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Component ONE: Essay
Using the mock eyewitness interview scenarios conducted during the on-campus sessions, critically evaluate with evidence from theory and research, factors that can influence eyewitness decision-making during a police line-up.


	Eyewitness identification is one of the serious parts of most criminal investigations, especially in the police line-ups where one is required to detect a suspect among a collection of people. Even when it seems to be relevant, psychological studies uniformly point out that the memory of human beings is not infallible and that eyewitness decision-making can be (and is commonly) affected by numerous factors, both cognitive and social in nature. This essay will critically look at how the major psychological theories relate to studies on the processes that guide eyewitness decisions in the course of police lineups. This conversation is placed in the five key points, i.e., memory and stress during encoding, the role of schemas, post-event information, signal detection theory (SDT), and confidence in the memory.
	The essay will refer to a parody eyewitness exercise conducted in the classroom. In the course of this exercise, the students recounted a picture of a man standing in a messy room. The huge difference in the description of students will give evidence to explain how psychological theories can come into play in reality. Recent findings have continued to show that eyewitness errors are a primary cause of wrongful convictions, and psychological evidence must inform how line-ups are structured (Horry, Howard, & Brewer, 2019). This essay will demonstrate the implication of eyewitness errors and the moral necessity that better police identification procedures must take place by connecting these theories to both empirical research and real-life issues.
	The encoding (the way the information is processed and recorded in the memory the first time) can be called one of the most basic determinants of eyewitness accuracy. This process can be well understood by the use of the Yerkes-Dodson Law (1908). It presupposes an inverted-U correlation between arousal and performance, in which minimal or extreme amounts of stress damage the memory, whereas moderate ones can cut it. Stress is often high during a crime, and it has been found that it normally affects eyewitness memory by decreasing its accuracy (Deffenbacher et al., 2004).
	In agreement with this fact, the so-called weapon focus effect (Loftus, 1979) proves the fact that the presence of the weapon causes the attention to be distracted away by the face and other aspects of the perpetrator. Such selective attention under pressure leads to a worse memory of the appearance of the offender. During the mock interview in the classroom, there was no weapon involved, but the eyewitnesses referred to the man through such emotional terms as "dodgy," "concerned," and "angry." These words imply that even in a quiet, non-confrontational environment, students responded emotionally, which probably influenced what they attended to.
	One of the witnesses remarked he seemed surprised he was discovered, indicating they conferred the meaning of the facial expression as a sign of guilt on him, again, an interpretation, but not an observation. Another said that the man had a red left hand even though other people did not see that. This sentimental and selective information shows that each person's degree of arousal and attention determined what was recalled. Although Yerkes-Dodson provides an outline, differences in responses to stress in an individual should be considered as another limitation. There are various ways through which real-life eyewitnesses can be stressed; hence, finding ways of predicting the accuracy of memory is complicated.
	One more important element, which influences memory, is the role of such concepts as schemas of the mind, which are mental patterns formed of past experiences and assist a person to perceive new information. According to the schema theory (Bartlett, 1932), humans tend to complete a lapse in their memory with their expectation instead of actuality. This may result in falsely remembering or distorting the memory such that it meets the stereotypes that already exist.
	Schema-driven interpretation is exceptionally presented in the mock interview data. One witness described it, saying, It was like a Tinder date; another said the man was similar to Shaggy of Scooby Doo, and another witness likened him to a character of Call of Duty. These descriptions can be categorized as imaginary and show that the students did not use the cultural stereotypes and media mentions except as references but not as direct observations. This conforms to the results of Tuckey and Brewer (2003), who demonstrated that schema-consistent information can be recalled in an accurate manner and schema-inconsistent information can either be remembered in a distorted and inaccurate manner or not at all.
	Another eyewitness commented that “his body didn’t match the room,” suggesting that they had an interior model of what someone in a messy, possibly student-like room should look like. This statement may have influenced which features were encoded and how they were interpreted. Granhag and Strömwall (2020) emphasized how expectations rooted in social narratives or prior exposure can affect eyewitnesses’ interpretations, increasing the risk of biased identifications. Schema-driven errors can be especially dangerous in police line-ups, where witnesses may unconsciously select someone who “looks like a criminal,” even if they are innocent. Therefore, while schemas support people make sense of the world, they also risk introducing bias and misrepresentation into eyewitness memory.
	The encoding stage is prone to post-event interference because memory is still vulnerable to this kind of information. This can be illustrated by the classic experiment of Loftus and Palmer (1974), who carried out an experiment on the misinformation effect. The participants were shown a video of a car crash and then questioned about the speed of cars offered in various forms (hit vs. smashed). The people who had the word smashed implanted were able to remember that the cars were going faster and were likely to remember falsely broken glass. That demonstrated that memory is constructive and can be influenced by the manner in which questions are put.
	During the mock interview exercise, there were mismatches in what the students recalled, indicating that there was either misinformation or reconstruction in play. Some, e.g., stated that the man was clean-shaven, others that his beard was smooth, and others referred to stubble. Clothing details were also different: a light grey t-shirt as opposed to a wrinkly blue t-shirt. Such contradictions can be due not only to the difference in perception but also to the impact of imagination, peer discussions, or framing questions.
	The theory of Loftus can answer the question of how false recollections can be caused by suggestion or post-event discussion. Nonetheless, ecological validity is weak, as critics point out, when deriving the results of the studies in laboratories. Actual crimes are multiple emotional, distractive, and motive situations that cannot be picked up in controlled experiments. Nevertheless, the in-class exercise, being quite simple, offers an excellent analogy to the distortions in real life, demonstrating how your memory can be easily manipulated even in the absence of active interference. 
	Signal Detection Theory (Green & Swets, 1966) provides a valuable lens through which to understand how witnesses make identification decisions in line-ups. Rather than viewing memory as a simple process of recognition, SDT frames it as a judgment made under uncertainty. Witnesses must decide whether the suspect is the person they saw (the “signal”) or not (the “noise”), and their decisions are influenced by memory strength and internal criteria.
Key components of SDT include:
· Hit: Correctly identifying the guilty person.
· False Alarm: Incorrectly identifying an innocent person.
· Miss: Failing to identify the guilty person.
· Correct Rejection: Correctly stating the perpetrator is not present.
	SDT also introduces the concept of decision criterion (β), which is the threshold a person uses to decide whether to make a positive identification. A conservative criterion reduces false alarms but increases misses, while a liberal criterion increases hits but also false alarms. Sensitivity (d'), on the other hand, refers to how well a witness can distinguish between the guilty and innocent individuals based on memory strength.
	In the mock activity, the wide variation in descriptions such as build (“skinny” vs. “hench”), facial hair, and clothing suggests that each eyewitness had different internal criteria. Horry et al. (2019) argue that these differences often result from system-level factors, such as suggestive line-up construction or poorly worded instructions, which can bias even well-meaning eyewitnesses. 
	By applying SDT, we can understand not only whether an identification is made but also why errors occur. In cases where line-ups are biased (e.g., where only one person matches the witness’s description), the probability of a false alarm increases, especially if the witness has a liberal criterion. This reinforces the importance of unbiased line-up construction and neutral instructions.
	Confidence has traditionally been seen as an unreliable indicator of memory accuracy. However, recent research has challenged this belief. Wixted and Wells (2017) argue that under proper conditions—such as a fair line-up and immediate post-identification recording—confidence can be a strong predictor of accuracy. In other words, a highly confident witness is more likely to be accurate if their decision is made under controlled circumstances.
	In the mock interviews, confident students offered detailed descriptions such as “defined collar bones” and “well-moisturized skin.” Yet, their accounts differed substantially, highlighting how confidence can coexist with inaccuracy. Recent research also shows that eyewitness response time, in combination with confidence, can serve as a reliable predictor of accuracy. Quick, confident decisions tend to be more accurate, especially in laboratory and field settings (Seale‑Carlisle et al., 2019). However, the effectiveness of confidence as a predictor of accuracy varies with witnessing conditions. When identification occurs in poor lighting or under stress, high confidence does not always equate to accuracy (Sauerland & Smalarz, 2024).
	These findings suggest that while confidence can be useful, it should be interpreted with caution. Confidence levels should be recorded immediately after identification, and jurors or investigators should be trained not to over-rely on it without considering the context of the identification process.
	The mock eyewitness activity provided a valuable demonstration of how memory and perception can vary widely among individuals viewing the same scene. Although all students saw the same image, their reports differed in clothing, appearance, facial expression, emotional state, and the state of the room. Some noticed posters on the wall, others did not. Some described the room as “musty” or “chaotic,” while others focused on specific objects like a “microwave” or “food boxes.” These inconsistencies highlight several key psychological processes in action: Selective attention influenced by emotional reaction, schema-driven reconstruction based on expectations, decision criteria used in making descriptive judgments, confidence inflation, despite memory distortion.
	Even though this was a low-stakes exercise, the variability of responses mirrored those seen in actual eyewitness research. It demonstrates that memory is not just about what was seen, but also about how that information was processed, stored, and recalled. These findings support the need for caution when relying on eyewitness testimony in criminal cases.
	Also, one student noted a red object on the floor, another could not see the man’s feet, and someone else emphasized that “the room looked musty.” These variations may have arisen from attentional focus, perceptual differences, or simple lapses in encoding. They may also reflect what Tuckey and Brewer (2003) call schema-driven reconstruction—where ambiguous details are filled in based on what “makes sense.”
	By comparing these observations to psychological theory, it becomes clear that eyewitness decisions cannot be taken at face value. They are products of complex interactions between memory, expectation, and judgment. The ethical implication is serious: without proper safeguards, innocent individuals can be mistakenly identified and convicted.
	Decision-making during police line-ups is a complicated psychological phenomenon affected by a number of mutually connected factors. In this essay, empirical studies, both of around 200 participants, and the data accumulated in the course, with the help of the mock eyewitnesses, have critically discussed such theories as the Yerkes-Dodson Law, the Schema Theory, the Misinformation Effect, and the Signal Detection Theory. Analysis of the experiment has revealed that stress, expectations, post-event information, and internal decision criteria are very important points in contributing to memory and identification. With growing evidence from recent studies (e.g., Seale‑Carlisle et al., 2019; Sauerland & Smalarz, 2024), it is clear that eyewitness confidence and decision-making must be interpreted in context not in isolation.
	The mock interview activity gave a lifelike demonstration of how memory differs in different people and how it can easily go euphoric. These results justify the need to have ethical and scientifically smart policing. Errors can be minimized by the introduction of practices, i.e., double-round of lineups, impartial fillers, and on-the-spot assessment of confidence. In conclusion, knowledge regarding the psychology of witnesses would go beyond enhancing justice by preventing more of the innocent suffering.
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