A critical evaluation of The Relative Judgment Theory and how decision-making bias can influence eyewitness decision-making during a police lineup
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Eyewitness testimony is a vital component of criminal investigations, and inaccuracies in such accounts can result in wrongful convictions (Wise et al., 2014). Eyewitness testimony is defined as an individual's retrospective recounting of an event, particularly in the context of criminal enquiries or legal proceedings (Loftus, 2019). It serves as a form of evidence within judicial settings, often utilised to identify suspects or elucidate details related to an incident or a crime scene (Loftus, 1979) through a police lineup (Wells & Olson, 2003). This essay will explore the cognitive and situational factors that influence eyewitness testimony accuracy. Some of these factors include decision-making bias, memory processes, and environmental conditions such as stress (Deffenbacher et al., 2004; Wells & Olson, 2003). 
A significant psychological explanation for errors in eyewitness identification is the Relative Judgment Theory, proposed by Wells in 1984. This theory posits that witnesses are more likely to select the individual who most closely resembles the perpetrator among the others in a lineup, rather than relying on a direct match with their memory. A police lineup is a systematic identification procedure used in criminal investigations, wherein a witness is presented with a group of individuals who exhibit similar physical characteristics to the suspect (Fitzgerald et al., 2018). This controlled environment aims to facilitate the witness's selection of the perpetrator while minimising the risk of misidentification. Various protocols, including the composition of the lineup and the method of presentation, are carefully designed to maintain the integrity of the identification process (Wells et al., 1998). 
Lineups can be conducted in various formats, including live presentations, photographs, or video-based methods, with the objective of assessing a witness's capacity to accurately identify the perpetrator. However, substantial psychological research indicates that the processes of memory and decision-making involved in eyewitness identification are prone to errors, which can result in misidentification and, in certain cases, wrongful convictions (Wells & Olson, 2003). 
While police lineups rely on a witness’s memory to identify the perpetrator, the process of selection for the eyewitness is not always based on accurate recall. Several factors can influence an eyewitness's decision about who the suspect is. One influential factor in the eyewitness's final decision is decision-making bias, which refers to systematic errors or unconscious heuristics that affect an individual's judgment. In the context of a lineup, this may manifest as a decision to select someone who resembles the perpetrator or to choose an individual even when the actual perpetrator is not present (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974).
This essay will critically evaluate the strengths and limitations of Relative Judgment Theory as an explanation for decision-making errors, drawing from psychological research and evidence. The evaluation will reference an on-campus mock eyewitness interview scenario, where the class was divided into two groups: investigators and eyewitnesses, and further segmented into four pairs, each comprising one investigator and one eyewitness. The eyewitness group viewed a video depicting a scene involving a potential suspect while the investigators waited outside the room. Following the video presentation, the investigators re-entered the room and received specific instructions from the lecturer to avoid asking leading questions or prompting the eyewitness for further details or clarification. Each eyewitness provided their account, which was then compiled to examine the variations in their observations regarding the scene and the suspect's details. In the subsequent week's session, a mock police lineup was presented to the class, and the eyewitnesses were asked to identify the suspect. All but one individual correctly identified the suspect. The investigators were also asked to select the suspect based on the eyewitness accounts provided to them.
The eyewitnesses all viewed the same video, yet their accounts of the scene and descriptions of the suspect differed significantly. While most of them accurately described the room and its contents, their depictions of the suspect's facial features, hair, and clothing colours varied. Some described the suspect’s facial features as having a sharp jaw and being clean-shaven, while others provided a different account of key details, such as the colour of the suspect’s clothing, for example, whether the t-shirt was grey or blue, or whether the jeans were light or dark. These distinctions underscore a crucial aspect of eyewitness memory: individuals can witness the same event yet recall it in notably different ways. Reconstructive Memory Theory (Bartlett, 1932) suggests that memory is not merely a static recording but rather a dynamic reconstructive process. When people encounter an event, they retain fragments of their observations, and during later recollection, they unconsciously fill in the missing blanks using their prior knowledge, expectations, or assumptions. In this scenario, some students may have concentrated on the suspect’s clothing, while others focused more on facial features or actions. As a result of these differences in attention and perception, their reconstructions of memory also varied. Chrobak and Zaragoza (2013) found that minor pieces of wrong information or details can lead to memories that are strong but also false. This is especially likely to occur when witnesses have to recount the event themselves. Similarly, Fitzgerald et al. (2018) showed that time influences how the witness remembers the details of faces and showed that eyewitness descriptions of faces, with differences in attention, can also play a role in the accuracy of the memory. According to Tversky and Kahneman (1974), people use mental shortcuts when they are unsure of the details and may attempt to guess the most likely probability or something with which they are familiar. In addition to reconstructive memory, decision-making bias also plays a role. If a witness is unsure of what they saw, they may make an educated guess based on what seems most likely or familiar. For example, if they are unsure of the colour, like grey or blue, they might choose a colour based on their assumption of what a suspect might wear. This form of bias operates unconsciously, reflecting the brain's instinctive approach to making decisions with insufficient information. It illustrates how our mental processes can simplify complexities, often leading us to automatic assumptions rather than deliberate conclusions.
The inconsistency in memory plays a significant role during the lineup process, according to the relative judgment theory (Wells, 1984) when a person’s memory is not clear they are more likely to compare the individuals in the lineup to each other and then choose the one that matches the one they remember even if the actual suspect is not present in the lineup. Wells describes this as a relative judgment, which can lead to incorrect identification. In the classroom scenario, one eyewitness misidentified the suspect. This may have occurred because their original memory was already biased or incomplete, causing them to rely on visual similarity instead of confidence in their ability to remember exactly, described as absolute judgment.
Recent research conducted by Wixted and Wells (2017) indicates that eyewitnesses tend to make relative judgments when their memory strength is weak, and that confidence in these fragile memories does not reliably predict accuracy. Their findings underscore the notion that when memories are vague or reconstructed, witnesses often depend more on visual comparisons rather than on actual recall.
During the on-campus session, the four eyewitnesses provided their accounts sequentially, while the remaining participants listened as each individual described what they had observed. This approach inadvertently created an opportunity for memory conformity, whereby subsequent eyewitnesses could be influenced by the statements of those who went first. For instance, if the initial eyewitness claimed that the suspect was wearing a grey t-shirt and had short dark hair, the following eyewitnesses might adopt those details, even if they were uncertain or had witnessed something different. This form of memory influence is often subtle and typically unconscious, yet it can significantly impact the accuracy of later testimonies (Gabbert et al., 2003). The authors' study found that 71% of the participants included false details when discussing the events with other witnesses due to the accounts of other witnesses.
Hope et al. (2007) found that the likelihood of memory conformity is high when witnesses trust their co-witnesses or when the co-witnesses appear confident in their account of events. Skagerberg and Wright (2008) found that individuals not only incorporate details from others' accounts into their memories but may also create blended memories, combinations of their recollections and information obtained from others. This blending can further distort the original memories, resulting in accounts that are more confident yet less accurate.
Wright et al. (2000) discovered that some individuals resisted external influence, especially if they had confidence in their memories or possessed a personality that prioritised independence. This finding suggests that individual differences have a significant impact on the occurrence of memory conformity. In a mock set-up, this explains why not all eyewitnesses reported identical details or made the same identifications during a subsequent line-up.
Memory conformity (Gabbert et al., 2003) primarily influences the recall process prior to a lineup, but it also carries significant implications for decision-making during eyewitness identification. When a witness incorporates another person's description of a suspect into their memory, this can fundamentally alter their mental image of the suspect. As a result, when they later view the line-up, they may be more inclined to engage in relative judgment, selecting the individual who most closely resembles that modified image rather than someone they genuinely recognise from their memory (Wells, 1984). Such memory distortion, coupled with decision-making biases, underscores the complex interplay between witness accounts and identification outcomes, potentially leading to misidentifications that can have significant legal consequences. 
Relative Judgment Theory has had a significant impact on real-world policing procedures, particularly in the handling of eyewitness identification. Research has shown that eyewitnesses often feel pressured to choose someone from a line-up, even when they are unsure. When memory is unclear, individuals tend to compare the presented individuals and select the one who most closely resembles their mental image of the perpetrator (Wells, 1984). This bias increases the risk of misidentification, particularly when the actual suspect is not included in the lineup.
In the on-campus activity, this process was clearly illustrated. An eyewitness misidentified the suspect, likely due to a combination of memory decay over time and a reliance on visual similarity rather than confident recognition. This aligns with the findings of Wells and Olson (2003), who posited that as time elapses, eyewitnesses become increasingly susceptible to decision-making bias and transition from absolute to relative judgment. As a result of this research, significant changes have been implemented in law enforcement procedures both in the UK and internationally. For instance, sequential line-ups where witnesses view one individual at a time are now commonly employed to mitigate the tendency for relative judgments (Steblay et al., 2001). Furthermore, police are trained to provide neutral instructions, such as informing witnesses that the perpetrator may or may not be present in the lineup to reduce decision-making bias. A study by Malpass and Devine (1981) found that eyewitness identifications rise significantly when lineup instructions imply the suspect's presence. In the study, half of the eyewitnesses received biased instructions suggesting the suspect was present, while the other half received unbiased instructions, allowing them to indicate if the suspect was absent. When the perpetrator was in the lineup, 100% of those given biased instructions identified someone, resulting in a 75% hit rate, which included both correct identifications and false alarms and in the unbiased condition, the hit rate was 83%. This approach lessens the pressure to make a choice and enhances the accuracy of identifications.
Guest et al. (2016) identified several limitations of relative judgment theory in explaining absolute identification performance. Their study found that participants struggled with the relative judgment task, suggesting that this process is more complex and less reliable than previously assumed. These findings are relevant to eyewitness identification, as they emphasise the importance of memory processes in recognising individuals. Guest et al. (2016) suggest that absolute identification relies more on exemplar comparison than on relative judgment, meaning that witnesses may recall stored representations of the studied image rather than comparing lineup suspects to each other in real-time.
Meisters et al. (2018) challenge the relative judgment theory by comparing simultaneous and sequential lineups through ROC curve analysis, challenging the prevailing notion that sequential lineups are inherently superior. It finds that sequential lineups are susceptible to position effects, where the placement of the suspect may influence decision-making, a flaw not present in simultaneous lineups. Additionally, respondents exhibit shifts in their decision criteria, adopting a stricter approach for options presented earlier and a more lenient one for those presented later, which may impact the accuracy of identification. These findings suggest that lineup procedures should take these cognitive biases into account to enhance the reliability of eyewitness identifications, calling into question the exclusive reliance on relative judgment theory.
Relative Judgment Theory has enhanced our understanding of the mechanisms behind eyewitness errors. Its implementation has resulted in tangible improvements in investigative practices, decreasing the likelihood of innocent individuals being wrongfully accused. Nonetheless, as illustrated in the on-campus example, errors can still arise even with neutral procedures in place. This underscores the importance of recognising that, while procedural changes are beneficial, it is also crucial to comprehend and address psychological biases through proper training and increased awareness. Empirical research, notably the studies conducted by Wells (1984) and Steblay et al. (2001), provides strong support for the Relative Judgment theory and has led to significant changes in policing practices. These advancements include the implementation of sequential line-ups, the provision of neutral instructions, and the adoption of systems like Video Identification Parade Electronic Recording VIPER in the UK, all of which aim to alleviate the pressure to make a selection and promote more accurate, memory-based decisions. Nonetheless, decision-making bias continues to exert a substantial influence, particularly in situations where memory is compromised or contaminated by external information (Memon et al., 2011).
This was clearly illustrated in the classroom scenario, where eyewitnesses provided differing accounts of the same event, with one individual misidentifying the suspect during the line-up. These discrepancies can be attributed to factors such as reconstructive memory, decision-making bias, and the possibility of memory conformity, particularly after witnesses were exposed to one another's accounts. The misidentification observed in the exercise closely resembles real-world situations, highlighting how even well-intentioned witnesses can make errors under pressure.
In conclusion, while Relative Judgement Theory may not account for every aspect of eyewitness error, it offers an essential framework for understanding the psychological processes that influence decision-making in line-ups. Leveraging this knowledge in policing can promote fairer and more accurate outcomes, thereby minimising the risk of wrongfully convicting innocent individuals.
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