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ESSAY

This essay will discuss the various components which underpin the different factors which can influence Eyewitness memory (EWM). It will discuss theories and empirical evidence and draw upon two in class mock events where members of the class were paired up and split into the Eyewitnesses (EW) and the detectives; the detectives asked the EW “What did you see in the event”  and the EW provided their account of the event, subsequently providing primary research to use in conjunction with literature and empirical evidence to critically evaluate EWM. 
Until the 1970s, EWM was treated as an unparalleled form of evidence, however, Loftus illustrated that although Eyewitness Testimony (EWT) is still considered the pinacol of evidence with courts still preferring the testimony of a witness under oath, it has become apparent that inconsistencies and issues are apparent (Mikes et al., 2025). An EW is one who has witnessed an event first hand and  the recollection of said event is EWM, additionally, the accuracy of the memory can depend on various functions including storage and encoding which are influenced by factors such as poor viewing conditions, distractions, or the presence of a weapon (Long, 2025). Loftus and Palmer (1974) imply that eyewitness memory is highly malleable and susceptible interference, subsequently leading to the misinformation effect. This effect connotes notions of retroactive interference, that being the impact newly learned information has on one's ability to accurately recall previously learned information (Rich, 2011), and proactive interference, being the disruption of newly learnt information by previously learned information (Jonides, 2006).

[bookmark: _Int_GuV3zgUo][bookmark: _Int_q85X3wEr]There are many ways in which EWM can be affected and altered, subsequently, there are many ways in which retroactive interference can influence memory recall; there are both internal and external factors that can affect EWM (Otgaar et al., 2023). Wells (1978) suggests there are many internal (Estimator variables) and external factors (Systematic Variables) that can impact cognition during an eyewitness account of a previous event, subsequently suggesting that one's memory recall from an eyewitness account is at its best when conditions were near perfect which are notions found in the Optimality Hypothesis. Deffenbacher (1980) claims that The Optimality Hypothesis is where one's EWT is at its most accurate when systematic and estimator variables are at the optimal condition with there being little evidence to suggest that confidence has any correlation with accuracy, subsequently poor conditions may result in more inaccuracies of an EWT. However, modern research suggests that high confidence EWT tend to be just as accurate when conditions are deemed suboptimal (Semmler et al., 2018). This hypothesis carries notions form the Signal Detection Theory (SDT); Anderson (2015) indicated that SDT was initially developed by Radar researchers but was quickly adapted by Cognitive Scientists to explain how one makes a decision. This was then applied to memory recall with Spanton and Berry (2020) illustrating how SDT is used so one can essentially decide whether they have seen something before, so they can recall it at a later date. They go on to say that the most common model of this is the unequal‑variance signal‑detection model, which suggests that every item of memory has a Memory Strength Value (MSV); the higher the value, the more accurate it will be when recalled. This implies that Estimator and Systematic various are seen as distractions, subsequently holding the potential to decrease the MSV, impacting the EWM. 

Semmler et al (2018) indicates that estimator variables can impact ones memory when attempting to recall details of a person or event, additionally, these are factors that are uncontrollable; these may include the amount of time in which one is exposed to the event, the time between ones involvement and the subsequent recall, lighting, witness age and stress. Semmler et al.  (2018) go on to say that this directly conflicts with the notions of the Optimality Hypothesis as these findings indicate poor conditions may still result in similar accuracy to optimal conditions; poor conditions diminish one's ability to differentiate from a guilty person to an innocent one, but does not necessarily impact the recall of the event, additionally high confidence accounts remained accurate. In conjunction with this, Wells (1978) imposes notions of systematic variables, illustrating how these are factors in the control of the justice system, consisting of line up procedure, instructions one faces, interview procedures and post-event information. One will focus upon one estimator variable and one systematic variable to critically discuss EWM, and apply them to the various theories, empirical evidence and in class event. 

One initial estimator factor that can have a significant influence on EWM is how long one is exposed to the event they are trying to recall. Memon et al. (2003) implies EWM is candidly impacted by the amount of time one is exposed to the event, with many suggesting that longer exposure equals better memory recall; Memon et al. (2003) indicate exposure time is directly linked to the way one encodes and stores information. Subsequently, less exposure time could impair one's ability to recall accurate details of the event. These notions of EWM being directly impacted by the amount of time one is exposed to the event, carries notions of various theories, but one's memory recall of the event could be directly impacted by interference theory. Although interference theory is the process of proactive (previous information effecting the recall of new information) or retroactive (new information effecting the recollection of the memory) information effecting the recall of the event, a large part of the theory is the presumption that the time of which one is exposed to the event can actively influence the memory recall, which can be seen as recognition increasing when the exposure duration increased  (Seamon et al., 1984). 

This notion is seemingly contradicted by Devlin (1976), in the Devlin Report it is indicated that even when one is exposed to the event for longer periods of time, the recollection of said memory is not necessarily more accurate. In this particular case, the witness, spent an extended period of time with the person, prior to misidentifying them post event, leading to an innocent person being wrongly identified. This notion does conflict the widely accepted idea that time exposure is directly linked to the accuracy of EWM and EWT (Memon et al., 2003). Memon et al. (2003) go on to oppose the results found within the Devlin Report, as they conducted a study which examined these exact notions; they test how exposure time to an event can impact EWM; they tested 164 participants (half between age 17-25 years old and the other half between the age of 59-81 years old). Subsequently, they found that the age differences did not have an effect on the memory recall but the people who saw the face for 12 seconds performed comparatively worse than those who saw the face for 45 seconds. However, it is important to note that when asked to recall the face from a line up, participants were grouped into one where the culprit was present and one where they were not present. This is important as being exposed to different people, and one instance where the person was not present, may demonstrate retroactive interference, where the participant is being exposed to new information possibly disrupting the EWM of the original person. This is complimented by the in-class activity where the EW were only exposed to the event for 30 seconds; similarities are present and consistent throughout, for example: all accounts suggest that the person is stood in the middle of the room and has blue jeans, additionally six of the seven accounts all report a computer being in the room. However, there were inaccuracies and differences which were present throughout, including, some suggesting the person was in a blue shirt and some suggesting they were in a grey shirt. Differences were found in the man's expression and specific objects in the room. One critique that can apply to both the in-class event and the Memon et al. (2003) study, is that a real-world event can have wildly different implications including stress, lighting and divided attention that interact with exposure duration (Semmler et al., 2018) subsequently restraining the real world applicability to the findings.

Additionally, another factor that can influence EWM is the lineup procedure and the time lapse between the event and subsequently recalling details regarding the culprit. Talamini and Gorree (2012) imply that memory can be significantly impacted by the passing of time from the initial event; some memories can be particularly strong and last years, whereas some memories can be weak and easily diminish, subsequently, it was illustrated that visual objects which required more attention to detail are forgotten at the same rate as a general object is forgotten, making it imperative that no matter how little detail is in the visual event, one should ensure it is recorded at the earliest possible time to ensure an accurate record. This implies that the longer an EW goes without recalling the memory, more inaccuracies will become apparent. These notions were explored within the in-class events as the EW’s were asked to pick the suspect out of a photographic line up, which included three foils; it was found that all EW managed to correctly identify the suspect. This is consistent with Cutler et al. (1989) who implies that although photographic lineups are deemed inferior to live lineups, they have a similar success rate when it comes to correctly identifying the suspect. Additionally, photographic lineups, have additional benefits such as having a larger pool of foils to choose from, subsequently, increasing the accuracy, However, as these foils were Artificial Intelligence (AI) generated, the person creating this line up could make these foils as accurate to the suspect as they deem necessary. This allows EWM to be tested further as these individuals were created specifically in line with the suspect. This aspect is furthered by Luus and Wells (1991) who imply when foils are utilised in this way, an EW must use additional information about the suspect to accurately identify the suspect. This is known as additional additives as part of the Dual Code Theory which illustrates how one can retain deeper information about someone rather than just their surface level features whether that is part of the visual system or the verbal system (Paivio and Clark, 1991). An example of this can be seen during the in-class event where after all the EW’s viewed the event, all accounts indicated that the suspect had either a blue or grey shirt rather than just saying they were wearing a shirt. 

It is important to note that although EWT and EWM is a crucial part of the Justice system, errors and inconsistencies are present throughout. During a study conducted by Memon et al. (2002) they found that despite choosing from a photographic book of mugshots, 52% made the wrong decision, by choosing a foil. However, within a simulated scenario one may argue that there are various estimator variables which may be altered in comparison to a real-world event such as stress (Peek et al., 2023). This is backed up by Vage et al. (2022) who suggest that previous experience and increased perception in social anxiety, has decreased performance of simulation tasks when attempting to recreate real world events. This did not, however, apply itself to the low stress environment of the in-class activity, where although some inaccuracies remain, the EWT were relatively similar in. However, it is important to note that the EW’s were informed of the task they had to complete prior to engaging. These notions are illustrated by Charpentier et al. (2022) who imply that the gathering of information increases one's sense of control, subsequently alleviating anxiety and stress levels. This alleviation does, however, call into question the ecological validity of the in class task and its application to further research, as during the same situation in the real world, one may not be able to gather additional information to alleviate stress, subsequently impacting their performance and EWM.

A major cognitive effect that may impact EWM is the misinformation effect which can be seen during the second part of the in class event where, although some EWT accounts indicated that the suspects shirt was blue, many implied that it was grey, subsequently, it was only after the foils in grey shirts were introduced that unanimity prevailed and EWT accounts were amended to suggest the shirt was blue. This demonstrates the misinformation effect; this effect is a notion which demonstrates the influence of new information interfering with pre-established memories, subsequently, any misleading information that is presented to the witness post event has the ability to tamper with the accuracy of the memory which is being recalled (Ungvarsky, 2025). Additionally, Sharman et al. (2023) created a study to explore the different ways of delivering misinformation and the effectiveness of those delivery techniques. They found that despite clear instruction that there would be misinformation presented to the participants after they witnessed an event, participants still reiterated details which were from the misinformation stimuli. Subsequently, this implies that memory can be influenced by new information. 

Another example of this, could be evidenced by only one EW suggesting the suspect looked 'menacing’ in their EWT, with another suggesting that he looked ‘serious’ however, the two main characteristics the class identified the suspect through was his blue shirt and facial expression. Subsequently, this may show the impact that one statement had on the other EW’s, who many described as being angry after hearing this statement. It is important to note that the suspect and the foils were all AI generated which may have made the EW more susceptible to new information directly changing their memory recall of the event. This notion is explored by Tucciarelli et al. (2022) who imply that although AI can create fake images which closely resemble real life people, the interactions real people have with these images are usually in a state of fear and scepticism. They go on to illustrate when these notions are explored and put in tandem with a short interaction period, erosion is created within the main information sources, subsequently making the accuracy of the memory recall tenuous and the influence of new information to be potent. Although, this may explain why EW’s were so easily swayed by one saying the suspect looked menacing, after they were only exposed to the event for 30 seconds, it does not suggest how much the information stores would erode in comparison to a human interaction. Subsequently, these notions could be consistent whether the suspect and foils are AI generated or Human, with people being just as susceptible to the misinformation effect, but from a different perspective. Although the findings from this study should not be ignored, one should be cautious of the parameters in place and the inadequacies of there not being a human trial alongside to compare these finding to. The misinformation effect is clearly an important issue in relation to EWM, however, the effect that AI images have on one's ability to resist new information in comparison to a live line up is thus far unknown, subsequently adding to the ecological validity of the in-class events. 

In conclusion, there are many cognitive factors that can influence EWM; both estimator and systematic variables should be considered prior to taking any EWT as fact. Examples from the in-class scenario, previous theories and  empirical evidence, posit the notion that EWM and EWT no longer hold the accuracy and validity that was once thought; subsequently, they are affected by various notions such as, line up procedure, misinformation post event and the length of time in which one is exposed to the event. However, recent studies have suggested that photographic line ups and AI images of the suspect and foil have no direct effect on the accuracy of one picking the suspect out from a line up in comparison to the previously thought to be superior live line up. Additionally, when critiquing the in-class study and other empirical research, ecological validity should be account considered with many, thus far failing to capture real world elements that may affect EMW, such as stress. Overall, EWM is a vital part of the Justice System and still hold much value today, however, various the various ways EMW can be influence should be considered carefully, and EWM should not be seen as an accurate retelling of the past event, subsequently, the cognitive factors in play may insist that one looks at all relevant evidence as equally important.
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