutional foundations of judicial
authority. Legitimacy, however, depends upon whether citizens recognize, accept, and trust that
authority through their experiences of institutional performance. Public trust therefore functions as
the critical mechanism linking formal autonomy to socially recognized legitimacy.
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Judicial independence may increase
institutional autonomy without producing
equivalent gains in legitimacy when
performance fails to satisfy public expectations.

Source: Author's conceptualization based on the study findings (2026)
Figure 1. The Independence—Legitimacy Paradox: An Expectation—Performance Framework

The broader implication is that judicial reform strategies should be evaluated not solely
according to their success in strengthening constitutional safeguards but also according to their
capacity to reduce the expectation—performance gap that undermines public confidence. Reforms
aimed at improving transparency, procedural efficiency, accessibility, accountability, and service
delivery should therefore be regarded as integral components of judicial legitimacy rather than
secondary governance objectives (Agudo Zamora, 2026; Toader & Safta, 2025). From a policy
perspective, reducing the expectation—performance gap requires reforms that extend beyond
constitutional safeguards. Judicial reform actors should prioritize case-management systems that
reduce delays, expand legal aid and access-to-justice programs, strengthen judicial transparency
through the publication of judicial decisions and performance indicators, and establish mechanisms
for public engagement and complaint resolution. Such measures may help convert formal judicial
independence into observable governance outcomes capable of strengthening public confidence. By
improving the everyday experience of justice delivery, these reforms can facilitate the translation of
institutional autonomy into socially recognized legitimacy.

While these findings derive from the Sierra Leonean context, they suggest a potentially broader
governance dynamic observable in other emerging democracies where judicial reforms have
strengthened formal autonomy without producing corresponding gains in societal trust.
Consequently, the contribution of this study is not the claim that public trust matters for legitimacy
a proposition already well established within legitimacy scholarship but the identification of the
expectation performance gap as a mechanism through which legitimacy deficits persist despite
successful institutional reform. Future comparative research should examine whether similar
dynamics operate across different political and institutional contexts and assess the conditions under

Jurnal limu Sosial, Vol 25, No 1, pp. 110-121 118



Marah (2026)

which judicial independence can be effectively translated into sustainable institutional legitimacy.
Figure 1 illustrates the expectation performance framework developed from the findings. The
framework demonstrates that judicial independence contributes to institutional legitimacy indirectly
through its interaction with public expectations, institutional performance, and public trust.
Legitimacy emerges when institutional autonomy is translated into governance outcomes that
citizens recognize as fair, effective, accessible, and trustworthy. Where this translation fails, the
expectation—performance gap produces the independence—legitimacy paradox.

CONCLUSION

This study examined how public trust shapes the relationship between judicial independence
and institutional legitimacy within Sierra Leone’s democratic governance framework. The findings
demonstrate that judicial independence, although essential for protecting courts from political
interference and safeguarding the rule of law, does not automatically generate institutional
legitimacy. While post-conflict judicial reforms in Sierra Leone have strengthened constitutional
protections and expanded formal guarantees of judicial autonomy, public confidence in judicial
institutions remains influenced by citizens’ experiences of accessibility, efficiency, accountability,
fairness, and institutional performance. Consequently, judicial independence should be understood
as a necessary but insufficient condition for the construction of legitimate judicial authority.

The analysis reveals that judicial independence and institutional legitimacy are analytically
distinct dimensions of governance that may evolve at different rates. The Sierra Leonean case shows
that reforms can successfully strengthen institutional autonomy without producing equivalent gains
in societal legitimacy. This finding led to the development of the independence—legitimacy paradox,
which this study conceptualizes as an expectation—performance gap within judicial governance.
Judicial reforms frequently create heightened public expectations regarding fairness, transparency,
accessibility, and effectiveness. However, where judicial institutions are unable to satisfy these
expectations through observable improvements in performance, legitimacy gains may fail to
materialize despite significant advances in formal judicial independence. The paradox therefore lies
not merely in the coexistence of judicial independence and weak legitimacy but in the inability of
institutional reforms to translate constitutional autonomy into socially recognized authority.

The study contributes to governance scholarship in three ways. First, it reconceptualizes the
relationship between judicial independence and legitimacy by demonstrating that institutional
autonomy does not produce legitimacy through a simple linear process. Second, it identifies public
trust as a conditional mechanism through which judicial independence becomes politically
meaningful and socially recognized. Third, it advances a governance-centered framework that
integrates institutional design, institutional performance, public evaluation, and societal recognition
into a more comprehensive explanation of judicial authority. In doing so, the study extends existing
debates on judicial legitimacy, procedural justice, and democratic governance by highlighting the
importance of the expectation—performance gap as an overlooked source of legitimacy deficits.

From a policy perspective, the findings suggest that judicial reform strategies should extend
beyond strengthening constitutional safeguards and institutional autonomy. Reform efforts should
also prioritize measures capable of reducing the expectation—performance gap, including
improvements in case-management systems, access-to-justice initiatives, judicial transparency,
public communication, procedural efficiency, and institutional accountability. Such measures are
necessary to transform formal judicial independence into governance outcomes that citizens
perceive as fair, effective, and trustworthy.

While the findings derive from the Sierra Leonean context and should not be generalized
uncritically, they suggest a potentially broader governance dynamic observable in other emerging
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democracies where judicial reforms have strengthened formal autonomy without producing
corresponding gains in public confidence. Future comparative research should examine whether
similar expectation—performance gaps shape judicial legitimacy across different political and
institutional settings. Such research would contribute to a more nuanced understanding of how
judicial institutions convert formal independence into sustainable democratic authority.
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