Using the mock eyewitness interview scenarios conducted during the on campus sessions, critically evaluate with evidence from theory and research, factors that can influence eyewitness decision-making during a police line-up.
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When witnessing an event, there are many factors that can influence the decisions of an eyewitness. This may occur during the time of an event, between the time of the event and time of police questioning, as well as during police questioning and line-up scenarios. One such factor is the introduction of post-event misinformation, which can be presented unknowingly to eyewitnesses after an event has occurred. This has been shown to influence eyewitnesses’ ability to accurately recall the events they have observed (e.g., Greene et al., 2022; Green & Murphy, 2020; Loftus et al., 1978; Zaragosa & Lane, 1994). This misinformation can be delivered to eyewitnesses using various methods, such as with leading questions (Loftus et al., 1978), leading images (Greene et al., 2022), or by the influence of others, such as co-witness discussion (Eisen et al., 2017; Lane et al., 2001). Research has shown that people typically remember misleading post-event materials during recognition and recall tasks, even if they are specifically asked to disregard any post-event information they have come across (Belli, 1989; Frost et al., 2002; Loftus et al., 1978; McCloskey & Zaragoza, 1985). This has been observed both when misinformation influences are suggested to participants as well as when explicit misinformation warnings are given (Ecker et al., 2010).

During the mock eyewitness interviews conducted in the on-campus sessions, students were split into two groups: eyewitnesses and investigators. Investigators left the classroom for five minutes while the eyewitness group viewed in image of an individual standing in a room. Once time was up, investigators re-entered the room and were paired with an eyewitness. In these pairs, eyewitnesses were asked to recount what they saw in the image to an investigator, who recorded notes on paper in accordance with the eyewitness testimony. No follow-up questions were asked. Next, investigators reported what they had been told by eyewitnesses to the class, with no additional input from the eyewitness group. After one week, both eyewitnesses and investigators were shown a line-up of four individuals. Each investigator was asked to identify who they thought was the individual in the image shown to eyewitnesses. There was no further input from eyewitnesses during this follow-up task.

Initial research into the effects of misinformation and memory recall by Loftus and colleagues (1978) discovered that participants’ responses were less accurate following exposure to post-event misinformation. In this study, participants were presented with a scenario where a car drove past either a ‘stop’ sign or a ‘yield’ sign at an intersection before driving into a pedestrian crossing the road. During the questionnaire that followed this, participants were asked to recall if another car had passed by when the car involved in the accident stopped by the sign, with half of the participants being asked about the ‘stop’ sign and the other half being asked about the ‘yield’ sign. Participants who were asked an incongruent question with the sign they were shown performed worse on a recognition task compared to participants who saw and were asked about the same sign. Additionally, participants with the incongruent condition were more likely to answer incorrectly to a forced recognition test, where they were asked to identify which sign they thought they saw in the scenario. 

A further experiment in this study by Loftus et al. (1978) observed that misinformation had a greater influence on participants’ memory when presented closer to the recall period rather than just after the event. This implies that participants’ memory may be more likely to distort over time (Esgate et al., 2004). These findings suggest that eyewitnesses may be misled by information presented to them before recalling their account of an event. Despite the implications of this research, however, it is possible that these findings are not representative of a real-life event. This is because the scenario presented in this (Loftus et al., 1978) research is focused onto the area where the car accident took place and therefore does not account for events that may be occurring outside of the periphery of this accident that may also be within view of the eyewitness.

Previous research by Belli (1989) indicates that the introduction of post-event misinformation can impair participants’ ability to accurately recall the event they have witnessed. These experiments tested young adult participants where they were presented with misleading items alongside control items in a narrative following the viewing of a scenario slideshow. Results showed that participants recalled control items more clearly in a recognition test compared to misleading items. These findings suggest that post-event misinformation can influence recall ability. Despite this, however, it is worth noting that a young participant sample was used in this study, meaning that findings may not represent that of older age groups. Following this, Belli (1989) argues that participants believe that misleading post-event cue to be true when they cannot recall the original item. The introduction of additional items or descriptions may have also influenced the outcomes of the mock eyewitness interviews conducted in the on-campus sessions, as the collection of descriptions gathered from eyewitnesses did not contain consistent information. Therefore, although it was not intended, the collected reports from eyewitnesses contained elements of misinformation.

However, research by McCloskey and Zaragoza (1985) suggests that this may not be the case. These researchers bring to light a potential limitation of previous misinformation effect studies, such as those conducted by Loftus et al. (1978), suggesting that the observed effects may be additionally influenced by participants forgetting key items regardless of the presence of post-event misinformation. Experiments used in this research (McCloskey and Zaragoza, 1985) included several variations of a test procedure involving the viewing of a slideshow followed by a narrative with misleading items. During the recognition task, participants were asked to recall key items by selecting from a list of items that contained two of the three possible shown items. This means that participants were not necessarily asked to select an item they had seen, or an item that had been used to mislead in the narrative. Results indicated that mislead participants did not perform significantly differently in the recognition task compared to controls, which suggests that post-event misinformation does not impair memory of original event items. Despite these findings, however, the procedure used in the recognition task did not give an opportunity for participants to select the item they remembered if it was not included in the selection available. This could potentially be mediated by having a condition where all three items were available to select, or by having participants write in their own answers without prompts in some conditions. 

In addition to examining the effects of post-event misinformation, researchers have also investigated the effects of misinformation warnings on memory recall. In a study by Echterhoff et al. (2005), participants were shown a short video of a car accident before being presented with a misleading narrative summary of the event. Before a recall test, participants in post-warning conditions were told that the narrative given to them was either an account from the driver or a poorly written summary by a high school student. Results indicated that participants who were given a post-warning of the narrative performed better at the recall test compared with participants who did not receive a post-warning. Additionally, no significant differences were observed between the two post-warning conditions. Further experiments in this study using modified variations of the tasks observed similar results. These findings suggest that participants become less influenced by post-event misinformation if they are sceptical about the source of information. 

Further research into the effects of misinformation on eyewitness testimony have aimed to discover whether individuals explicitly believe that they have witnessed details of an event that were inaccurately presented to them after the event had occurred. This is known as source misattribution (Zaragoza & Lane, 1994), where individuals mistakenly attribute a misleading item to an event they have witnessed (Johnson et al., 1993). Additionally, this belief of remembering having witnessed misleading items may strengthen over time (Frost, 2000). Findings related to this phenomenon have been mixed, with some research reporting that participants did not misattribute false information with the event they witnessed (Lindsay & Johnson, 1989; Zaragoza & Koshmider, 1989). 

In a study conducted by Zaragoza & Koshmider (1989), participants were exposed to either misleading or neutral items following an event slide sequence. Findings indicated that participants who were given misinformation did not necessarily believe they had witnessed seeing misleading items in the event sequence. Despite this, some participants still reported having seen misleading items in the event sequence. These findings imply that participants may report witnessing misleading items in the event the saw even if they do not actually believe to have seen such items. This was observed both immediately after the event and after a time delay of one day. However, this research does not account for the effects of a longer time delay, which may have impacted results (Esgate et al., 2004; Frost, 2000).

Other research by Lindsay (1990) however, did observe that participants misattributed post-event misinformation to their recollection of the event. This was despite participants being informed during this experiment that some of the information presented to them was inaccurate. However, the same method was used in this study to convey both the event narrative and misleading items, which could suggest that the method of misleading participants influenced recollections more so than the misinformation itself. A study by Zaragoza and Lane (1994) observed that participants did experience source misattribution when exposed to misleading information in the experiment. However, this effect was not consistently observed across all participants and conditions. These findings leave the effects of source misattribution as inconclusive, despite observations suggesting that this effect can occur in some circumstances. This effect may have been observed during the mock eyewitness interviews conducted in the class task, as some eyewitnesses insisted on viewing certain details in the photograph they were shown, such as the shirt colour or hair length of the individual in the photograph. However, as these details remained inconsistent between eyewitnesses, it is possible that they may have misattributed certain characteristics to the photograph.

Although much of previous research has examined the effects of post-event misinformation via the use of indirect means, such as by asking misleading questions in recognitions tasks (e.g., Loftus et al., 1978), or inserting misleading items into narratives (e.g., Belli, 1989; McCloskey & Zaragoza, 1985), other studies have aimed to explore the effects of post-event misinformation in direct scenarios. In a study conducted by Blank et al. (2013), participants watched a video showing four male perpetrators robbing a jewellery shop. Misleading items were presented either indirectly via a written narrative, or directly via a scripted post-event discussion with another ‘witness’. Participants completed several memory tasks following the introduction of misleading items. In a follow-up task, some participants were told that some of the post-event information given to them may be incorrect before completing another memory task. Results from this study indicate that misleading items did influence participants’ performance in the memory recall tasks. Additionally, post-event misinformation had a greater influence on participants when introduced through indirect measures compared to direct measures. This could suggest that participants were more sceptical of information given by other witnesses compared to the post-event narrative. Furthermore, the misinformation warning given to some participants was not found to significantly affect memory recall, which contrasts the findings of Echterhoff et al. (2005). Blank et al. (2013) express that this misinformation warning was design to replicate the warnings that may be given to eyewitnesses during the prelude to police questioning. This implies that the method typically used by police to mitigate influences of misinformation are ineffective. However, this research does not compare between different methods of warning that may be implemented into real-life scenarios.

In contrast to the findings of Blank et al. (2013), research into the effects of socially introduced misinformation by Gabbert et al. (2004) observed different outcomes. In this research, participants viewed a video recording of a video store robbery. Following this, four misinformation items were introduced either by post-event discussion or by reading a post-event narrative. When asked questions about the event, participants who were exposed to misinformation performed worse compared to controls. Furthermore, participants who were exposed to misinformation via discussion performed significantly worse on the questionnaire compared to participants who were exposed to misinformation via written narrative. This effect was observed in both younger and older participants as well. These findings suggest that, in contrast with Blank et al. (2013), participants might be influenced more by misinformation presented in post-event discussions rather than misinformation they may encounter while reading about the event.  Despite this, however, there is a possibility that participants who were given misinformation via discussion may have felt pressured to agree with the other ‘participant’ and therefore may have been influenced by peer pressure or social desirability.

The influence of socially introduced post-event misinformation may have additionally been introduced during the mock interview conducted in the on-campus sessions. This is due to the possibility that eyewitnesses (and mock interviewers in this task) were influenced by the information that was shared and collated during the feedback given by interviewers in the session. Additionally, it is worth noting that there was some debate amongst the class regarding the description of the individual shown in the photograph. These inconsistencies in eyewitness accounts may have mislead each group during the task, which could correlate with the findings of Gabbert et al. (2004).

Overall, research into the effects of post-event misinformation on eyewitness memory has indicated that introducing misleading information to individuals can impact their perceived memory of what they witnessed (Greene et al., 2022; Loftus et al., 1978; Zaragosa & Lane, 1994). This has been observed with misleading questions (Loftus et al., 1978), misleading narrative accounts (Beli, 1989; Blank et al., 2013; Gabbert et al., 2004), as well as through post-event discussion with other witnesses (Blank et al., 2013; Eisen et al., 2017; Gabbert et al., 2004), as observed within the on-campus sessions. This manipulation of eyewitness memories could pose risks to the results of the decisions they may make when confronted with a police line-up of potential suspects. This might lead to incorrect decisions regarding identification of the true perpetrator of a crime, as this suggests that eyewitnesses will be less likely to correctly identify the perpetrator from a police line-up. Although real-life police line-up scenarios will often warn eyewitnesses of the possibility of being exposed to misleading information, such warnings have not generally been found to significantly impact eyewitnesses’ decisions (Belli, 1989; Frost et al., 2002; Loftus et al., 1978; McCloskey & Zaragoza, 1985)

Although previous studies aiming to examine the effects of post-event misinformation have largely found that participants’ memories are influenced by misleading items (e.g., Belli, 1989), this has not been a consistent finding throughout all conducted research (McCloskey & Zaragoza, 1985). Additionally, there are some key limitations to much of this experimental research due to the environmental conditions typically used to examine participants. As much of this research has been conducted under laboratory conditions, there remains a concern of ecological validity within these findings. Unlike within a laboratory, where environmental conditions can be precisely manipulated and controlled by researchers, real-life events often occur amongst many distracting variables. As such, further research may need to consider the influences of these real-life variables when examining influences on eyewitnesses.
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