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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.


Cognition in Action
ECPS6005


Eyewitness testimony, which frequently serves as critical evidence in suspect identification during criminal investigations and legal proceedings, has been shown by decades of research to be highly susceptible to errors that can lead to wrongful convictions (Huff et al., 1986; Walker & Starmer, 1999; Brandon & Davies, 2022; Seale-Carlisle et al., 2024). One key method used to obtain such identifications is the police line-up, a procedure in which a witness is presented with a set of individuals and asked to determine whether a perpetrator is present. While widely employed, eyewitness decision-making in police line-ups is susceptible to various cognitive and social influences (Wixted & Wells, 2017), raising concerns about its reliability and the potential for wrongful convictions (Norris et al., 2020). Moreover, factors such as environmental conditions, suggestibility, and post-event misinformation further complicate the reliability of identifications, requiring in-depth analysis to determine their impact on judicial outcomes (Loftus, 2005; Brassil et al., 2024). Research suggests that jurors often rely heavily on eyewitness testimony despite its fallibility, leading to a high rate of wrongful convictions due to misidentifications (Wells et al., 1979; Kassin, 2012). Jurors frequently perceive eyewitness testimony as highly credible because they mistakenly equate a witness's confidence with accuracy, despite evidence showing that confidence does not reliably predict accuracy. This reliance is exemplified in numerous wrongful conviction cases such as Kirk Bloodsworth, who was wrongfully convicted based solely on faulty eyewitness identifications and later exonerated through DNA evidence (Garrett, Convicting the innocent: Where criminal prosecutions go wrong, 2011). Similarly, Malcolm Alexander spent 38 years in prison for a crime he did not commit, also due to eyewitness misidentification (Garrett, 2021), highlighting the severe consequences of juror reliance on eyewitness testimony. The mock eyewitness interviews conducted during class provided explicit insights into these factors, illustrating how witness recall varied significantly despite viewing the same scenario. For instance, discrepancies emerged among eyewitness accounts regarding the suspect's facial hair, with EW1 noting a short beard, EW2 describing a smooth beard, EW3 reporting a clean-shaven individual, and EW4 observing stubble. Additionally, perceived suspect demeanour varied considerably, ranging from EW1's description of the suspect appearing "dodgy" and concerned, EW2 describing a withdrawn expressionless face, to EW4 suggesting the suspect appeared "washed out" and resembled "Shaggy from Scooby-Doo". Such variations highlight the susceptibility of eyewitness memory to contamination and biases, reinforcing concerns about eyewitness reliability in police line-ups. This essay will critically evaluate two primary factors influencing eyewitness decision-making during police line-ups: memory contamination (specifically the misinformation effect) and system variables (such as line-up procedures and instructions). The first section explores how external information can distort memory recall, using schema theory and source monitoring frameworks, supported by empirical research. The second section addresses the procedural aspects of police line-ups, critically examining how variations in instructions and line-up formats affect eyewitness accuracy. Finally, the essay considers interactions between these factors, outlining practical implications for enhancing the reliability of eyewitness identification procedures within the criminal justice system.

Memory is a complex cognitive process comprising encoding (initial perception and attention), storage (retention of information), and retrieval (access to stored information). Each of these stages can be impaired by external factors such as stress (Marr et al., 2021), divided attention (Dewhurst et al., 2007), and environmental disruptions (Bonto & Payne, 1991; Smith & Vela, 1992). Memory contamination, the process by which external information distorts an eyewitness’s original memory, is particularly critical in forensic contexts, where eyewitness testimony significantly influences judicial outcomes. A widely documented example of this phenomenon is the misinformation effect, illustrated by Loftus and Palmer (1974), who demonstrated that subtle changes in language could significantly alter participants' memory of a car accident, affecting their speed estimates. However, methodological limitations exist, as the study utilised a laboratory-based scenario involving participants viewing videos rather than real events. This context lacks genuine emotional involvement and personal stakes, potentially reducing ecological validity and limiting generalisability to actual eyewitness scenarios, where memories are formed under highly emotional and personally significant circumstances (Ihlebæk et al., 2003; Paterson & Kemp, 2006). This raises concerns about the vulnerability of eyewitness memories to suggestive questioning or misleading details. Theoretical explanations, such as Schema Theory (Bartlett, 1932), provide insight into how prior knowledge and expectations shape memory encoding and retrieval, potentially leading to distorted recollections. This theory directly explains discrepancies in the mock eyewitness interviews, such as variations in the suspect’s appearance descriptions; EW1 reported a short beard, whereas EW3 described the suspect as clean-shaven, suggesting schema-driven differences in attention and recall. Similarly, the Source Monitoring Framework (Johnson et al., 1993) proposes that individuals may misattribute external information, such as discussions or media exposure, to their own memories. Although Schema Theory and Source Monitoring Framework both explain memory distortions, they differ in their emphasis. Schema Theory highlights how existing mental frameworks influence encoding and retrieval, potentially causing biased perceptions, while Source Monitoring explicitly focuses on how individuals misattribute the origin of memories. Schema Theory explains the general discrepancies observed in eyewitness reports (e.g., facial hair descriptions), whereas Source Monitoring specifically addresses the origin confusion observed in EW4's recall associating the suspect with a fictional character. However, Schema Theory may oversimplify individual differences in memory retrieval processes, and Source Monitoring may underestimate the role of cultural or situational schemas shaping initial perceptions (Bartlett, 1932; Johnson et al., 1993). This aligns with the contradictory eyewitness descriptions from the mock scenario, including EW4’s association of the suspect with the fictional character "Shaggy from Scooby-Doo," indicating source confusion influenced by existing schemas or cultural references. Empirical research, such as Wright et al. (2000), Gabbert et al. (2003), and Zaragoza et al. (2013), confirms that social interactions, including co-witness discussions, lead to memory conformity, further compromising eyewitness accuracy. Nevertheless, these studies are subject to methodological constraints including artificial task environments, limited ecological validity due to participants' awareness of being observed, and demand characteristics where participants may adjust their behaviour due to experimental cues, potentially inflating conformity effects and misrepresenting the extent to which these findings reflect real-world eyewitness interactions (Foster et al., 1994; Wright et al., 2000; Gabbert et al., 2003). Although this is supported by laboratory experiments, these controlled settings differ significantly from real-world contexts in terms of emotional intensity (Ihlebæk et al., 2003), stress levels (Deffenbacher et al., 2004), real-life stakes (Yuille & Cutshall, 1986) and methodological constraints that potentially limit ecological validity (Głomb, 2022). Further critical comparison between laboratory research and real-world scenarios reveals that laboratory studies often fail to capture the heightened anxiety, emotional arousal, and high stakes present in actual crime situations, potentially limiting their applicability and ecological validity (Houston et al., 2013). Ecological validity remains a critical issue as laboratory findings often involve artificial environments and tasks, lacking the intense emotions, genuine fear, and personal stakes experienced during actual criminal events, potentially limiting generalisability. For instance, laboratory participants typically know they face no genuine legal consequences for errors, unlike real eyewitnesses whose identifications profoundly affect others' lives (Paterson & Kemp, 2006). However, real-world cases, like Ronald Cotton's wrongful conviction due to eyewitness misidentification (Garrett, Convicting the innocent: Where criminal prosecutions go wrong, 2011), illustrate that memory contamination has serious practical implications despite potential ecological limitations in lab studies. Stress specifically affects memory differently, often impairing peripheral details such as clothing or background objects while enhancing recall accuracy of central elements like facial features, heightening susceptibility to errors if multiple individuals share similar central characteristics (Morgan III et al., 2004; Palmer et al., 2013).  Recent studies further clarify these effects, demonstrating that acute stress significantly impairs peripheral detail recall but can enhance central detail encoding, emphasizing the nuanced role stress plays in eyewitness memory accuracy (Sauerland et al., 2016). For instance, Morgan III et al. (2004) demonstrated increased misidentifications under high stress interrogation conditions, where participants subjected to realistic and intense military-style interrogations were more likely to falsely identify an interrogator, illustrating the profound impact stress can have on eyewitness reliability. Although Morgan III et al. (2004) employed realistic military-style interrogations to simulate real-world stress, ethical restrictions inevitably limit how closely laboratory conditions can replicate genuine criminal eyewitness scenarios involving unpredictable stressors and risks. Therefore, the generalisability of these findings to civilian eyewitness contexts may still be questioned (Morgan III et al., 2004; Sauerland et al., 2016). These findings suggest a critical need for careful application of eyewitness testimony in legal settings, highlighting the necessity of safeguards such as blind administration and enhanced interviewing techniques to mitigate memory contamination risks effectively.

System variables refer to factors within the criminal justice system that can be controlled to influence the accuracy of eyewitness identification, including line-up procedures and instructions given to eyewitnesses. Research suggests that the structure of a line-up significantly impacts eyewitness decision-making. For example, Menne et al. (2023) found that lineup size affects the cognitive processes underlying eyewitness decisions. Additionally, clear and unbiased instructions are essential in preventing witnesses from assuming the perpetrator's presence (Malpass & Devine, 1981; Pozzulo & Lindsay, 1998), however, misidentifications persist despite cautionary instructions (Clark, 2012; Clark et al., 2015; Byrd & Burnett Jr, 2021). This highlights that cognitive processes such as relative judgment strategies (Wells, 1984) often override verbal instructions. The Relative Judgment Model (Wells, 1984; Clark et al., 2008) suggests eyewitnesses often compare individuals within the line-up, selecting who most closely resembles their memory rather than relying on absolute recall. In the mock eyewitness interviews, this phenomenon was illustrated through differing descriptions of the suspect’s distinctive features, for instance, EW1 and EW4 provided contrasting accounts of facial hair and overall demeanour, suggesting reliance on comparative rather than absolute memory judgments. This comparative bias likely resulted from procedural issues such as insufficient filler similarity or suggestive instructions implicitly indicating the presence of a suspect, further skewing eyewitness confidence and recall accuracy. This comparative bias likely resulted from the minimal questioning approach used (all witnesses were asked only "what did you see"), potentially allowing schema-driven assumptions or memory gaps to be filled by comparative evaluations rather than accurate memory recall (Baldassari et al., 2023). Signal Detection Theory (Green & Swets, 1966) further explains that line-up accuracy depends on eyewitnesses' ability to discriminate between actual perpetrators and innocent suspects, influenced by factors such as stress (Morgan III et al., 2004), confidence (Wixted & Wells, 2017), and lineup procedures (Steblay et al., 2011). While the Relative Judgment Model explains eyewitness identification by focusing on comparative judgments, Signal Detection Theory emphasises decision thresholds and memory discriminability. Relative Judgment Model effectively accounts for situations where eyewitnesses pick the person who looks most similar to their memory, even if incorrect. However, it does not clearly address how eyewitnesses internally calibrate decision thresholds under varying conditions of uncertainty. Conversely, Signal Detection Theory explicitly addresses how eyewitnesses set decision thresholds based on memory strength but may oversimplify the complex social and comparative dynamics observed in line-ups (Wells, 1984; Wixted & Mickes, 2014). Empirical evidence, such as the work by Wixted & Mickes (2014), demonstrates that lineup procedures (simultaneous versus sequential) significantly affect eyewitness decision thresholds. The debate around simultaneous versus sequential line-ups highlights critical trade-offs (Rotello & Chen, 2016). Sequential line-ups reduce false identifications by promoting absolute judgments, as shown by Steblay et al. (2001), but they may also reduce correct identifications, potentially allowing actual perpetrators to evade detection (Clark, 2012). This trade-off poses practical dilemmas in legal settings, requiring careful consideration when implementing reforms. Standardising line-up procedures, such as ensuring filler suspects closely match witness descriptions, implementing blind administration (where administrators are unaware of the suspect’s identity), and adopting consistent cautionary instructions, are essential methods for reducing procedural bias. Additional practical methods include the use of computerised line-up systems to standardise presentations and employing confidence-rating scales immediately after identification to reduce retrospective biases (Davis et al., 2015). The mock scenario findings provide practical insights within this broader academic debate, illustrating that individual variability, such as contrasting eyewitness descriptions (e.g., EW4 likening the suspect to "Shaggy" versus EW3 recalling a clean-shaven individual) can exacerbate procedural biases in line-ups. These real-world examples underscore the necessity of standardising line-up procedures and instructions to mitigate the impact of individual differences and schema-driven recall distortions (Bartlett, 1932; Loftus et al., 1987). Additionally, source monitoring errors highlighted in the mock interviews, where eyewitnesses drew on different schema-driven expectations, reinforce the importance of accurate questioning techniques (Frankland et al., 2019). Overall, continued research and refinement of line-up procedures are crucial for developing balanced practices that maximise accuracy while minimising wrongful convictions within the legal system.

The interaction between memory contamination and system variables highlights the complexity of eyewitness decision-making, as exposure to misinformation can significantly increase susceptibility to biased line-up procedures. The mock eyewitness interviews clearly illustrate this interaction, for example, discrepancies in descriptions such as EW4 associating the suspect with the fictional character "Shaggy" suggest memory contamination through schema-driven misinformation, potentially leading to biased identification if confronted with suggestive line-up conditions. This underscores the critical need for targeted policy reforms to mitigate wrongful convictions. One key reform involves better control of post-event information by minimising co-witness discussions and reducing suggestive police questioning prior to identification procedures (Gabbert et al., 2003). However, implementing these reforms faces substantial barriers, including the feasibility of controlling informal discussions among witnesses in real-world settings and resistance from law enforcement due to increased procedural complexity and resource demands. Additionally, standardising instructions to explicitly inform witnesses that the perpetrator may not be present and adopting double-blind line-ups, where the administrator is unaware of the suspect’s identity, are essential strategies for reducing unintentional suggestion (Wells et al., 1979). In the UK, reforms under the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 (PACE), specifically Code D, have led to significant procedural changes. For example, traditional live line-ups have largely been replaced by video identification parades, utilizing a national database of video images to select appropriate foils. This system reduces administrator bias and standardizes the identification process (Horry et al., 2013). However, implementing such a system has considerable resource implications, including substantial financial investment in technological infrastructure, ongoing maintenance costs, and comprehensive training for law enforcement personnel to manage and conduct standardized video identification effectively (Horry et al., 2013). Recent evaluations suggest these resource investments are justified by improved eyewitness accuracy rates and reduced wrongful identifications (Horry et al., 2013; Davis et al., 2015). Nevertheless, these practices require significant training, institutional changes, and increased acceptance by law enforcement personnel, posing practical challenges for widespread implementation. By addressing the interactions between memory contamination and system variables, considering both theoretical insights and practical constraints, law enforcement can more effectively enhance eyewitness identification reliability. These reforms, despite implementation challenges, remain critical to maintaining accuracy and fairness in the criminal justice system, ultimately reducing the risk of wrongful convictions.

The fallibility of human memory poses a significant challenge to the integrity of the criminal justice system, especially in the context of eyewitness identification, where errors can result in severe legal outcomes. Memory contamination, notably through the misinformation effect, and system variables, including line-up procedures and instructions, are central to shaping eyewitness decision-making. The mock eyewitness interviews conducted for this analysis offer novel insights, particularly highlighting how individual schemas and source monitoring errors directly contribute to contradictory and biased eyewitness descriptions, such as the differing reports of facial hair and suspect demeanour. These observations reinforce concerns about eyewitness reliability, providing concrete evidence of how memory distortion can impact identification accuracy. Research underscores that external influences, such as misleading post-event information and suggestive identification methods can significantly compromise eyewitness testimony reliability (Lacy & Stark, 2013). Yet, a critical practical implication arising from this analysis is the complexity and challenges associated with adopting recommended procedural reforms in real-world contexts. Implementing practices like double-blind line-ups, standardised instructions, and controlled post-event information is hindered by practical barriers such as limited law enforcement resources, training requirements, and institutional inertia. Law enforcement agencies may face considerable resistance to these reforms, given their additional resource demands and the need for substantial changes in current operational protocols. Moving forward, integrating evidence-based practices, such as improved interviewing techniques like the Cognitive Interview, could enhance memory retrieval accuracy while reducing misinformation susceptibility. However, critically analysing the implementation of the Cognitive Interview reveals additional challenges, such as intensive training requirements, the extended duration needed to conduct thorough interviews, and resistance due to entrenched investigative traditions. Practical strategies for overcoming these institutional barriers include phased introduction through pilot schemes, robust training programs highlighting improved investigative outcomes, and institutional incentives to encourage the adoption and sustainability of new interviewing methodologies (Memon & Bull, 1991; Crossland et al., 2020). By carefully balancing theoretical recommendations with a nuanced understanding of operational constraints, the legal system can significantly enhance eyewitness identification accuracy, reduce the prevalence of wrongful convictions, and promote judicial fairness. Ultimately, the effectiveness of these reforms will depend upon our collective willingness to critically reflect on existing practices and prioritise evidence-based innovations in pursuit of justice.
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Cognition in Action – Mock eyewitness Interview
Below are the typed-up notes from the mock eyewitness scenario interviews that took
place in class on Monday 27th January 2025 based on the image of the scene provided.
Please make explicit reference to this activity and consider the differences in comments
noted by the “eyewitnesses” as part of your essay arguments when linking to the theory
and research of the factors that may influence decisions in a police line-up.
Eyewitness (EW) reports of what they saw in the image:

2

EW 1:
Bookshelves to left
Desk chair
Laptop behind bookshelf
Boxes on floor
To right was bed – not made and covered in clothes
Behind bed was two windows
Room is chaotic
Clothes everywhere – floor, bed
Couldn’t see man’s feet – covered in clothes
Could be a student
Under window was sideboard
Microwave
Food boxes
Posters on wall
Laptop on bed
Curtains drawn bar one
Full of clothes
Looked like a tinder date
He was standing in the middle of the room and looked dodgy
Blue dark washed jeans
Light grey t-shirt
His height was 5.7/5.8 and medium build
Mousy hair a couple of inches long
Short beard and moustache
Left hand was red
Dark and dingy
Looked concerned, shocked he was found out, angry
Could not describe eyes but a decent nose and sharp jaw
Information was on the laptop
Additional points from 
EW 2:
Full head of brown hair
Wouldn’t want to take pictures with him
Face is blank
Mid to high 20s
Colar and neck bones are defined
Looks like a character from call of duty
Looked withdrawn from expression
Puffy straight hair, up
Face was low key hench
Well moisturised – skin care was good
No acne
Beard is smooth
Light modern beard
His body did not match the room
Room looked musty/dusty
Additional points from 

EW 3:
Top was very low cut
Fairly athletic
Room was dark but lamp was on, but it was dim
Loads of books on shelf and around room
Stood dramatically in the middle of the room
No visible crime – just standing there in mess
Clean shaven
Additional points from 
EW 4:
Nothing in hand
Grainy image
Wrinkly blue t-shirt
White
Shaggy brown hair
Stubble on face
Desk in background
Laptop on
Left hand obscured
Staring intently
Red item on floor
Looked washed out
Looked like shaggy from scooby-doo
Skinny
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