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Critically evaluate with evidence from theory and research, cognitive factors that can influence eyewitness memory

Eyewitness memory has been a major part of the criminal justice system globally, and can be defined as an account or testimony of a memory of past facts that have been witnessed (Manzanero, 2010) and can be used as a form of evidence in order to single out a person or persons involved with a crime commonly through victims, bystanders, or those who are also involved in the crime (McGrath & Turvey, 2014). The use of eyewitness testimony has been a central element in investigating crime, which naturally has drawn attention within the field of psychology and in turn produced a strong basis on potential constraints on the accuracy and reliability of these accounts (Wells & Olson, 2003). Cognitive psychology developments have brought a deeper understanding into how human memory works, and offering factors that impact the reliability and validity of eyewitness accounts (Puddifoot, 2020), particularly when these have an impact within potentially life altering judicial sentences. Bartlett (1932) demonstrated that memory recall is not a straightforward process and memory is not something reproductive but rather reconstructive, and influenced by schemas, which shape our interpretation of events and can help fill gaps of missing information. This framework has important implications for eyewitness testimony as well as the evolution of policing, with evidence based interviewing such as that of Cognitive Interviews (Fisher & Geiselman, 1992; Geiselman et al., 1985) centred around psychological processes which has been successfully utilised both in a controlled laboratory environment and in field testing to enable eyewitnesses to produce more factually reliable testimonies. Events in the real world are complex, and in the event of a crime a witness would be unlikely to encode all details. These encoding gaps are often filled using schemas of how people or environments typically would look. Memory blends what we see with interpretation, making it prone to distortion (Mickes et al., 2025). In a classroom exercise, participants acting as witnesses described the room scene as generally messy, but disagreed on specific objects and layout, showing the real world evidence of human reliance on schematic reconstruction.
Research has identified both estimator variables that impact memory such as stress (Christianson, 1992), weapon focus (Erikson et al., 2024), exposure duration (Memon et al., 2003) as well as system variables which can be controlled, including instruction provided to a witness (Loftus & Palmer, 1974), interviews and questioning (Geiselman et al., 1985; Gabbert et al., 2009), presentation of evidence and lineup procedures (Malpass & Devine, 1981). These factors taken independently have been shown to impact eyewitness memory account accuracy, but can also have larger combined effects. This essay will critically evaluate two cognitive factors that affect eyewitness memory, attentional limitations throughout the encoding phase of memory and post-event reconstruction of memories, with focus on misinformation. Both of these influences will be considered based on research from literature as well as from an in-class identification task to examine the extent eyewitness testimony can be relied on within the real world. 
Encoding theories propose that memory accuracy is fundamentally limited by what is noticed and processed at the time of an event. Zaragoza and Lane (1998) investigated how divided attention after witnessing an event affects the likelihood of accepting misleading post-event information. Participants first viewed a slide sequence depicting an office theft scenario and then completed a post‑event questionnaire which contained misleading details. In the divided attention condition subgroup, participants were required to listen to a series of music clips while answering the questionnaire and were instructed to identify the final two songs heard. When compared to participants within the full attention subgroup, who completed the questionnaire and the music task separately, those in the divided attention subgroup were significantly more likely to demonstrate an increase in false memories or misinformation relating to the office theft scenario. This finding shows that during the encoding stage of memory, when capacity for attention is limited can later make eyewitness accounts vulnerable to distortion or misremembering. Research on eyewitness testimony in both real-world and laboratory contexts suggests that the effects of stress at the time of witnessing an event are dependent on methodological and situational factors. In a meta-analyses by Marr et al. (2021), findings from applied eyewitness research alongside lab studies compared found discrepancies between the two. Studies that mimicked crime scenarios, such as mock crimes or real events, showed that high stress during the encoding stage is associated with poorer recall of details and lower accuracy in identifying a perpetrator from a line up, suggesting that this stress experienced may affect the reliability of eyewitness testimony in real situations. In contrast, controlled experiments using simplified stimuli, such as object or facial recognition tasks (Rugo et al., 2017) or recalling a list of words (Klier & Burrato, 2020) have mixed results, with stress either impairing or enhancing memory as well as having no significant effect. This instead suggests that stress does not have a consistent influence on memory but instead depends on the interaction between biological stress responses and study task demands. 
Beyond general limits on attentional capacity and stress, situational characteristics of the witnessed event can also have a strong influence on what information is encoded into memory. The encoding process is shaped by environmental and emotional features that compete for cognitive resources. A well-established example is the weapon focus effect, first demonstrated by Loftus, Loftus and Messo (1987), which demonstrated that the presence of a weapon narrows attention toward the threat and reduces memory for other peripheral information, such as a perpetrator’s face and details of the scene. This effect shows that witnesses process the most threatening or dominant stimulus, leaving fewer resources available for encoding other aspects of the scene. This also shows the role estimator variables can have on memory, which are defined as situational or witness-related characteristics that cannot be controlled, such as lighting conditions, emotional, viewing distance, and environmental complexity (Semmler et al., 2018). These variables interact with our attentional processes, allowing for potential misinformation and memory distortion over time. For example, poor lighting (Lim et al., 2022) or cluttered environments reduce clarity at the encoding stage and add to perceptual load (Murphy & Greene, 2016; Lavie, 1995).
Encoding strength can also influence later decision processes during perpetrator identification. The relationship between a witness’s confidence and their actual accuracy has long been debated within eyewitness research. Early cognitive psychologists suggested that confidence was a weak predictor of accuracy (Sporer et al., 1995) but more recent research indicates that when confidence is assessed immediately at the time of identification, can result in more accurate memory descriptions. Studies by Brewer et al. (2002), Wixted and Wells (2017) and Molinaro et al. (2021) show that initial confidence judgments often correspond with higher accuracy rates. However, confidence remains susceptible to inflation through post-event feedback or social influences and thus prone to being distorted during memory reconstruction. In a meta-analysis conducted by Fitzgerald, Hyman and Wade (2025), high confidence selection resulting in error identifying a perpetrator occurred in 1 out of 8 cases within real world criminal convictions and within lab studies these errors in identification can also vary. Identified in this analysis were three different biases that may have impacted these misidentifications, preconceived assumptions about perpetrator appearance, social media or online contamination and facial familiarity outside of the witnessed event. These findings show that confidence alone is not a reliable indicator of eyewitness accuracy, and can depend on other key factors that influence eyewitness memory.
The in classroom eyewitness task shows these encoding processes. Half of the individuals were required to view an image of a room scene as an eyewitness with a central individual, whilst the other half of the cohort were not present, who acted as the interviewer participants. Once completed, eyewitness participants then had to recall as much about the scene image as they could to the investigator participant, who completed a written account. Participants who had acted as the eyewitness consistently recalled the main focus of the scene, which was a man standing in the middle of a messy room wearing blue or grey clothing, indicating that central features captured attention effectively. In contrast, peripheral details varied across the 7 accounts. Some witnesses described one desk while others recalled two, some reported a computer whereas others described a microwave-like object or unidentified box. Descriptions for lighting conditions, facial expressions of the individual and clothing shades differed considerably or were interpreted differently based on the individual eyewitness. In cluttered environments, attentional resources are overloaded and fine-grained detail encoding deteriorates. Research on cognitive load by Wulff and Hyman (2022) demonstrates that visually complex scenes reduce recall precision and increase reliance on inference. Eyewitnesses could fill gaps in memory with schema-based assumptions about what typically appears in the scene setting, in this case a bedroom. In an eye tracking study for memory and learning, Gkoumas and Shimi (2022) found that when asked to view a scene that was high with clutter, participants were able to less accurately recall where items were located when compared to those who viewed an uncluttered scene during a memory recall task. These observations reinforce theory that attentional limits, situational estimator variables and encoding quality can all contribute to the understanding why eyewitness accounts can differ even when observing the same event (Marsh et al, 2005).
The second factor affecting eyewitness identification is eyewitness reporting and the quality of interview methods. The classroom eyewitness task showcases the impact accurate eyewitness interviewing, and therefore lead to correct perpetrator identification. Those who acted as interviewers had not seen the image of the eyewitness scene and instead relied on the 7 different eyewitness accounts for relevant information. The following week, investigators were required to identify the target from a lineup of 4 individuals. In this instance, interviewers selected the correct individual based on the eyewitness accounts provided to them. This outcome illustrates that accurate eyewitness testimony, when conveyed clearly can support correct identification of a perpetrator. Even after a delay of 7 days, the quality of the original report given was sufficient enough to prevent errors that might otherwise arise from misremembering or suggestion. The role of structured and careful reporting as a key tool for accurate eyewitness memory can be shown through cognitive interviewing (CI), a technique designed to enhance retrieval and accuracy of witnessed events (Geiselman et al., 1985). Cognitive interviewing involves foundations such as reinstating the original context, encouraging different retrieval perspectives, allowing uninterrupted free recall to an eyewitness, and avoiding leading questions (Fisher & Geiselman, 1992). Research demonstrates that CI leads to more accurate and detailed eyewitness reports than standard interview methods. For example, Fisher, Geiselman, and Amador (1989) found that witnesses who underwent CI techniques produced significantly more correct information and had fewer errors when compared to those interviewed through conventional police interviewing styles. Although the classroom exercise did not formally implement CI, the structured written eyewitness accounts acted in a similar manner, where eyewitnesses had the opportunity to freely provide information related to the scene shown, free of any biases, leading questions and influence. This resulted in information that enabled interviewers to make accurate lineup identifications. Accurate transmission of information preserves central details and minimizing potential further distortion. Memon et al. (2010) highlight that CI reduces reliance on inference and schema-driven reconstruction, enhancing the utility of eyewitness accounts for identification. In the classroom task, the success of interviewers in correctly identifying the target underscores the principle that attention to detail and structured reporting can mitigate the cognitive vulnerabilities associated with imperfect memory encoding, even over a week-long delay.
CI has improved the way that eyewitness accounts are taken by law enforcement. This method has been successfully tested in the field, with enhanced eyewitness memory noted for investigations around terrorist attacks (Ashkenazi & Fisher, 2022), road accidents (Chapman & Perry, 1995), witnesses to events who may have memories inhibited by alcohol consumption (Crossland et al., 2020), as well as being used as a tool for enhancing memory recall outside of forensic settings, such as for remembering events decades since they have happened (Fischer et al., 2000) which showcases the diversity of the technique. CI, although having high efficacy with improving eyewitness account accuracy does not come without criticism. Köhnken et al. (1999) found that when conducting a meta-analysis of 42 studies, the number of correct details remembered when compared to the total number of details recorded only differed slightly in favour of CI at 85%, compared to 83% for other standard interviewing techniques. When piloting CI training for British police officers of varying experience in a staged armed robbery eyewitness interview, feedback from the officers indicated that the CI training had minimal impact on the interviewing styles used as well as did not produce any additional information than traditional methods (Memon et al., 1995). While the CI may be effective under controlled conditions, real-world uses are potentially dependent on the quality, intensity, and bound by training constraints or the experience and adaptability of the interviewer. This suggests that for CI to be successfully implemented in police practice, training programs may need to be more extensive, tailored to experienced practitioners, and accompanied by ongoing feedback and supervision to ensure proper application which can be time consuming (Hasme & Singhal, 2025).
In conclusion, eyewitness testimony is inherently shaped by cognitive mechanisms that influence attention, encoding, and post-event reconstructions, which can be improved with methods such as CI. Attentional and stress-related limitations restrict what is accurately encoded during an event (Fitzgerald, Hyman & Wade, 2025; Marr et al., 2021;  Loftus, Loftus & Messo, 1987), while post-event factors, including misinformation and schema-driven reconstruction, can alter memories over time (Sanders & Schacter, 2024) and may require tools such as CI in order for accurate retrieval (Geiselman et al., 1985). Evidence from research and the classroom eyewitness exercise demonstrates that central features are reliably encoded but peripheral details are prone to distortion. These factors have profound real world implications. Legal systems must recognise the fallibility of eyewitness memory and implement procedures that mitigate cognitive bias, maximise accuracy and prevent wrongful convictions. With DNA evidence advances and work such as The Innocence Project and reforms in policy such as that of The Devlin Report (Home Office, 1976), have helped to rectify innocent individuals wrongly identified as the perpetrator of a crime as well as added theoretically informed changes to judicial and policing practices (Fisher & Geiselman, 1992; Geiselman et al., 1985). Integrating theory, applied observation, and procedural safeguards underscores the necessity of treating eyewitness testimony both as a useful tool but to be used cautiously, as memory is an interpretive and reconstructive process rather than a flawless record of events.
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