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Evaluate the contribution of psychological theory and evidence in aiding our understanding of judicial processes.

[bookmark: _Int_Gs6I3YEB]Judicial processes rely on the accurate gathering and interpretation of information to ensure justice is served. One of the most crucial stages in this process is police interviewing and questioning, which forms the foundation for criminal investigations and subsequent legal decisions. Over the past few decades, psychological research has significantly contributed to improving these practices by highlighting the cognitive, social, and communicative factors that affect how information is elicited from suspects and witnesses. The introduction of structed interviewing frameworks, such as the Cognitive Interview (Geiselman & Fisher, 1984) and the PEACE model (Milne & Bull, 2011), reflects an evidence-based approach rooted in psychological theory. However, there are different techniques used such as that of the Reid Technique in the United States that follow a separate set of rules to gather eyewitness testimonies and information. (Kozinski, 2017).										This essay critically evaluates how psychological theory and empirical research have shaped our understanding of police interviewing and questioning. It will explore key theoretical perspectives related to memory, communication and social influence, assess their practical applications and investigate settings, and discuss limitations such as false confessions, interviewer bias, and ethical considerations. Ultimately, the essay argues that psychology has profoundly improved interviewing practices, though challenges remain in ensuring consistent application and safeguarding against misuse.
Eyewitness testimony is a critical outcome of police interviewing and psychological research has revealed its vulnerability to distortion. Studies by Loftus and Palmer (1974) demonstrated how leading questions can alter witness memory, with participants recalling different speeds of a car crash depending on the verb used (“smashed” vs “hit”). This has profound implications for police interviews, where subtle phrasing can unintentionally contaminate evidence. Even though this has huge implications for eyewitness testimony, showing that police questioning techniques can unintentionally influence witness’s recollections, the study was conducted in a highly controlled lab-based experiment using students as participants and not real eyewitnesses under stress from witnessing a real accident, therefore questioning its ecological validity. 
Moving on now to consider Giselman et al. (1984, as cited in Memon et al.,2010) developed the original Cognitive Interview (CI). The CI was developed in part to address these issues, using techniques like context reinstatement and open-ended prompts to reduce suggestibility and enhance recall accuracy. The meta-analysis of 46 studies found that the CI significantly increased the number of correct details recalled, compared to standard interviews, with only a slight increase in errors and no significant rise in confabulations. These findings confirm the CI’s effectiveness across various populations, including older adults and children, and in both laboratory and field settings.
Despite strong theoretical and empirical support, the article notes that practitioner uptake is limited due to insufficient training and skepticism about certain techniques. Police officers only use part of the CI such as “report everything” and avoid others such as “change perspective” suggesting a gap between research and practice. The article shows that psychological theory, especially cognitive and developmental psychology, has made a substantial and evidence-based contribution to improving police interviewing.
However, eyewitness memory remains fallible, especially when eyewitness testimonies may be used in judicial processes after a police interview. This is the case when weapons are involved – a phenomenon known as Weapon Focus (Loftus et al., 1987). Weapons Focus refers to the tendency of eyewitnesses to concentrate their attention on a weapon during a crime, which reduces their ability to recall other key details, such as the perpetrator’s appearance or their actions. The study by Loftus et al (1987) attributes to attentional narrowing: under stress or threat, cognitive resources are focused on the most salient and potentially dangerous object-the weapon. This aligns with cognitive psychology theories on arousal and memory, where heightened emotional states impair encoding of contextual Information. The Weapon Focus effect highlights the limitations of eyewitness testimony, especially in high stress situations, however Yullie & Cutshall’s (1986) study observed a significant difference.
Yullie and Cutshall’s study was the first investigation to use eyewitness testimony that used real witnesses that observed a gun shooting in Vancouver in Canada. Even though there was a weapon used, this study showed that eyewitnesses are not as inaccurate as laboratory studies suggest as errors were still relatively rare and the accuracy of the accounts remained high for around 5 months later. Additionally, the study undermines the findings of laboratory ones as the attempt of misleading questions failed. Together these studies show that memory is malleable but not always fragile and that the reliability of eyewitness testimony depends on situational factors especially during police interviewing.

	Moving on to international practices, the Reid Technique remains one of the most widely recognized interrogation methods outside of the United Kingdom. Originally developed by Inbau (1942, as cited in Kozinski, 2017) and later expanded by John Reid in the 1960s, the method trains police officers to detect deception and elicit confessions through a structured nine-step process. Although this approach was once considered a breakthrough in investigative interviewing, it has since faced substantial criticism. Psychological research highlights that the technique’s confrontational and accusatory nature increases the risk of false confessions, particularly among vulnerable suspects (Kassin, 2017). 
Studies linking the Reid-style interrogations to wrongful convictions identified through DNA exonerations further questions its ethical validity and psychological soundness (Leo & Drizin, 2010). Unlike evidence-based approaches such as the UK’s PEACE model, which emphasizes rapport-building and cognitive recall (Walsh & Bull, 2010), the Reid Technique prioritizes confession over information gathering. This contrast illustrates how reliance on outdated assumptions about deception and compliance undermines the psychological integrity of interviews, suggesting that the Reid method may hinder rather than enhance the accuracy of judicial processes. 
	In contrast to the more confrontational Reid Technique, the UK’s PEACE model, introduced in the early 1990s represents a major shift towards ethical, evidence-based interviewing. By emphasizing rapport-building and open-ended questioning, it aligns closely with cognitive and social psychology (Clarke et al., 2011). Moreover, while the model promotes ethical interviewing, critics argue that its non-confrontational style may limit the detection of deception or hinder confessions in some cases (Snook et al., 2010). Nonetheless, the PEACE model reflects a psychologically informed approach grounded in empirical evidence, contrasting sharply with coercive methods like the Reid Technique and highlighting how psychological theory can positively influence judicial processes. 
Moving on to consider a different aspect of police interviewing and questioning, which is that of eyewitness line ups. According to the Crown Office and Procurator Fiscal Service (2019), visual identification gives the witness/witnesses the opportunity to identify the suspect or perpetrator either visually, in a controlled line up, via video, or through a series of photographs. However, precautions should be taken as there is room for error and biases when it comes to choosing the ‘line -up.’
A study conducted by Wells, Rydell, & Seelau (1993) tested three methods for choosing line-up fillers: Match-to-suspect: distractors resemble the suspect, match-to-description: distractors match the eyewitness’s verbal description of the suspect and mismatch-description: distractors intentionally differ from the description. This study found that match-to-description was the most effective as this strategy produced the highest correct identification rates and lowest false identification rates. It aligns with the principle that lineups should evaluate memory for the culprit, not recognition of the suspect. The article provides strong empirical support for description-matched distractor selection showing that it enhances lineup accuracy and protects against false identifications. It challenges intuitive practices and emphasizes the importance of psychologically informed line-up design. 
Understanding the cognitive mechanisms underlying eyewitness testimony is essential for evaluating the reliability of witness accounts and improving police interviewing practices. 
Research in forensic psychology highlights that memory is not a perfect record of events but is influenced by various psychological factors, including stress, attention, and prior knowledge. The accuracy of eyewitness recall can therefore be affected by both the circumstances of the observed event and way the question is conducted. One influential explanation for these phenomena is Schema theory. 
Schema theory, first proposed by Bartlett (1932, as cited in Wagoner, 2017), posits that memory is an active, reconstructive process shaped by preexisting cognitive frameworks called schemas. Schemas are mental structures that organise knowledge and expectations about the world, guiding how individuals perceive, interpret, and recall information. Rather than functioning as a passive recording of events, memory is filtered through these frameworks, meaning that new experiences are interpreted in line with what the individual already knows. This concept has significant implications for the reliability of eyewitness testimony in forensic contexts. While schemas can facilitate memory by providing a framework for organizing information, they can also distort recall when individuals subconsciously alter details to fit their expectations. For instance, a witness to a robbery may recall a weapon or aggressive behavior that was not present because the elements align with their “robbery schema” illustrating the potential for memory distortion. 
The practical consequences for police interviewing are clear. Eyewitnesses may unintentionally provide inaccurate accounts if questioning activated schemas that distort memory. This links back to modern interviewing techniques as previously mentioned such as the Cognitive Interview. (Fisher & Geiselman, 1985), employ open-ended and non-leading prompts to encourage accurate recall without triggering preexisting schemas. It is also important to note that schemas do not always reduce memory accuracy. As previously stated Yullie and Cutshall (1986) found that witnesses to an armed robbery provided highly accurate accounts even five months after the incident, despite the potential influence of schemas. This suggests that emotionally significant or high stress events may strengthen memory, demonstrating that schemas can bias recall but do not inevitably compromise it. Overall schema theory provides a comprehensive explanation for the cognitive processes underlying eyewitness testimony. By highlighting how prior knowledge and expectations influence perception and memory, it offers critical insights into both the limitations of eyewitness accounts and best practices in police interviewing, ultimately informing the evaluation of witness reliability within judicial processes. 
In conclusion, psychological and empirical research has offered vital insights into the reliability of eyewitness testimony and the development of effective police interviewing techniques. Studies such as those by Loftus and Palmer (1974) and Yullie and Cutshall (1986) demonstrate that memory is not a flawless recording of events, but a reconstructive process influenced by cognitive and situational factors. Schema theory, originating from Bartlett’s (1932) early work, offers a valuable framework for understanding how prior experiences and expectations shape encoding and retrieval of information. This theory explains why witnesses may unconsciously fill memory gaps with schema-consistent details, resulting in distortions that can have significant legal implications.
The contrast between laboratory findings and real-world research highlights the complexity of eyewitness memory. Loftus and Palmer’s experimental evidence shows that leading questions can manipulate recall by activating relevant schemas, while Yullie and Cutshall’s field study indicates that emotionally arousing, high stakes events can produce remarkably accurate long-term memories. These discrepancies emphasis that memory accuracy is dependent on context and influenced by factors such as emotional intensity, attention, and ecological validity. Together, these studies suggest that while memory can be distorted by post-event information, it is also capable of resilience under realistic conditions, challenging overly simplistic claims that eyewitnesses are inherently unreliable. The interrogation of psychological theory into judicial processes has transformed how evidence is gathered and evaluated. By grounding investigative practice in cognitive research, the justice system can better safeguard against wrongful convictions and strengthen the reliability of witness testimony. Although challenges remain particularly regarding individual differences, stress effects, and memory decay, psychology continues to play an essential role in defining both theoretical understanding and practical application. The ongoing dialogue between psychological science and the law demonstrates the importance of interdisciplinary collaboration in ensuring that investigative procedures remain ethical, accurate and informed by empirical evidence. 
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