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Critically evaluate the contribution of psychological theory and evidence in aiding our understanding of judicial processes in the role of police interviewing and questioning.
Psychology as a discipline began its relationship with crime and justice well over 100 years ago (Milne et al., 2021). Over that time, it has evolved from observing behaviour and explaining it, to creating practical solutions and improvements to policing and investigation through quality research. 
Psychological insights have significantly shaped modern interviewing techniques, improving reliability, fairness, and outcomes in judicial contexts. For example, many past miscarriages of justice have been the result of coercive physical and psychological interrogation methods, guilt based, and blinkered investigative mindsets (Milne et al., 2021). Many countries have now started adopting ethical investigative interviewing practices in an attempt to change both the ethical and cultural tone of interviews and interactions with suspects of crime.
The judicial process is the series of steps in the course of the administration of justice through the established system of courts (Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 2021). Examples of the types of decisions which may fall within the range of judicial review include decisions of local authorities in the exercise of their duties to provide various welfare benefits and special education for children in need of such education; Certain decisions of the immigration authorities and the Immigration and Asylum Chamber; Decisions of regulatory bodies and decisions relating to prisoner’s rights (Courts and Tribunals Judiciary, 2024).
The aim of police interviewing is to collect reliable and accurate accounts from victims, witnesses or suspects about matters under police investigation. It is important for investigators to act fairly when interviewing, ensuring they comply with all duties and provisions under the Equality Act 2010 and the Human Rights Act (College of Policing, 2013). The most widely used police interview method in England and Wales is the PEACE method. This method is made up of five stages of interviewing: Planning and preparation, engage and explain, account, clarify and challenge, closure and evaluation (Farrugia et al, 2019). In addition to this method, the Police and Criminal Evidence Act and the associated Codes of Practice provides a legal framework for police officers to exercise their powers in England and Wales (Farrugia et al, 2019).
Psychological insights have significantly shaped modern interviewing techniques, highlighting the importance of legislative and policing reforms, the introduction of mandatory recording of custodial interrogations, prohibition of deception with suspects and mandatory assistance of legal council (Cleary et al, 2023).
One of the most influential contributions is the development of the Cognitive Interview (CI), introduced by Geiselman and Fisher in the 1980s. This technique is established from cognitive psychology and aims to improve memory retrieval by bringing up the context of the event, encouraging memory recall, and minimising interviewer bias (Fisher et al., 1992). Empirical studies have consistently shown that CI brings about more accurate and detailed accounts compared to standard interviews, especially in eyewitness testimony (Memon et al., 2010).
On the other hand, the Reid Technique, which is widely used in North America, has been criticised for its confrontational interview style and potential to encourage false confessions, particularly among vulnerable suspects (Kassin et al., 2010). Psychological research has shown how factors such as suggestibility, compliance, and cognitive load can twist interview outcomes. Gudjonsson’s (2010) work on suggestibility, including the development of the Gudjonsson Suggestibility Scales, provides strong tools for assessing how individuals may be influenced during questioning, especially those with mental health issues or psychological disorders (Gudjonsson, 2010).
The UK’s adoption of the PEACE model indicates movement towards ethical, non-coercive interviewing. Clarke and Milne (2001) evaluated its effectiveness and found that while the model improved interviewer behaviour and reduced reliance on leading questions, its success depended heavily on training quality of the interviewer and organisational support. Further research explored how police interviewers adapt their interviewing techniques when dealing with vulnerable suspects, revealing inconsistencies in practice despite clear guidelines and framework (Farrugia et al., 2019)
In addition, psychological literature has emphasised the importance of developmental considerations in interviewing adolescents. Some research argues that adolescents are particularly susceptible to pressure and misunderstanding during interrogations, highlighting the need for age-appropriate methods based on developmental psychology (Cleary et al., 2023).
Psychological theory does more than inform interview techniques. It provides a framework for understanding the cognitive and emotional dynamics that shape judicial outcomes. A key insight from psychology is that memory is reconstructive, not reproductive. This means that eyewitness accounts and suspect statements are extremely vulnerable to distortion, especially under stress, suggestive or coercive questioning (Loftus, 2005). Recognising this has led to legal reforms that prioritise evidence reliability and procedural fairness.
Understanding cognitive vulnerability is crucial to evaluating the judicial process. For example, individuals with high anxiety, low intelligence, or mental health conditions may be more susceptible to suggestibility and compliance. This knowledge has influenced legal safeguards such as the requirement for an appropriate adult during interviews with vulnerable suspects under the UK’s Police and Criminal Evidence Act (PACE) 1984. These protections are not just common practice, they reflect a deeper psychological understanding of how coercion and misunderstanding can lead to miscarriages of justice (Gudjonsson, 2010).
Developmental psychology also plays a crucial role. Adolescents are more likely to waive their rights, misunderstand legal terminology, and comply with authority figures due to underdeveloped executive functioning (Cleary et al., 2023). This has prompted calls for age sensitive interviewing protocols and greater judicial scrutiny of youth confessions.
Psychological knowledge also helps us understand interviewer behaviour. Research on confirmation bias and expectancy effects shows that interviewers may unintentionally shape responses based on their assumptions (Kassin et al., 2010). This understanding has led to training programs that encourage neutrality, rapport building, and open-ended questioning. These are core principles of the PEACE model.
The judicial process is not a static system. It’s shaped by competing priorities: truth-seeking, fairness, efficiency, and public trust. Psychology offers tools to improve interviewing, but it also exposes uncomfortable truths about how justice can be compromised.
One major challenge is the paradox of reliability versus efficiency. For example, cognitive Interviewing is praised for enhancing memory accuracy, yet it is time consuming and resource intensive (Memon et al., 2010). In high pressure investigations, police officers may rely on faster, less reliable methods. This raises a critical question: can psychological practices survive the reality of policing culture and big caseloads?
Another problem lies in the ethical use of psychological insight. Techniques like rapport building and strategic questioning are influenced by cognitive science, but when does persuasion become manipulation? It could be argued that even well-intentioned methods can exploit vulnerabilities, especially in suspects with low resilience or limited understanding. The intellectual task here is to define boundaries such as where ethical interviewing ends and psychological coercion begins (Kassin et al., 2010).
Bias is another fault in the system. Like all humans, interviewers are prone to confirmation bias, interpreting vague responses as evidence of guilt (Meissner et al., 2002). Even training programs designed to reduce bias can fail if institutional norms reinforce tunnel vision. This invites a deeper question as to whether bias is a flaw in individuals or a result of systemic pressure.
There is also the issue of transferability. Psychological models often come from controlled studies, but real-life interviews can be messy, emotional, and unpredictable. Gudjonsson’s work on suggestibility gives strong results in lab settings, but it is uncertain as to whether these scales can predict behaviour in chaotic or high-pressure police interview settings.
The practical application of psychological theory in police interviewing has transformed investigative practices and judicial processes. One of the most significant developments is the adoption of the PEACE model in the UK, which puts into use psychological principles such as rapport building, open ended questioning, and cognitive neutrality. A national evaluation found that PEACE trained officers were less likely to use leading or coercive techniques, resulting in more reliable and ethically strong interviews (Clarke et al.,2001).
Training programs based on psychological research have also improved interviewer competence. For example, Officers trained in the Cognitive Interview (CI) prompted significantly more accurate and detailed accounts from witnesses than those using standard methods. These findings have led to mandatory training modules in many jurisdictions, showing the importance of memory science and communication strategies (Milne et al., 1999).
Real case studies further support the negative consequences of ignoring psychological insights. The Central Park Five case in the United States involved coerced confessions from five teenagers, later proven innocent by DNA evidence. This case highlighted how psychological vulnerabilities such as suggestibility, compliance, and misunderstanding of rights can lead to false confessions when interviews lack safeguarding or frameworks (Kassin et al.,2010).
In the UK, the Birmingham Six case similarly supported the dangers of aggressive interviewing and bias. Psychological reviews of the case showed how stress, fatigue, and pressure skewed suspect responses, contributing to wrongful convictions (Gudjonsson, 2003). These cases have prompted reforms such as mandatory video recording of interviews and the presence of legal or psychological support for vulnerable suspects.
Psychological theory has also benefited the development of risk assessment tools used by police to identify vulnerable individuals. For example, Gudjonsson’s Suggestibility Scale is used to assess whether a suspect may be unfairly influenced during questioning (Gudjonsson, 2010). This has practical implications for interview planning, ensuring that appropriate adults or clinical professionals are present when necessary.
Interdisciplinary collaboration between psychologists, legal professionals, and law enforcement has become a key foundation of modern practice. Farrugia and Gabbert (2019) found that while psychological theory is widely accepted, its implementation varies depending on the culture of the institute and resource availability. This supports the need for continuous evaluation and policy support to ensure that psychological insights are not just understood but consistently applied within police interviewing and the judicial process (Farrugia et al., 2019).
Psychological theory and empirical evidence have made a profound contribution to our understanding of judicial processes, police interviewing and suspect questioning. From memory recall to developmental psychology, these insights have strongly influenced how interviews are conducted, how evidence is evaluated, and how vulnerable individuals are protected.
The evolution from coercive techniques like the Reid method to ethical models such as PEACE reflects a huge shift driven by psychological research (Kassin et al., 2010). Cognitive Interviewing, based on memory theory, has improved the accuracy of eyewitness accounts, while suggestibility research has led to safeguarding for vulnerable suspects or those at risk of manipulation (Gudjonsson, 2010). These developments have had positive effects on justice, fairness, and legal integrity.
However, the integration of psychology into judicial practice is not without its challenges. Practical constraints, institutional culture, and interviewer bias can weaken the impact of even the strongest of models (Meissner et al., 2002). This underlines the need for ongoing training, interdisciplinary collaboration, and policy reform to ensure that psychological insights are not only understood but consistently applied.
The research presented throughout this essay strongly supports the thesis that psychological insights have significantly shaped modern police interviewing techniques. These contributions have vastly improved the reliability of evidence, promoted fairness in suspect treatment, and improved outcomes across judicial processes. As legal systems continue to evolve, psychology will continue to play an essential role in the justice system.
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