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Eyewitness memory holds a position of considerable influence in the process of criminal investigations as well as in the decision-making process in the legal arena. Despite its apparent credibility in the legal arena, the bulk of the research in the field of cognitive psychology has established that the human memory does not literally record information in the way it seems. Rather, the dominant view in the field of psychology is that the human memory is a reconstructive process that is subject to numerous distortions as a result of perceptual as well as cognitive constraints (Loftus, 1979). 
The purpose of this essay is to evaluate the cognitive factors that affect eyewitness memory with the help of established theoretical frameworks as well as observations from the in-class mock eyewitness scenario and the mock police line-up exercise. In this regard, eyewitness memory can be defined as the recollection of an event that an individual has observed firsthand. On the other hand, cognitive factors can be defined as the mental processes that govern the process of information storage as well as retrieval. Although numerous variables have been shown to affect eyewitness accuracy, including emotional arousal, social influence, and individual differences, this essay adopts a focused analytical approach by examining three interrelated cognitive factors: encoding conditions and attentional allocation during event perception, the impact of post-event information and reconstructive memory processes, and decision-making mechanisms involved in identification procedures (Loftus & Palmer, 1974; Wells, 1984).
Grounding this discussion in the eyewitness accounts and identification materials supplied within the module provides an applied framework through which theoretical claims can be evaluated. The variability, inconsistencies, and inferential elements evident in participants’ recollections highlight the practical manifestation of cognitive principles documented within the literature. Through integrating theory, research, and observed outcomes, this essay argues that eyewitness memory is best conceptualised as a dynamic cognitive process systematically shaped by mechanisms operating at multiple stages of remembering.


A basic principle of cognitive psychology is that the accuracy of memory is subject to certain limitations due to encoding processes. This is defined as the process by which information is converted from a physical input to a mental representation. Any limitations occurring during this process have a subsequent impact on recall that cannot be compensated for during the retrieval process (Broadbent, 1958). A key feature of human cognition is that it is subject to limitations in attentional capacity; therefore, we can only process a certain amount of information from our environment. This has a subsequent impact on eyewitness memory, which is subject to the allocation of resources due to the witnessing process (Loftus, 1979), thus challenging our initial assumptions about the process.
The patterns identified in the mock eyewitnesses serve as an example of the encoding limitations. Despite the fact that the subjects were exposed to the same visual stimulus, recollections of the target subject and the surrounding environment showed considerable variations. Inconsistencies were mainly noted in the recollections of the subject's clothing, face, and the surrounding objects. This is theoretically in line with the idea that the level of perceptual clarity has a direct impact on the accuracy of the encoding process (Loftus, 1979). Dim lighting conditions affect the level of visual discrimination, which in turn affects the encoding of the necessary details required for accurate person perception. It also shows that when the visual stimulus is degraded, it not only weakens how strongly it is remembered but also changes the nature and quality of how it is stored in memory. 
Mechanisms of attentional allocation provide another possible explanation. The original information processing models argued that the operation of the attentional systems was subject to extreme capacity constraints, filtering the information received from the senses (Broadbent, 1958). More recent information processing models, such as Feature Integration Theory, argue that the process of object perception requires the allocation of attentional resources in order to bind disparate features of perception (Treisman & Gelade, 1980). In the context of a visually rich environment, it is possible that the allocation of attentional resources could be captured by contextual information in the scene, therefore limiting the processing of other information. The eyewitness account materials highlighted that many participants offered detailed descriptions of the environmental clutter while offering relatively little information regarding the faces in the scene. This pattern suggests that participants directed their attention towards the most visually salient elements of the scene, rather than identifying the elements that were most important for identifying the individuals present. 
The selective attention effects found within the eye witness statements are similar to the weapon focus research. The research by Steblay (1992), which was a meta-analysis of selective attention effects on memory, found that selective attention to stimuli reduces memory of unattended information. Although no weapon was present, the visual complexity of the scene may have been the cause of selective attention. Research has shown that selective attention is not just for threat but may be for novelty or ambiguity. The fact that the eye witness accounts focused on the disorder of the room and the target’s demeanour may suggest that cognitive appraisal may have played a role. This further supports the idea that encoding distortions are not random errors but are predictable outcomes of attention prioritisation mechanisms.
Despite the strong theoretical and empirical support for the encoding-based explanations, critical evaluation points to some important limitations. Laboratory-based research into attention and perception is greatly aided by the high internal validity that kind of research is afforded. The precise nature of visual and cognitive variables is easily controlled in these types of settings. However, there are some concerns regarding the level of ecological validity. The conditions under which witnessing occurs in the real world are dynamic in nature. There are also emotional arousal and motivation factors that are not represented in the laboratory setting. Individual differences in attentional control and perceptual sensitivity are also important variables that may not be sufficiently represented in the laboratory setting. Nevertheless, the strong body of evidence points to the fact that conditions during encoding have a fundamental impact on the reliability of eyewitness memory. The classroom observations detailed in the eye witness accounts provided as examples were very much in line with the predictions.
The explanation for eyewitness memory distortions in terms of the limitation in encoding is not sufficient because contemporary cognitive theory is based on the idea that remembering is reconstructive in nature. Bartlett’s theory of remembering (1932) revolutionised the traditional approach to understanding memory as reproductive in nature. Instead, the theory suggested that remembering is reconstructive in nature. Schemas are organised knowledge structures that are developed through experience to aid in understanding, but may also result in systematic distortion. Thus, the process of remembering is not simply the retrieval of the stored visual image but is dynamic in nature. The theory has important implications for eyewitness memory, especially in situations where the event or the stimulus is ambiguous in nature.
Clearly, reconstructive processes are evident within the eyewitness accounts provided in relation to the presented mock scenario. It was common for the eyewitnesses to provide interpretative information, which was not necessarily related to the more visual aspects of the scenario, such as the state of the room and the characteristics of the target individual. For example, the eyewitness accounts provided, which indicated that the room had been “ransacked,” despite the relative lack of diagnostic information, are related to schema theory. Schema theory indicates that individuals, when provided with incomplete or ambiguous visual input, are likely to engage in the process of making sense of the situation using existing knowledge structures, which are then incorporated into memory (Alba & Hasher, 1983). For example, the state of the room, which was cluttered, is likely to elicit a schema related to the act of theft.
Evidence for reconstructive memory processes has been well-supported within the misinformation paradigm. For instance, Loftus and Palmer (1974) found that minor changes to post-event linguistic information influenced participants' memory for the event. This was further evidence to suggest that memory representations are easily influenced and changed (Loftus, 2005). Although the eyewitness accounts are not the result of misinformation, the nature of the misinformation within these accounts follows the patterns of misinformation found within the misinformation paradigm. The modification of memory does not have to be influenced by external factors; rather, it may be influenced by internal inference and interpretation. The nature of the eyewitness accounts follows this process; it would seem that the witnesses have interpreted the environment in a particular way.
The construct of reconstructive memory is further supported by research on the subject of subjective confidence and the experience of memory. In this regard, Loftus (2005) pointed out the importance of understanding the fact that people are often found to express high subjective confidence in memories that contain inaccuracies. This point is more important when examining the eyewitness accounts, which show high confidence in the interpretations of the information. Reconstructed memories often feel consistent and logical, which makes their mistakes hard to notice just by thinking about them. As a result, the witnesses are not aware of the fact that the information is generated through inference.
Despite the clear implications of the reconstructive memory theory, a critical analysis reveals the limitations of the theory. There are also claims from some scholars that the misinformation effect in a lab situation may partly result from response bias or demand characteristics rather than the permanent change in the representation of the memory. There are also differences in the level of susceptibility to misinformation. Nevertheless, the consistent findings strongly support the idea of the reconstructive nature of the memory. The types of misinformation present in the eyewitness testimonies are in accordance with the predictions of the theory.
Eyewitness identification tasks impose cognitive demands that are more than memory processes, involving decisions that require making judgments in the face of uncertainty. Signal Detection Theory has been the dominant approach in accounting for eyewitness identification decisions, proposing that identification decisions reflect discriminations based on memory strength signals rather than the retrieval of memory representations (Wixted & Mickes, 2014). Witnesses need to make decisions about the familiarity of a face, deciding whether the familiarity experienced by the face is due to memory or due to perceptual and contextual factors. Decision criteria have been shown to be important in eyewitness identification, which points to the fact that accuracy depends on judgment processes.
The mock police line-up materials provided as part of the module provide an example of how these cognitive processes may be seen in operation. The need to identify the target from visually similar alternatives provides conditions in which discrimination may be difficult. Relative judgment theory suggests that witnesses may often rely upon relative judgment, choosing the person who most resembles their memory of the target relative to the other people in the line-up, rather than making absolute judgments (Moreland, 2020). These types of judgment increase the probability of false identifications, especially if the target is absent. Additionally, if the initial conditions of viewing were poor, witnesses may be reliant upon generalised familiarity effects. Based upon the inconsistency and uncertainty apparent in the eyewitness accounts, it is possible that these identification decisions may be subject to mental shortcuts.
Research into the identification accuracy has offered strong empirical evidence for this explanation. Wells & Olson (2003) stressed that identification ability is influenced by the quality of memory and decision strategies, with the structure of the line-up having a large impact. When the options have overlapping information, witnesses tend to find it hard to distinguish between the targets and the fillers, making them likely to use relative similarity judgments. This process underscores the point that identification errors can’t be explained by memory failure alone but by cognitive decision processes that can be anticipated.
Confidence judgments add another layer of complexity to the interpretation of identification evidence. Confidence, while being intuitively related to accuracy, has been shown to be conditionally related to accuracy and subject to distortion in empirical studies (Wixted & Wells, 2017). Feedback, testing, and context may increase confidence regardless of accuracy. Therefore, high-confidence choices should not be taken to mean accuracy, especially when encoding quality is low.
Although there is considerable theoretical and empirical support for these cognitive explanations of identification, upon closer examination, it’s clear to see that they are limited. While these laboratory studies possess high internal validity, they might not adequately portray emotional and motivational factors that are present in actual forensic situations. Individual differences in face recognition ability are another source of limitation. However, it can be concluded that there is considerable support for the idea that identification is a product of cognition that is not limited to the accuracy of memory. The materials used in mock line-ups demonstrate how judgment strategies, similarity, and decision criteria can influence eyewitness performance.
This essay has asserted that eyewitness memory should be considered an active process of reconstruction, driven by cognitive mechanisms that are active throughout the process of memory. As has been shown, the conditions of encoding are restricted by fundamental limitations of attention, as well as perception, which limit the quality of memory (Broadbent, 1958; Loftus, 1979). The inconsistency of the eyewitness accounts, as provided by the scenario, supports this, as the differing descriptions of the scene highlight the influence of attentional factors. It is clear, then, that memory inaccuracies are often due to perception, as opposed to other stages of memory.
Additionally, the reconstructive nature of memory itself contributes to memory distortion. The inference and interpretation of memory, in accordance with schema-based information, play a crucial role in memory distortion. This occurs especially when the information presented is ambiguous. The inferential aspects of the information presented in the eyewitness testimony illustrate the ways in which people tend to impose meaning on incomplete information. This is in line with the empirical evidence of misinformation effects (Loftus & Palmer, 1974; Loftus, 2005).
Finally, identification processes impose additional cognitive demands. Decision-making processes and strategies of judgment are known to affect identification outcomes independently of memory strength (Wells, 1984; Wixted & Mickes, 2014). The mock line-up materials used here to support our argument point to how relative comparison and similarity may impact identification processes, with cognitive criteria affecting eyewitness performance.
Collectively, these findings indicate that eyewitness inaccuracy is a function of systematic cognitive processes that are amenable to clear explanation, as opposed to error or randomness. This analysis emphasises the importance of viewing eyewitness evidence as a necessary exercise in caution, as well as supporting the ongoing role of cognitive research in informing legal practice.
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