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Psychological Evidence in Police Interviewing and Court Outcomes 


	Police interviewing is the stage at which much of the evidence in criminal cases is created, so errors made in the interview room can travel into the courtroom. Psychological research has shown that an interview is not a neutral collection of facts but a social and cognitive process in which memory, stress, suggestibility, compliance and interviewer expectations shape what is said. This essay critically evaluates the contribution of psychological theory and evidence to understanding police interviewing and its impacts on court cases, with attention to England and Wales. It argues that psychology has made a substantial contribution by explaining how interviewing methods produce reliable or unreliable statements, identifying vulnerable interviewees, and showing how interview products influence courts. However, the evidence is uneven. Experiments show causation but lack real consequences, field and survey studies are realistic but correlational or self-reported, and much research comes from the United States (US). Psychology is therefore stronger at explaining how risk is created than at measuring how often it occurs. 
	Woody and Forrest (2020) place modern interrogation in its historical context. In the US, interrogation moved from physical abuse to psychological pressure, which challenges the “myth of psychological interrogation”: the belief that false confessions occur only through torture or severe mental illness (p. 109). Their typology of voluntary, coerced-compliant and coerced-internalised confessions is useful because similar admissions can have different mechanisms (Kassin & Wrightsman, 1981, as cited in Woody & Forrest, 2020, pp. 109-110). However, their “totality of the circumstances” model (p. 108) is mainly descriptive, and its case material comes from confessions later proved false, so it illustrates mechanisms better than it shows how common they are. 
	The most practical distinction is between accusatorial interviewing, which assumes guilt and seeks a confession, and information-gathering interviewing, which uses rapport and open questions (Schell-Leugers et al., 2026). Meissner et al. (2014) meta-analysed five field and 12 experimental studies (p. 459). In field studies, both approaches produced more confessions than direct questioning, but field studies cannot show whether a confession is true. In experiments, where guilt was known, information-gathering produced clearly more true confessions and clearly fewer false confessions than accusatorial methods, with moderate to large effects (p. 479). This moves the question for the court from “was there a confession?” to “how was it obtained?”. Nevertheless, the authors describe these effects as “not particularly robust” (p. 479), because they rest on only three samples (215 participants in total), and laboratory tasks, such as accusing students of cheating, carry small consequences. 
	England and Wales provide the main real-world example of the information-gathering approach. The PEACE model was introduced in 1992 after a national review of investigative interviewing. It focuses on rapport, explaining the allegation and obtaining the suspect’s account, and it prohibits deceiving suspects (Meissner et al., 2014, pp. 462-463). The Méndez Principles share the same aim, stating that the object of an interview is to establish the facts, not to obtain a confession (Méndez, 2021, p. 119). Walsh and Bull (2010) analysed 142 real suspect interviews. Of the investigators rated at least at PEACE standard overall, 63% (38 investigators) obtained a comprehensive account or full confession, whereas 92% (22 investigators) of the weakest interviewers did not (pp. 317-318); skill and outcome were moderately related (p. 318). This answers the weakness of self-report surveys. However, the 2010 interviews were benefit-fraud interviews by non-police investigators, the design was correlational, and a “better outcome” included a confession, which does not prove that it was true. Half of the suspects confessed even with unsatisfactory interviewers (p. 319), suggesting that some decide to confess before the interview begins. Cederborg et al. (2013) show that skills can change through training (p. 242), but the authors did not know how courts responded to the improved interviews (p. 251).
	Psychology also questions the judgement of interviewers. Schell-Leugers et al. (2026) surveyed 962 officers in six European countries. Most reported respectful, rapport-based techniques and rare use of false evidence (p. 20), but officers estimated their lie-detection accuracy at 69% (p. 17), against a meta-analytic benchmark of 54% (Bond & DePaulo, 2006, as cited in Schell-Leugers et al., 2026), and judged an average of 86% of suspects who stayed silent to be guilty (p. 15). This fits a confirmation-bias explanation: once guilt is presumed, ambiguous behaviour is read as deception and questioning becomes more accusatory. The survey measured reported beliefs, not behaviour, and only 20.8% of officers always recorded interviews (p. 14), so social desirability may hide coercive practice (p. 25). Ng et al. (2025) add, from 13 officers, that even digital evidence needs interpretation (p. 7). Inconsistency is also an unsafe sign of lying. Strange et al. (2014) asked 70 participants for a truthful alibi about an afternoon three weeks earlier and again a week later; only 53% of details were consistent (p. 85), and 44% were inconsistent about timing (p. 85). Errors may therefore reflect ordinary memory limits (p. 88), although true events were unknown (p. 87). 
	Research on vulnerability shows how pressure interacts with individual differences. Gudjonsson et al. (2016) studied 22,226 young people in Iceland. Participants aged 14–16 were more likely than those aged 17–24 to report a false confession (20.0% compared with 10.3%), although the older group was more often interrogated (p. 362). Conduct disorder was the strongest predictor of interrogation (almost six times higher odds, p. 363), but results were more mixed for false confession (p. 359), where ADHD severity mattered: 40.2% of the symptomatic, medicated group reported a false confession, compared with 10.8% of the group that was neither (p. 364). The study suggests two routes: behaviour that brings young people to the police station, and vulnerability once inside. Its limits are anonymous retrospective self-reports, no verification of the confessions, and an Icelandic sample. Suggestibility is a likely mechanism. Gudjonsson’s (1984) scale measures how far people accept leading questions (“yield”) and change answers after negative feedback (“shift”) (as cited in Scullin & Ceci, 2001, pp. 843–844), and preschool children yielded to 54.65% of items, compared with 32% reported for adults (Scullin & Ceci, 2001, p. 851). Age is a practical concern: 38% of false confessors in the National Registry of Exonerations were juveniles (National Registry of Exonerations, 2017, as cited in Woody & Forrest, 2020, p. 118). 
	Memory theory has produced interviewing techniques, from simple rules such as using open questions to the cognitive interview (Milne & Bull, 1999, as described in Halsey, 2001, p. 348), but their evaluation requires attention to errors as well as benefits. The cognitive interview uses instructions such as “report everything” and mental reinstatement of context (Köhnken et al., 1999, p. 4). A meta-analysis of 42 studies found that it increased correct details by a large amount and, to a much smaller extent, incorrect details, with accuracy rates almost identical to standard interviews (p. 3). As the cognitive interview is demanding, Wagstaff et al. (2011) tested focused mediation with eye-closure; it matched context reinstatement in 6- to 7–years–olds without more errors (p. 146), although each group had only 11 children (p. 150). Maras et al. (2020) developed the Witness-Aimed First Account (WAFA) for autistic witnesses from the Task Support Hypothesis. It produced more correct details than a control interview (about 122 details compared with 105), but the effect was only just statistically significant and there was no interaction between group and interview type (pp. 1455–1456), so the benefit was general and not specific to autism. For children, Melinder et al. (2010) compared police “verbal” and clinician “prop-assisted” interviews with 58 four–years–olds. The higher number of commission errors in clinician interviews was no longer significant once misleading questions were controlled (pp. 164–166), which suggests that question content, rather than props, may explain the errors. Suggestion need not even be relevant: Navarre et al. (2022) combined a classic leading-question design with random numbers, and 58% of the high-number group, compared with 35% of the low-number group, later reported broken glass that did not exist (p. 2242), although the 98 students may not have formed genuine memories (p. 2242). In England and Wales, video-recorded interviews with vulnerable witnesses, such as children, follow the Achieving Best Evidence guidance, which is valuable for capturing their accounts because its format minimises trauma (Ng et al., 2025, p. 6). 
	The impact on the court case is shown most directly by Kassin and Sukel (1997). In their second experiment, mock jurors read a murder trial transcript, and the conviction rate was 19% without a confession, but 63%, 50%, and 44% across the confession conditions, including a high-pressure confession ruled inadmissible (p. 39). Most jurors in that last condition saw the confession as involuntary, remembered the judge’s ruling and said it had not influenced them, yet it still increased convictions (p. 42). Archival data point the same way: when proven false confessors went to trial, jury conviction rates ranged from 73% to 81% (Kassin et al., 2010, p. 24). However, mock jurors read transcripts, did not deliberate, and applied US law, so the findings cannot simply be transferred to Crown Court juries. Confessions can also contaminate other evidence: 61% of witnesses who had picked someone changed their lineup identification after learning that a different person had confessed (Hasel & Kassin, 2009, as cited in Woody & Forrest, 2020, pp. 155–156). 
	English law addresses this problem through the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 (PACE), which come into effect in January 1986 (Kassin et al., 2010, p. 13). Under section 76(2), a court may exclude a confession obtained by oppression or by anything said or done likely to make it unreliable (Bicak, 2001, p. 85). Section 78 gives a further route, because admitting unreliable evidence harms the fairness of the proceedings (Bicak, 2001, p. 89). Bicak (2001) argues that section 76 concerns potential unreliability, so a confession later admitted to be true may still be inadmissible (p. 87), and he distinguishes legal from psychological voluntariness (p. 90). In R v Harvey, a woman of lower-than-normal intelligence confessed to murder after hearing her lover confess, and Bicak suggests that section 78 was the better route for excluding it (pp. 89–90). Code C, which regulates detention and questioning, requires access to an appropriate adult for vulnerable detainees, eight hours of continuous rest in 24 hours, and recorded interviews (Kassin et al., 2010, p. 13). Even when the police follow these rules, a judge may consider it unsafe and unfair to put the statement before the jury (p. 22). Woody and Forrest (2020, p. 119) show that a parent present gives little protection, because parents may believe the police, so whether the appropriate adult solves this problem is not tested in the studies reviewed here. Recording is a further safeguard, giving courts an objective record of how a statement was taken (Kassin et al., 2010, p. 26), but a camera focused only on the suspect leads observers to underestimate the pressure applied by the interrogator (p. 27). Although 83 % of European officers thought interviews should be recorded, only 20.8% always did (Schell-Leugers et al., 2026, pp. 14, 22). 
	Overall, psychology replaces common-sense assumptions with testable explanations: a confession is not necessarily true, hesitation does not necessarily indicate deception, and suggestive questioning can alter memory rather than recover it. The methods are diverse. Laboratory studies allow causal conclusions but have small consequences, field studies are realistic but cannot establish ground truth, surveys depend on self-report, and qualitative studies have small samples. Evidence on reform is also weaker than evidence on risk: training changes behaviour, but its effects on court outcomes are unknown. The strongest conclusions appear where methods converge, as with accusatorial pressure, vulnerability, and false confession. 
	In conclusion, psychological theory and evidence make a substantial contribution to understanding police interviewing and its consequences for court cases. They explain how coercion, vulnerability, and confirmation bias reduce reliability, and how confessions can contaminate later decisions, while information-gathering, adapted questioning and complete recording can reduce some risks. They do not give a formula for deciding whether a statement is true. Their main value is to explain when evidence becomes more or less reliable and to help courts examine how statements were produced. Future research should follow recorded real interviews through charging decisions and court outcomes. 
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