Using the mock eyewitness scenarios conducted during the on-campus sessions, critically evaluate with evidence from theory and research, cognitive factors that can influence eyewitness memory.

Eyewitness memory is an account from a witness of a crime that is used either in court or by investigators. The accuracy of which has been in debate for decades. It has been the focus of countless studies, and many psychologists have dedicated their whole careers to understanding what causes inaccuracies and how to avoid them. This topic pulls in many different areas of psychology together to create what is the modern understanding of how eyewitnesses recall information and how that information can be invalidated, whether that is intentionally done or not. This essay will investigate different theories within cognitive psychology to compile a broad collection of answers to how cognitive factors can affect eyewitness testimonies. 

Frederick Bartlett (1932) was the first to suggest that memory might be reconstructed when recalled, rather than recalling an untouched recollection of the event. He then developed the concept of schemas, which are a mental framework that allows us to fit certain concepts into categories so that they can be easily recalled and understood when new information is presented to us, but Bartlett believed that this hindered how recall works, as new information may be collated into the memories of an event, ultimately rewriting it. For example, a person may recall an event where they witnessed a crime and fill in gaps in their knowledge with information from their schemas, unintentionally invalidating that information. Within the mock eyewitness scenario, eyewitness 1 (EW1) states that there might be a “golf club” behind the man in the scene, yet no other person has mentioned that, despite every other witness recalling mostly similar information. It could be possible that EW1 incorrectly recalled that information as they may associate crime scenes with weapons. However, if that was the case then more witnesses may have recalled seeing said weapon.

[bookmark: _Int_VlKJQ5LU]We know this from the weapon focus effect, (Loftus 1987). Whereby a weapon in the scene of a crime is attended to more than other aspects of the scene, ultimately removing the witnesses' attention from vital details such as identifying features of the perpetrator. We know that this effect is commonplace in these types of scenarios, suggesting that the other witnesses should have also remembered the golf club. With that being said, this was a mock scenario, so those who saw the scene were not in any actual danger, potentially nullifying that weapon focus effect. However, much of Loftus’ work was conducted within lab settings, so it could also be argued that the effect should have taken place if a weapon was present. This is supported by the Easterbrook hypothesis, (1959). This theory states that as more psychological strain is experienced, the attention of that individual becomes more fixated on individual aspects of the scenario. Meaning that some key peripheral details can be missed. It states that the brain prefers to focus on information that is relevant to survival, such as a weapon, if one is present, and less important information is not paid any attention. This could be used to argue that if there was a potential weapon (golf club) in the mock scenario then perhaps it wasn’t recalled by the others due to them not being in a real dangerous situation. On the other hand, Yuille and Cutshall, (1986) found that witnesses to a real shooting that were interviewed four to give months after the event still had a very accurate recall of the event, with the only inaccuracies being height and weight of the perpetrator. The participants were asked leading questions that most managed to resist and it was reported that their stress levels at the time of the event seemed to have little to no effect on their ability to remember and recall. This is a real-world example of individuals witnessing a stressful situation in which the stress of the situation did not cause this narrowing of focus and hyper fixation towards any present weapons, indicating that perhaps the research discussed above is missing some key information in how we process this information under stress. 

[bookmark: _Int_SNyDcDge] There is also an argument for the amount of emotional commitment that is involved within being a part of the crime scene having a significant effect on memory, as opposed to seeing an image of one on a screen. Houston et al, (2013), found that for those witnesses that were more emotionally affected, there was a more complete scene recalled by them compared to witnesses of a less emotionally charged event. The more emotional witnesses were able to recall the perpetrator in greater detail but were less accurate in their descriptions of what the perpetrator did to the victim. The more emotional participants were also less accurate at picking out the perpetrator in a line-up despite being able to give a more detailed description of the individual. So, an argument could be made for the emotional involvement having a positive effect on describing the offender in a crime but paradoxically having a negative effect on their ability to pick that same person in a line-up. This could be applied to the mock scenario, in which the participants were not emotionally invested in the situation presented to them, potentially leading to less focus on their ability to recall the scene accurately and therefore leading to the golf club being inaccurately recalled. 
Another source of information with ecological validity is the military survival training study, (Morgan et al, 2004). Soldiers were subjected to 48 hours of sleep and food deprivation and witnessed a simulation of someone being captured. They were separated into two groups, one group involved being confronted with threats of physical violence and the other group was questioned without threats. After 24 hours the participants were then asked to identify their interrogator, with 30% accuracy in the live line-up and 48% accuracy within the photo lineup among the participants that were threatened while being interrogated. In the group that was not threatened, they achieved 62% accuracy in the live line-up and 76% in the photo line-up. This supports the Easterbrook theory (1959), in the way that the attention of the participants that were more stressed was potentially narrower than the less stressed participants, leading to a decreased ability to correctly identify the interrogator, even after around 30 minutes of questions. This study also featured a large sample size of 509 participants, put the participants under a stressful situation that could bear resemblance to a real-life scenario, and multiple identification methods were used. This means that the study has great ecological validity and reliability and could be used to draw conclusions onto how stress experienced can negatively impact the accuracy of eyewitness recall. This could be the reason for the participants in the mock eyewitness scenario in the classroom mostly correctly identifying the person in the image, as they were not in any real stress or danger. Alternatively, it is possible to make an argument that the sleep deprivation and hunger may have influenced the participants ability to memorise the interrogator’s facial features, due to an increased likelihood of creating false memories, (Frenda et al, 2014). As well as hunger causing less differentiation of arousal between emotional and neutral stimuli, (Montagrin et al, 2021), potentially insinuating that prioritising information to focus on may become more difficult, leading to a mixture of relevant and irrelevant information being processed. 
Post-even information also can have a profound effect on eyewitness accounts, (Loftus & Palmer, 1974). Witnesses to a video of a car crash have been misled into thinking that car crash was at higher speeds than it was due to the wording of the question when asked to estimate the speed of the vehicle in the video, with witnesses asked using the word “smashed” estimating the highest average speed and also having the highest number of reports of broken glass being seen, despite there not being any broken glass in the video. This shows us that the wording of questions that are asked has a profound effect on how that memory is recalled, regardless of whether the wording is chosen purposefully or not. Suggestions during questioning can also go further than distorting memories and can also create false memories, (Loftus & Pickrell, 1995). When participants were asked about childhood memories provided by family members, a fourth false memory was also discussed, with 30% of participants claiming they remember that event. Collaboration with others when discussing an event can also create false memories, (Gabbert, Memon & Allan, 2003). When participants watched two slightly different videos and then discussed them together, it led to most of the participants reporting information that they had not seen but was gained from the other participant. This is called the misinformation effect. We can see from the above studies that it is influenced by a great deal of factors, including leading questions, inserting false information from credible sources, and from two witnesses discussing what they saw at the time of the event. It is possible that, during the mock event, students could have discussed the scenario, possible explaining why two of the participants reported grey clothing, whereas the rest reported blue clothing. 

[bookmark: _Int_oGvAIkRQ][bookmark: _Int_TTxEYbSC]Post-event feedback can also have an effect on a vital part of an eyewitness; their confidence in their choice of person in a line-up (Wells & Bradfield, 1999). Giving positive feedback to an eyewitness after they make a choice during a lineup can change how confident they report they were at the time of making that decision and including how good their view of the perpetrator was. It has also been found that participants being asked to think about how confident they are mitigated the effects of this feedback if done so prior to the feedback, but not after the feedback. Another issue affecting the accuracy of eyewitness accounts is the confidence of that eyewitness, (Brewer & Burke, 2002). If a witness is more confident in their narrative, then they could be more likely to have a stronger influence over the jury, regardless of any inconsistencies within their account. It has been argued in previous studies that there is no correlation between the confidence and accuracy of an eyewitness, meaning that if a witness is very confident in their account, it does not increase the likelihood of them being correct, (Deffenbacher, 1980, Smith, Kassin & Ellsworth, 1989). The confidence that an eyewitness displays is something that jurors often depend on to cast their judgements, despite it making around a 10% difference in the accuracy of eyewitness’, (Luus & Wells, 2010). This is an issue within courts, as high levels of confidence cannot be said to be an indicator of accuracy, even if those recounts are based on provable vivid memories of an event, which we know can be manipulated by both internal and external factors, (Windsor, Dering & Donaldson, 2026). There is an abundance of information that is available that states how confidence is over relied upon regarding believing an eyewitness, yet there is very little evidence to suggest that confidence translates into accuracy in this subject. 

[bookmark: _Int_L2K0ab0a]When the factors discussed in this essay are pieced together, the understanding for how they interact with one another becomes more clear. For example, stress may narrow attention span, (Easterbrook, 1959), that narrowing of attention can lead into weapon focus, (Loftus, 1987). If that individual is then questioned improperly about the peripheral aspects of the scene that they did not pay attention to, this could lead to false memories, (Loftus & Pickrell, 1995) or alter that memory, (Loftus & Palmer, 1974). If that information is then reinforced, it could lead to increased confidence in the witness, potentially causing them to more easily convince the jury, (Windsor, Dering & Donaldson, 2026). Each of these aspects on their own appears to have a significant effect on an eyewitness’ account, but when placed together, it is clear to see how these effects can work together to produce incorrect information that is confidently recited as fact. Ultimately, we have discussed how different mental processes and prior information can confound newly written memories, as well as how weapons and stress can cause attention to be fixated onto individual aspects of a scenario, leading to a lack of peripheral information. Hunger and fatigue can also cause difficulty with information processing, leading to poor recall, and suggestions made to witnesses can alter how they remember the scenario, or lead them to believe they saw features that were not present. Suggestions to these witnesses can also increase their confidence, leading to them appearing as more convincing to a jury. The mock scenario that took place does not fall within the borders of every one of these potential effects that can occur, but it does apply to some. The schema theory, (Bartlett, 1932) for example, could be the cause for one of the participants having reported a potential weapon (golf club). It could be that their schemas relating to crime may have assumed that there must have been a weapon present. The weapon focus effect could be used to counter that argument, as nobody else reported seeing the same item within the scenario, whereas in theory they should have fixated on it. One of the participants also stated that there was “grey clothing” on the perpetrator, despite it being blue. This could be due to external information interfering with their memories of the scenario, leading to them incorrectly reporting the clothing. 
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