Critically evaluate the contribution of psychological theory and evidence in aiding our understanding of judicial processes: factors affecting jury decision making
Judicial processes refer to the formal procedures through which courts determine guilt, innocence and sentencing, with jury decision making representing one of the most significant components of criminal trails (Kapardis,2014). In adversarial legal systems such as the United Kingdom and the United States, jurors are expected to evaluate evidence impartially and reach verdicts based solely on the evidence presented in court (Davies et al., 2018). This expectation reflects the legal principle that jurors should act as rational and objective decision-makers, free from bias or external influence (Ogloff & Vidmar, 1994). However, psychological research has consistently challenged this assumption by demonstrating that juror judgements are often influenced by cognitive biases, emotional reactions, social pressures and extra-legal factors that may compromise fairness and accuracy (Bornstein & Greene, 2011). 
	One of the most influential psychological explanations for jury decision making comes from heuristics and biases theory developed by Tversky and Kahneman (1974). This theory proposes that individuals frequently rely on mental shortcuts when making complex judgments under uncertainty. In courtroom settings, jurors may use stereotypes, emotional impressions, and prior beliefs rather than careful legal reasoning. Dual-process theories similarly distinguish between intuitive “System 1” thinking and slower, analytical “System 2” reasoning, suggesting that jurors may believe they are making rational decisions while unconsciously relying on automatic judgments (Kahneman, 2011).  
	A substantial body of forensic psychology research demonstrates that jury decisions are influenced by several key factors, including expert witness testimony, juror characteristics, defendant appearance, and pre-trial publicity. For example, Cooper and Neuhaus (2000) found that highly qualified expert witnesses were perceived as significantly more credible and persuasive than less qualified experts, even when testimony quality remained constant. Similarly, Steblay et al. (1999) found that negative pre-trial publicity significantly increased guilty verdicts across multiple studies. These findings suggest that jurors are influenced by both legal and extra-legal information. 
	This essay will critically evaluate the contribution of psychological theory and evidence in aiding our understanding of judicial processes by focusing on factor affecting jury decision making. It will argue that although the legal system assumes jurors make rational and evidence-based decisions, psychological research suggests that verdicts are frequently shaped by cognitive shortcuts, stereotypes, authority effects and social influence. While this research has significant practical value for improving legal procedures, much of the evidence relies on mock jury studies, which may reduce ecological validity and limit the generalisability of findings to real courtroom settings. 
	A key contribution of psychology to understanding judicial processes lies in explaining how jurors make decisions under conditions of uncertainty. Although legal systems assume jurors evaluate evidence rationally and objectively, psychological theory suggests that decision making is often influenced by cognitive shortcuts, emotional responses, and pre-existing beliefs (Bornstein & Greene, 2011). Heuristics and biases theory proposes that individuals use mental shortcuts to simplify complex judgments when full rational analysis is difficult or cognitively demanding (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974).
	Jurors may rely on the representativeness heuristic by judging a defendant’s guilt based on how closely they match stereotypical expectations of criminal behaviour rather than on the strength of legal evidence (Kapardis, 2014). Defendants who appear aggressive, unemotional, or socially deviant may be perceived as more likely to be guilty because they fit jurors’ expectations of what a criminal “looks like” (Efran, 1974). Similarly, the availability heuristic may lead jurors to give greater weight to vivid or emotionally memorable evidence, such as graphic photographs or emotional victim testimony, even when such evidence has limited probative value (Feigenson, 2016).
	Confirmation bias also affects jury decision making. Once jurors form an initial impression of guilt or innocence, they may selectively attend to information that confirms this belief while discounting contradictory evidence (Ask & Granhag, 2005). This is particularly problematic in lengthy trials where jurors are exposed to large volumes of information and may simplify their judgments by focusing only on evidence that supports early assumptions (Lieberman & Arndt, 2000). These findings challenge the assumption that jurors remain fully open-minded throughout proceedings.
	Dual-process theories further support this view by distinguishing between intuitive “System 1” thinking and analytical “System 2” reasoning (Kahneman, 2011). Jury decision making should ideally rely on System 2 processing because verdicts require careful evaluation of evidence and legal instructions. However, emotionally charged cases and cognitive overload often increase reliance on System 1 judgments (Evans, 2008). Violent crimes involving vulnerable victims may evoke strong emotional reactions that unconsciously influence perceptions of blame and sentencing recommendations (Feigenson, 2016). 
	A major strength of these theories is that they explain why legally irrelevant factors such as race, attractiveness, and media exposure can influence verdicts despite judicial instructions to remain impartial (Devine et al., 2001). However, these theories have been criticised for being reductionist because they focus heavily on individual cognition while neglecting the social context of juries. Real juries deliberate collectively, meaning conformity pressures and majority influence also shape verdicts (Asch, 1956). Furthermore, much supporting evidence comes from laboratory-based mock jury studies, which may lack ecological validity because participants know their decisions have no real legal consequences (Bornstein, 1999). These theories provide a powerful framework for understanding why jury verdicts can be influenced by factors beyond legal evidence alone.
	Expert witnesses are intended to assist jurors by explaining complex scientific, medical, or psychological evidence that may be difficult for non-experts to understand (Kapardis, 2014). In theory, expert testimony should improve the accuracy of verdicts by increasing jurors’ understanding of specialised evidence and supporting more informed decision making (Cutler et al., 1989). However, psychological research suggests that expert witnesses may influence verdicts not only through knowledge transmission but also through perceived authority, confidence, and professional credibility (Cooper & Neuhaus, 2000; Bornstein & Greene, 2011). 
	Cooper and Neuhaus (2000) found that highly qualified experts were viewed as significantly more credible and persuasive than less qualified experts, even when the substance of their testimony remained identical. This suggests that jurors may rely on authority bias, placing greater trust in experts based on credentials rather than the actual quality of evidence presented (Cooper & Neuhaus, 2000). Similarly, Cutler et al. (1989) found that expert testimony significantly influenced verdicts even when jurors did not fully understand the technical content of the testimony, particularly in cases involving eyewitness reliability. This raises concerns that expert witnesses may persuade rather than educate, leading jurors to rely on expert status rather than critical evaluation of the evidence itself (Penrod & Cutler, 1995).
	The Elaboration Likelihood Model (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) helps explain this process. When jurors lack the motivation, time, or cognitive ability to process complex evidence deeply, they may rely on peripheral cues such as confidence, professional status, attractiveness, and communication style rather than the actual argument being presented (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). As a result, a confident expert may appear more convincing regardless of whether their testimony is accurate or scientifically valid (Cooper & Neuhaus, 2000). This is particularly problematic in forensic cases involving DNA evidence or psychiatric assessment, where jurors may lack the specialist knowledge needed for critical scrutiny (Schuller & Hastie, 1996).
	A major strength of this research is its high practical relevance. Courts regularly rely on expert testimony in cases involving forensic science, mental health assessments, child abuse allegations, and eyewitness reliability (Davies et al., 2018). Psychological findings therefore have direct implications for legal practice, including stricter standards for expert admissibility, clearer judicial directions, and better juror education regarding how to evaluate specialist evidence (Bornstein & Greene, 2011). In England and Wales, for example, concerns regarding unreliable expert evidence have contributed to increasing scrutiny of forensic testimony in criminal trials (Roberts, 2010).
	However, many studies rely on mock juries, which may not accurately reflect real courtroom behaviour (Bornstein, 1999). Real jurors deliberate in groups, experience greater emotional responsibility, and face more complex trial contexts than participants in laboratory studies. Mock jurors also know that their decisions carry no real legal consequences, which may reduce the seriousness of their decision making (Bornstein, 1999). Laboratory studies may therefore either overestimate or underestimate the influence of expert testimony in real trials.
	In addition, not all expert witnesses produce the same effects. Factors such as cross-examination quality, opposing expert testimony, and judicial instructions can reduce undue persuasion and encourage more balanced evaluation (Schuller & Cripps, 1998). This means that expert influence is not universal and depends heavily on courtroom context. Psychology shows that while experts can support informed and accurate decision making, they may also increase juror confidence in verdicts without necessarily improving verdict accuracy (Cutler et al., 1989; Cooper & Neuhaus, 2000).
	Jurors are expected to act as neutral and impartial decision-makers, yet they inevitably bring personal beliefs, values, attitudes, and life experiences into the courtroom (Devine et al., 2001). Psychological research demonstrates that juror characteristics such as age, gender, personality, political ideology, and authoritarian attitudes can significantly influence verdicts and sentencing decisions (Kapardis, 2014).
	One important example is authoritarianism, which refers to a tendency to respect authority, value social order, and support harsher punishment for wrongdoing (Adorno et al., 1950). Moran and Comfort (1982) found that death-qualified jurors (those willing to impose the death penalty) were significantly more conviction-prone than non-death-qualified jurors. These jurors were also more likely to favour the prosecution and interpret ambiguous evidence as indicating guilt (Moran & Comfort, 1982). This suggests that personal beliefs about punishment and justice may affect judgments of guilt before deliberation even begins. 
	Other research has shown that pre-existing attitudes toward crime and justice strongly influence verdicts. Mitchell et al. (2005) found that jurors with stronger punitive attitudes were more likely to interpret ambiguous evidence as supporting guilt and were less likely to give defendants the benefit of the doubt. This challenges the legal assumption that jurors can fully separate personal values from legal reasoning (Mitchell et al., 2005). Similarly, Narby et al. (1993) found that jurors with stronger pro-prosecution attitudes were more likely to convict across a range of criminal scenarios.
	Gender differences have also been explored, although findings are less consistent. Some studies suggest that female jurors may be more sympathetic in cases involving sexual violence or domestic abuse, whereas male jurors may be more conviction-prone in violent crime cases (Schuller et al., 2004). However, results often depend heavily on crime type, defendant characteristics, and social context, making it difficult to establish universal patterns.
	Critically, overemphasis on individual differences may be reductionist because jury deliberation can alter personal opinions through group discussion, conformity pressures, and majority influence (Asch, 1956; Hastie et al., 1983). Jurors do not make decisions in isolation, and group processes may weaken or strengthen initial biases. Findings are also not always consistent, particularly regarding gender and age effects, limiting generalisability.
	Extra-legal defendant characteristics such as physical attractiveness, race, ethnicity, and social class also influence jury decision making, despite being legally irrelevant to guilt or innocence (Bornstein & Greene, 2011). Psychological research shows that these characteristics can shape perceptions of credibility, morality, and criminal responsibility, often without jurors being consciously aware of their influence.
	Efran (1974) found that attractive defendants were judged less guilty and received more lenient punishment recommendations than unattractive defendants in a simulated jury task. This is commonly explained by the “halo effect,” where positive physical appearance leads to assumptions of honesty, trustworthiness, and moral character (Dion et al., 1972). Jurors may therefore unconsciously associate attractiveness with innocence, particularly in less serious offences (Sigall & Ostrove, 1975).
	Race also plays a significant role in jury judgments. Dixon et al. (2002) found that racial stereotypes influenced perceptions of criminality and sentencing severity, particularly when Black defendants were associated with violent offences. Similarly, Sommers and Ellsworth (2000) found that racial bias was more likely to emerge when race-related issues were made subtle rather than explicit, suggesting that unconscious bias may be especially difficult to control. Such findings raise serious concerns about systemic inequality and fairness within judicial processes.
	However, many studies examining attractiveness, racial bias, or media influence use simplified laboratory scenarios that may not fully capture the complexity of real trials (Bornstein, 1999). Real jurors are exposed to multiple competing influences simultaneously rather than single isolated variables. Despite this limitation, the consistency of findings across decades of research strongly suggests that extra-legal factors shape verdicts in meaningful and concerning ways.
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