	
	
	



Critically evaluate the contribution of psychological theory and evidence in aiding our understanding of judicial processes from the choice of processes provided.

[bookmark: _Int_iMLNTeZE]Eyewitness testimony is a crucial part of many court cases. It is the first-hand account of a crime committed, explained by someone who witnessed it at the time of being committed. The issue with eyewitness testimony is that not all accounts are equal; meaning that some witnesses might be more or less convincing based on the way they present themselves and their recalling of the event in question. Eyewitnesses that identify who they claim to be the culprit are typically seen as being more accurate, (Dodson et al, 2023). These slight influences that can persuade a jury can potentially lead to miscarriages of justice and thus, must be scrutinised so that we can understand how to make the correct judgements when it comes to court cases involving witnesses. 
The Atkinson Shiffrin multi-store model, (Atkinson and Shiffrin, 1968), is a memory model which involves three types of memory stores, sensory, short-term memory (STM), and long-term memory (LTM). Information first flows in as sensory memory, and if attention is paid to that, then it moves to STM, if that information is rehearsed then it can move to LTM. This model states that only what is paid attention to will be moved onto the STM, so in a situation where a weapon is present the attention of the witness could be brought away from factors that might help to identify the suspect, such as their appearance, (Loftus, 1979). This will greatly reduce the witness's ability to accurately recall how the suspect looks and how precise they can be in picking the correct person out of a lineup. 
[bookmark: _Int_IX6tctHp]To further this, Endel Tulving, (1972) suggested that LTM is made up of two different types of memories; semantic and episodic memories. Episodic memories relate to a specific experience or event that are associated with a time and/or place, involving contextual details such as events that took place, where they happened and when. Semantic memory is information stored that is not based upon personal experience and is therefore less susceptible to distortion. Episodic memory is the type of memory that a witness would call upon to recount the details of what happened to a court. Because of the individual nature of episodic memory, it is more susceptible to being rewritten, (Loftus, 1979). Memory is not static in how it is stored, it is very susceptible to alterations due to discussion of the memories and leading questions, (Loftus, 2005). They can be altered such as in Loftus’ car crash study, (1974), where participants were asked to watch a video of a car crash. When asked to recall the crash at a later date, different terms were used to describe the two cars, with each term describing the event in increased severity. The participants were more likely to report broken glass, which was not present, as well as having a higher estimate of how fast the car was travelling when the collision took place. Even though this study took place some time ago, it is still seen as solid evidence that memories are very vulnerable to manipulation and therefore cannot always be trusted. 
However, there is evidence to suggest that this is not always the case. Another study took place in Vancouver where witnesses to a real shooting were interviewed five months after the crime took place, (Yuille and Cutshall, 1986). The participants still recalled the evens with great accuracy despite the interviewer intentionally asking leading questions. This is a very strong counter argument to Loftus’, as this study has great ecological validity due to the participants being present during a real crime as opposed to watching a video in a laboratory setting. 
[bookmark: _Int_hbrHjH6q]As previously mentioned, misinformation and leading questions can lead to memories being distorted, especially through selective descriptions of said event, as per Loftus and Palmer’s, (1974) car crash experiment. Meaning that information that might be suggested to witnesses may alter their memories and affect how accurately they can recall that information in court. It has also been suggested in other research that immediately recalling an event might magnify any misinformation that is later given to witnesses, (Chan et al, 2009). As well as interim questioning and placing emphasis on vital details within an event can greatly increase the likelihood of misinformation altering the participant’s recall ability, (Thomas et al, 2017). Another study showed that participants were more likely to recall items that were not present in a video when they discussed what they had saw before taking a memory recall test, (Gabbert et al, 2003). This could suggest that discussing what was seen might reinforce what the participant thought they saw, even if that was correct, resulting in them being confident of their account. These research findings show that there are many ways in which an eyewitness might be subjected to conditions that might alter how they remember an event. The way in which questions are worded and how the witness is questioned has a great effect on their recall accuracy. There is however the issue that these studies all took place within a laboratory setting, meaning they lack ecological validity. They are also subject to demand characteristics, as the motive of the studies here might be easy for a participant to surmise. However, all of these studies do have great internal validity. 
Recall can also be altered by individual aspects of a crime scene, details that cannot be controlled and can possibly have a great impact on memory accuracy, one of these is weapon focus. People who witness a crime where a weapon is clearly visible might have greater difficulty memorising any identifying features of the perpetrator, (Kramer et al, 1990). Furthermore, the amount of time that the weapon is visible also has an influence on how great of an effect this has. This corroborates with the Atkinson-Shiffrin multi-store model, (Atkinson and Shiffrin, 1968) suggesting that the witness is paying more attention to the danger in the situation as opposed to how they can identify the perpetrator and thus aren’t able to store that information in long-term memory.
[bookmark: _Int_6T7My2dE]Stress is also a factor that must be considered when discussing mitigating effects on eyewitness testimonies. Research suggests that both high and low levels of stress are associated with poor recollection of an event, however, a moderate amount of stress is enough to arouse an individual’s focus to memorise an event in greater detail, (Deffenbacher et al, 2004). Even being exposed to a perpetrators face for thirty minutes can yield very poor results on their identity from witnesses due to the stress of the situation, (Morgan et al, 2004). This is another factor that greatly affects eyewitness testimony that cannot be controlled. Although some studies have found situations in which eyewitness’ have been in a high stress situation and have maintained a highly detailed recall, (Yuille & Cutshall, 1986). Due to the contradicting evidence that research has produced, it is difficult to say whether or not stress has a great impact on eyewitnesses recall or not. More research is needed with greater ecological validity to fully determine the answer to this. However, getting that ecological validity is very difficult, as researchers have to use participants that have been involved in a real crime, which has many ethical implications. 
[bookmark: _Int_MppzC8WV]There are however, methods that police can use to interview witnesses to minimise how they might have an effect on their ability to correctly remember the events of a crime. The cognitive interview, (Fisher & Griselman, 1992), was created to give police a tool to interview witnesses to allow them to remember with greater accuracy and detail. This involved practices such as restoring the context of a crime, so that the witness is able to put themselves back into the situation, reversing the order of events, so that the police know that the story is staying consistent, and changing the perspective of the witness. This involves recalling the events from another person's perspective, again to ensure that the story is staying consistent. There is evidence for this method causing an increase of accuracy among eyewitness accounts, (Memon et al, 2010), with there being an even greater benefit to older witnesses. There is also evidence to suggest that this method of interview also works with adults with intellectual disabilities, (Clarke et al, 2013). However there is not a great deal of evidence to suggest that cognitive interviews work well in the context of helping earwitnesses identify the voice of a perpetrator, (Memon et al, 1999). There has also been research that suggests that cognitive interviews might not be any more effective than structured interviews, (Memon et al, 1997). While both groups of participants that were interviewed with those techniques successfully recalled more information than the control group, they also recalled more errors and more fabricated details of the scene. This could further suggest that while cognitive interviews are successful in assisting correct recall, they can also reinforce incorrect information, resulting in a disctorted version of the actual events. The other issue with cognitive interviews is that they do prove to be time consuming, as well as requiring a great deal of training for an officer, ultimately costing the police more to conduct these interviews. With that being said, it is arguably one of the best options we have at the current time for interviewing witnesses. 
The law in the UK has been changed to allow for vulnerable witnesses to give more accurate evidence in court; the youth justice and criminal evidence act (1999) ensures that anyone giving an eyewitness testimony who is either under the age of 18 and/or suffers from a mental or physical disorder that might impede their ability to give evidence has the ability to give evidence through a video recording or behind a screen to reduce their stress and allow for more accurate accounts, (section 28). This shows that law makers are aware of how people might be affected by the psychological effects of stress and of memory alteration and is a step in the right direction. There is also an act in place to reduce the likelihood of mistakenly identifying the wrong person as a culprit, (PACE code D, 2017), whereby a recording of the suspects description is taken before any indentification procedure takes place, to ensure they match up, as well as officers having the responsibility to state that in a lineup the culprit might not be present. 
In conclusion, this is a very complicated topic with many potential confounding variables that could make a testimony more or less reliable, but it is an aspect of the judicial system that cannot be replaced by anything else and must be refined to ensure that as few mistakes are made as possible. It has been shown that memory is not static and can be easily manipulated and altered, (Loftus, 2005), which will always lead to complications in this context. There are many different variables that are nearly impossible to control, such as weapon focus and stress. This means that eyewitness testimonies can never be perfected and cannot be taken as absolute truth without other evidence. But, there are variables that can be better controlled, such as how interviewing may have an effect on the distortion of memories, leading to less accurate recall, (Loftus & Palmer, 1974). This can be done through better interviewing techniques, (Memon et al, 2010), and can yield better results if done so properly. That does not mean that the testimonies from those interviews are not subject to some memory distortion, (Memon et al, 1997), but it does mean that they are better than they would be through traditional interviewing techniques. This along with law reforms that outline how a person can be identified as a perpetrator to avoid misidentification, and laws to protect vulnerable witnesses is on the path to bringing eyewitness testimony closer to the end goal of being as accurate as possible. It can never be a perfect form of evidence, but can be improved to increase its efficacy. 
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