Using the mock eyewitness scenarios conducted during the on-campus sessions, critically evaluate with evidence from theory and research, the cognitive factors that can influence eyewitness memory.
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The purpose of this essay is to explore the cognitive mechanisms underpinning eyewitness memory (EWM) and to provide contemporary and empirical literature on their validity and implications. EWM is the memory of firsthand events and is crucial for policing and the courts (Lane & Huston, 2019). However, much of the research on EWM suggests that its accuracy varies, with studies exploring the various factors that may influence EWM (Battista et al., 2024). Wells (1978) proposes that both uncontrolled and controlled factors influence EWM, with uncontrolled factors being items from the environment and/or a witness's characteristics, i.e., stress, exposure duration and time lapse, while controlled variables are items that the justice system controls, which influence EWM, i.e., lineup procedures, and questioning techniques. These factors influence EWM at the cognitive level by interfering with either how memories are encoded, stored or retrieved (Lane & Huston, 2019). This essay will explore the impact of exposure duration on EWM. While multiple factors can influence eyewitness testimony, this essay will focus on the selected factor, as I can draw connections between it and the class activity to demonstrate its applied impact in a mock scenario and its real-world impact.
This essay will also draw on the in-class activities. The first session took place on 02/02/2026 and required students to be paired, each taking on the role of either the eyewitnesses or the investigator. The investigators left the room, and all the eyewitnesses were instructed to view the same image for no longer than 30 seconds. Following this, the eyewitnesses entered an interview room shortly followed by their partnered investigator. The investigator was instructed to ask only the following question: “What did you see in the event?” The eyewitnesses responded with a detailed description of the image, while the investigator took notes. In total, this section took 15 minutes to complete. Following this, each investigator's notes were read aloud, exposing the eyewitnesses to one another's statements, with similarities and differences noted. The second session took place a week later, on 9/02/2026. In this scenario, the detectives from week 1 were asked to identify the suspect and explain why they chose that suspect. Overwhelmingly suspect number C was chosen. A lot of this was down to the “grey-blue” jumper description provided by the eyewitnesses, as this suspect was the only individual wearing a jumper which could be considered both blue and grey.
The initial stage of memory formation is encoding (Hultsch & Pentz, 2014). This can be defined as translating information from the environment into stored knowledge, which can be accessed later (Hultsch & Pentz, 2014). In the context of eyewitness memory and suspect identification, one perspective holds that the quality of the memory depends on how long the victim observed the perpetrator during the event (Wells & Loftus, 2003). Longer exposure time provides more opportunity for perceptual details to be registered, increasing the likelihood that a stable memory trace will form (Schonbach-Medina & Vakil, 2017). A memory trace is the initial imprinting of the event, initially fragile but stabilising with more information (De Brigard, 2014). When exposure is brief, the memory trace can be weak, making suspect ID difficult (Wells & Loftus, 2003). Conversely, when exposure is extended, the memory has more time to develop, allowing perpetrator details to be encoded with greater clarity (Wells & Loftus, 2003)
Memon et al (2003) investigated whether longer exposure increases eyewitness ID accuracy. Using a staged crime scene video, participants were given long (45s) or short (12s) exposure to the offender and later engaged with a lineup identification task. Results indicated that participants from the longer exposure condition were more accurate in their ID, however, this was only to a point. The authors demonstrated a small to moderate effect, suggesting a small but meaningful boost from time exposure. 
Bornstein et al.'s (2012) meta-analysis provides an explanation for this. They support the finding that giving someone more time to look at a face strengthens their memory of that face, improving later identification. However, they also argue that increasing exposure time is most impactful when comparing EWs with brief (1-2s) encounters versus those with (10-12s) encounters. They suggest that 12s is sufficient time to encode a strong enough memory of the perpetrator for later recall, with 45s exposure time showing a smaller difference because memory gains begin to plateau. It is possible that this occurs because working memory has a capacity limit, meaning that a limited pool of resources is available for information processing (Buschman et al., 2011). A slot becomes available when information is transferred to storage or when it is disregarded (Buschman et al., 2011). Therefore, exposure time does not guarantee better memory because its benefits diminish as encoding resources are saturated (Schweizer, 1996).  
These findings are also supported by archival analysis from the early 2000s. Horry et al.'s (2014) analysis of 295 case files used police witness statements, which were coded into exposure times of less than 60 seconds or greater than 60 seconds. They concluded that the cases with exposure times greater than 60 seconds, eyewitnesses were more likely to identify the suspect. In contrast, cases coded as shorter exposure had higher rates of non-identification, with witnesses twice as likely to report that they could not identify anyone.    
Together, these laboratory and field studies support the idea that more viewing time of the perpetrator strengthens the memory of the suspect. However, there is no consensus on exactly how much exposure time is necessary for an eyewitness to form a reliable memory trace. While laboratory settings, such as those of Memon et al. (2003) and Bornstein et al. (2012), classify long exposure time as below 60 seconds, archival research classifies this same exposure time as short, suggesting a disconnect between the two fields. This may possibly be explained by the inherent limitations of isolating a variable of interest in laboratory settings, with archival analysis suggesting that good memory encoding is dependent on exposure time, however, exposure time is highly context-dependent and possibly influenced by additional variables not quantified by studies such as Memon et al. (2003) and Bornstein et al. (2012). 
A crucial component that appears to influence the required exposure duration to encode a strong memory is the eyewitness's attentional focus (Ji et al., 2021). As mentioned, working memory has limited capacity (Buschman et al., 2011). When attention is split, information is encoded from two separate fields, resulting in a less representative memory than when selective attention occurs. (Lane, 2006). In the context of eyewitness exposure, when attention is split, eyewitnesses may require longer exposure times to encode sufficient details to form a robust memory (Lane, 2006). 
The weapon focus effect (WFE) is a strong example of attentional split in eyewitness research, in which the presence of a weapon diverts the witness's attention, impairing the encoding of the perpetrator's appearance (Fawcett et al., 2016). Classical studies, such as those by Loftus et al. (1987), explore this effect with undergraduate students. Using a between-subjects design, participants watched a mock scenario in which a subject held either a gun or a cheque. Using eye tracking technology, the researchers observed that participants in the gun condition had their attention drawn more frequently and for longer durations than participants in the cheque condition. Further analysis revealed memory impairments for participants in the weapon condition compared with the cheque condition. These findings suggest that the presence of a weapon draws visual attention away from the perpetrator, impairing eyewitness memory. Contemporary studies, such as those of Mansour et al. (2019), suggest that increased exposure duration may counteract the weapon focus effect. 
However, contemporary research replicating classical study design offers contrasting evidence. Körner et al. (2023) recruited undergraduate students to explore whether the presence of weapons diverts attention and whether that shift in focus impairs attention to the perpetrator. Results indicated that weapon presence did attract attention, however this effect was more moderate than previously suggested. Crucially, weapon presents did not draw attention away from the perpetrator's face as dramatically as previously implied. Eye-tracking data suggested that participants spent substantial time looking at the perpetrator's face. However, students in the weapon condition still performed worse on the memory task than those in the non-weapon condition. Körner et al’s (2023) findings suggest that the WFE operates beyond attentional focus and instead impairs encoding by placing additional cognitive load on the eyewitness. It is believed that this effect diverts cognitive resources by eliciting threat appraisal, risk monitoring, scenario evaluation, and emotional arousal (Fawcett et al., 2016).
In an applied context, the first in-class mock scenario offers insight into how exposure duration shapes encoding. During the 30-second viewing period, eyewitnesses largely used visual encoding, as the scenario required limited input from other sensory systems. This provided optimal encoding conditions, allowing attentional resources to be predominantly allocated to the perpetrator's appearance as seen in Memon et al. (2003) and Bornstein et al. (2012) studies. This highlights a limitation of using mock exercises to simulate eyewitness environments, as they cannot replicate the cognitive demands of real eyewitnesses, in which other sensory systems, such as sound, touch, and smell, can divert attention (Glomb et al., 2024). However, this environment offers optimal conditions for visual memory encoding, thereby underestimating the exposure duration required for optimal visual encoding in real eyewitnesses, as illustrated by Horry et al.'s (2014) archival analysis.
The absence of a weapon in the mock image also facilitates an optimised encoding environment. The absence of a threat cue allowed participants to focus on the perpetrator, enabling rapid visual encoding of the perpetrator's details (Loftus et al., 1987). This allowed time for the surrounding scene to be encoded by the eyewitnesses, as illustrated by their relay of peripheral details, such as room objects and features. In contrast, real eyewitnesses often have their attention split between encoding the perpetrator and the weapon, as seen in Körner et al. (2023). This allows less attention to be devoted to peripheral details during crime scene encoding, suggesting that real eyewitnesses may encode better with higher exposure time (Yegiyan & Lang, 2010). As a result, the mock scenario provides an idealised encoding environment, lacking the fragmentation that occurs during memory construction (Glomb et al., 2024).
In conclusion, this essay has presented a critical discussion about the complexities of eyewitness memory, specifically the intricate dynamic of memory encoding. This essay has used evidence from a range of sources, including laboratory, archival and meta-analysis research, which offers a complete view of the factors that influence eyewitnesses' memory in terms of exposure duration. Evidence suggests that exposure duration strengthens the memory trace formed during encoding (Memon et al., 2003). However, this effect plateaus once working memory is saturated (Bornstein et al., 2012). Likewise, by exploring the weapon focus effect, it was evident that there is an interplay between attention focus and exposure duration. While the literature highlighted that attention focused on the weapon does not result in limited perpetrator encoding (Körner et al.,2023) , it did highlight the intricate nature of cognitive load and how the WFE allows for that observation (Körner et al.,2023). Additionally, discussion of the in-class scenarios provided an applied lens for interpreting the research, demonstrating the disconnect between laboratory and archival research on encoding conditions. This highlights the need for future research to implement Immersive technologies, which may bridge the gap between these two fields and yield more accurate conclusions that better align with real eyewitness experiences (Glomb et al., 2024). It is essential that this be achieved to better understand the cognitive demands on eyewitnesses, thereby improving investigative practices and designing fairer identification procedures (Glomb et al., 2024).
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