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.




























The purpose of this essay is to attempt to understand and acknowledge the potential influences on the accuracy of eyewitnesses. Eyewitness testimonies are used by witnesses to identify suspects. Many witnesses would have to attempt to identify suspects through a police line-up, this is where there are five or more innocent individuals lined up with one suspect which they all resemble in a way (Shen et al., 2023). The lineups would also consist of having a guilty or innocent suspect and fillers which are individuals who are known to be innocent (Fitzgerald et al., 2013). This essay has highlighted that a variety of factors can impact an individual’s eyewitness’s decision making, such as type of lineups and distinctiveness between individuals. All these can impact and individuals’ memory, therefore impact the way an eyewitness makes their decision and what decisions are made. To explain these influences, this essay draws on empirical and psychological theories such as the signal detection theory for evidence and will be referring to a class mock line up/ eyewitness testimony. 


This essay will refer to an in-class mock lineup scenario. In this scenario, mock eyewitnesses were shown a photo of a man in his bedroom while mock investigators stood outside for five minutes. Afterward, the investigators re-entered the room and asked the eyewitnesses to describe what they had seen. The eyewitnesses were instructed to recall and share everything they remembered, while the investigators noted their responses. A week later, all students were shown a photo lineup that included the suspect and several similar fillers. The investigators were then asked to identify the suspect, and all mock investigators accurately identified the suspect.


This essay will also dive the signal detection theory (SDT) and how this theory can help understand how individuals make decisions. According to MacMillan (2002) the signal detection theory argues that the accuracy of an individual’s decisions lies on how well they can recognise stimuli (sensitivity) from signals and how they then make decisions based on this. It is also argued that decisions individuals make are down to how strongly they perceive a stimulus. The signal Detection Theory (SDT) is used to explain decision-making processes where an individual must determine whether a presented stimulus is correct (yes) or incorrect (no). Based on this decision, a matrix is formed with four possible outcomes: a Hit, where the individual correctly identifies an old stimulus; a False Alarm, where the individual incorrectly accepts a new stimulus; a Miss, where the individual incorrectly rejects an old stimulus; and a Correct Rejection, where the individual correctly rejects a new stimulus (Banks, 1970). The SDT can be applied to various areas of psychology, including eyewitness decision-making. For example, when individuals participate in a police lineup, they must identify a suspect. However, they are required to make these decisions under different conditions, such as when presented with simultaneous or sequential lineups, as well as in situations where a false alarm occurs (when the suspect is not present in the lineup). 


However, The Signal Detection Theory has limitations in explaining memory and decision-making, as it oversimplifies these processes by not considering the biological factors that influence how an individual's memory works. For example, research by Gilboa and Marlatte (2017) highlights how specific areas of the brain help individuals form schemas, which are mental frameworks built from past experiences that help in interpreting and organising information. These schemas have been shown to influence how we perceive and interpret information. This suggests that cognition is more complex than simply relying on signals for decision-making; rather, our past experiences play a significant role in shaping how we perceive and interpret information given to us. As a result, the signal detection theory alone may not provide a complete understanding of memory and decision-making. Therefore, incorporating a broader understanding of other factors, such as schemas, can provide more understanding of the complexity of human cognition. In addition, the signal detection theory does not consider how overconfidence can influence an individual’s decision making. For example, research by Palmer et al. (2013) concludes that confidence increased accuracy in eyewitnesses and eyewitnesses tended to be overconfident in more difficult conditions where there was delayed testing or shorter exposure. Therefore, this suggests that decision-making is a complex phenomenon and the signal detection theory on its own does not explain how other factors like confidence can directly influence an Individuals decision. However, these findings do not contradict the signal detection theories belief but rather implies the signal detection theory oversimplifies human cognition. Therefore, it is important to acknowledge there are more influential factors on human cognition. Moreover, studies like Palmer et al. (2013) are lab-based and lack mundane realism. Therefore, to gain a more accurate understanding of the factors influencing human decision-making, it would be more beneficial to use real-life situations and experiences


Simultaneous line ups are when all members of the lineup are presented at once whereas, sequential line ups, the members of the lineup are presented one at a time (Gronlund et al., 2013). There has been a lot of empirical support that suggests one key factor that affects eyewitness decision making during a police lineup is whether the lineup is sequential or simultaneous. For example, a study by Doboly et al. (2013) found that in comparison to simultaneous line ups, sequential lineups had fewer false alarms however, eyewitnesses were more confident in their wrong choice in sequential lineups than in simultaneous lineups. Therefore, this suggests that despite there being fewer false alarms using sequential lineups, eyewitnesses will also believe they are right in their wrong identification. This highlights a critical limitation of relying solely on eyewitness testimony for suspect identification, as it highlights the potential for false confidence in mistaken choices. However, it was discovered that sequential lineups did not affect discriminability in a lineup however did make an individual less biased in making a choice in comparison to when a simultaneous lineup is used (Palmer & Brewer, 2012). Thus, this suggest that when an eyewitness is deciding on who is the suspect they take more time and are less biased in comparison to simultaneous lineup. Therefore, this may mean when using sequential lineups, eyewitnesses are more careful with their decision making which may lead to fewer misidentifications. However, adolescent eyewitnesses were found to have lower levels of discriminability in sequential lineups in comparison to simultaneous lineups (Thompson et al., 2023). Therefore, this suggests that there may be differences in how individual's cognition works and how they make decisions based on age. The findings imply that adolescents have more difficulty distinguishing a suspect from fillers in a sequential lineup compared to a simultaneous one. This highlights the need for further research to better understand these differences, which could help tailor lineups based on factors such as age.


However, despite the differences highlighted in the results from a range of studies, A study conducted by Pozzulo et al. (2016) who used 269 students found there was no difference in the accuracy of identifying a suspect between different lineups. As a result, there may not be a huge difference between the type of lineup used. However, the sample was from a group of students therefore, the results may not be the best reflection for real life scenarios with other individuals thus, this limits the studies generalisability. However, the in-class mock lineup was a simultaneous lineup, where all suspects were presented at once in a photo lineup. All eyewitnesses correctly identified the suspect. This suggests that, despite the greater support for sequential lineups, simultaneous lineups can still be effective. Therefore, other factors may influence the overall accuracy of an eyewitness's decision-making. Moreover, it was highlighted that not only does the type of lineup affect an eyewitness’s decision making but also the combination of familiarity with the suspect. For example, a study by Sheahan et al. (2022) found that familiarity with the suspect increases the likelihood of the eyewitness correctly identifying the suspect when a sequential lineup procedure is used however, when the suspect is not present familiarity helps them correctly reject the suspects when a simultaneous lineup is used. This implies that the type of lineup used as well as the familiarity affects if an eyewitness will correctly identify or reject a suspect. Furthermore, these findings provide further support that the type of line up used can affect an eyewitness’s overall decision making. Additionally, these findings emphasis how complex human cognition is and the importance of understanding a variety of factors that may impact a individual’s cognition. 


In addition, another key factor that can influence eyewitness decision making during a police lineup is the level of distinctiveness between suspects. For example, according to Pratt (2017) there were more correct identifications in a line up where there were low similarities between suspects in comparison to the high similarity condition. Therefore, this implies that the distinctiveness between suspects in a line up may aid an eyewitness’s memory thus go onto help them make a correct identification of a suspect. Moreover, it was discovered that in conditions where the fillers were less similar than the suspect, eyewitnesses were more likely to identify a suspect, however, it did not matter whether the suspect was innocent or guilty (Fitzgerald et al., 2013). Thus, these findings suggest that it is easier for individuals to identify suspects when they do not look like others in a line-up. However, it also highlights potential issues with human memory, as the findings indicate that the suspect's distinctiveness may lead eyewitnesses to choose them on this basis alone. This can help explain why misidentifications occur and innocent individuals may be wrongfully convicted. Moreover, studies by Charman et al. (2011) discovered that having highly dissimilar fillers makes an eyewitness more confident in their mistaken identification. Therefore, this suggests that while confidence can influence an individual's decision-making, it doesn't necessarily enhance the accuracy of their memory. In addition, the signal detection theory does not consider that confidence is a factor that impacts an individual’s decision-making therefore, indicating decisions are not just based on signals and recognising a stimuli presented. Furthermore, the findings above highlight that human cognition and decision-making are not always objective and can be easily influenced by factors like confidence. However, the in-class mock did have a line-up of relatively similar individuals, but all eyewitnesses correctly identified the suspect. Therefore, this suggests that other factors may also play a significant role in aiding decision-making and memory. However, this mock eyewitness identification was conducted using psychology students therefore, the findings are not as robust in comparison to empirical evidence. 


Furthermore, whether a lineup is conducted in a live or photo format may be an addition factor that impacts an eyewitness’s decision making. In England, video line ups are the most common type of lineup conducted (Horry et al., 2012). (Beresford & Blades, 2006) studied children who were either presented a line up in a live format or a photo format and found children had fewer correct identifications in a live line up, in comparison to a photo elimination lineup. Therefore, this suggests that the type of media used to present a line up can impact an individual’s decision making and their accuracy in suspect identification. However, these lab/ non live formats lack ecological validity due to being in a lab setting. Therefore, the findings may not truly reflect real life. As a result, this highlights the important of potential mix methods when attempting to identify a suspect to prevent wrongful convictions.  In addition, this literature findings supporting photo lineups could be because live line ups may cause more stress on an individual. For example, it was discovered that about 70% of witnesses in the live line up condition where more stressed than in the video line up condition (Brace et al., 2009). In addition, further research also suggests that stress during retrieval impairs an individual’s memory (Shields et al., 2017). Furthermore, this may explain why all mock eyewitnesses in the in-class photo lineup accurately identified the suspect, as there were low stress levels, caused by only viewing a photo rather than physically encountering the suspect which could have facilitated better recall. There is further support from Fitzgerald et al. (2018) who argues live lineups are not superior and often not the best option to use when conducting a police lineup. In addition, evidence looking at live lineup superiority has suggested that despite individuals preferring live lineups over other types, there is no evidence that live lineups are superior to photo line ups (Price et al., 2019). Therefore, this suggests that there is no empirical evidence supporting the belief that live line-ups are the most effective form of subject identification. As a result, further research into this phenomenon is needed to gain a more objective understanding, so police forces can establish the best method for identifying suspects. Furthermore, according to the findings of Kerstholt et al. (2004), the number of correct suspect identifications was similar across live, photo, and video lineups. However, in target-absent lineups, participants were more likely to make incorrect identifications in photo and video lineups compared to live lineups. Therefore, this suggests that the type of lineup used may not influence the correct identification of a suspect when they are present. However, in target-absent lineups, non-live lineups (photo and video) are more likely to lead to false identifications. As a result, it may be beneficial to consider using live lineups in target-absent situations. Furthermore, this evidence suggests that if the in-class mock lineup were replicated in a live format, with the suspect still present, the results should not change.


In conclusion, the empirical evidence highlights that police lineups are a complex phenomenon, from the way they are shaped, designed and presented. This essay also emphasizes the unpredictability and complexity of human memory and decision-making. The way individuals make decisions based on their memory is influenced by various factors, such as the type of lineup (sequential or simultaneous), the similarity of suspects to one another, and whether the lineup is live, or photo based. This essay has also highlighted that demographics like age may impact factors such as sequential and simultaneous lineups that influence a humans decision making. The in-class mock lineup supports the general belief, supported by empirical evidence, that sequential lineups assist individuals in making decisions about a suspect. However, as highlighted throughout this essay, the mock lineup is not as robust as the empirical evidence, and therefore, its results should be interpreted with caution. In addition, the signal detection theory is beneficial in explaining certain aspects of a human’s decision-making process however, it does not consider factors like confidence or schemas that may influence an individual’s cognition. Therefore, human cognition cannot be truly explained from simply just the theory and factors discussed in this essay, as there are many other external influences that can impact an individual’s memory. Thus, this essay simply explains some of the factors that play a vital role in eyewitnesses decision-making. Ultimately, this essay emphasises the complexity of human cognition and stresses the importance of not relying solely on eyewitness testimonies for suspect identifications. Furthermore, these findings highlight the need for other robust methods of subject identification to minimum misidentifications and wrongful convictions.   
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