



Using the mock eyewitness interview scenarios conducted during the on-campus sessions, critically evaluate from theory and research, factors that can influence eyewitness decision-making during a police line-up.
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Eyewitness testimonies play a crucial role in criminal cases, often providing essential information about the crime scene, the sequence of events, and potential suspects. One of the most well-documented cases of wrongful conviction due to eyewitness misidentification is that of Ronald Cotton (Garrett et al. 2020). Jennifer Thompson, the eyewitness in the case, struggled to confidently recall the suspect during both a photo lineup and a live lineup, leading her to select Cotton because he had the closest resemblance to the perpetrator she had seen. The similarities between Cotton and the actual suspect, combined with subtle but influential suggestions from law enforcement officers during the lineups, led Thompson to become "absolutely certain" in her identification of Cotton during the trial. However, a decade later, DNA evidence conclusively proved that Cotton was innocent, despite Thompson having misidentified him on three separate occasions (Garrett et al. 2020). 
Unfortunately, the case of Ronald Cotton is not unique. Eyewitness misidentifications have played a role in the conviction of many individuals. The heavy reliance on eyewitness testimony to establish key facts in criminal cases can significantly influence the decisions of law enforcement in identifying suspects, as well as the decisions of prosecutors, judges and juries in determining guilt or innocence (Wells et al. 2006). With the advancements in forensic DNA analysis, wrongful conviction organisations and law enforcement agencies have worked to exonerate individuals who were wrongfully convicted. As of 2023, the Innocence Project had successfully overturned 375 wrongful convictions, including 21 cases in which the accused had been sentenced to death (Wells et al. 2006; National Institute of Justice, 2023). Additionally, the National Registry of Exonerations documented over 3,000 wrongful convictions in the United States alone (National Institute of Justice, 2023). These figures highlight the impact that inconsistencies in eyewitness testimonies can have on individuals' lives and the justice system as a whole. 
Given the consequences of eyewitness errors, it is essential to explore the psychological and situational factors that contribute to inaccuracies in witness testimonies. Misidentifications can occur due to various influences, including the witness' motivation to testify, police instructions during the lineup, post-lineup feedback, exposure to new information after the incident, and memory contamination. Additionally, cognitive mechanisms play a crucial role in misidentifications. Concepts such as Signal Detection Theory, Eyewitness confidence theory, and the Optimality Hypothesis, all contribute to the understanding of the complexities of eyewitness errors (Mickes et al. 2025; Seale-Carlisle et al. 2024). 
This essay will critically evaluate both cognitive and situational influences on eyewitness accuracy, with a focus on their implications for forensic psychology and the criminal justice system. Particular attention will be given to police lineup procedures, examining how different lineup formats influence decision-making. Additionally, the discussion will reference findings from the mock eyewitness scenario conducted during an on-campus session as part of this assignment.  

The Signal Detection Theory (SDT; Egan 1958) has been extensively used to explore the cognitive influences of memory and decision-making on eyewitness testimony and police lineups. It has been particularly useful in investigating how variations in lineup procedures and differences in memory quality impact the accuracy of suspect identifications and the likelihood of misidentifying innocent individuals. In their 2014 article, Wixted and Mickes propose that SDT can be applied to eyewitness identification accuracy through two key components: response bias and discriminability. Response bias refers to the tendency for a witness to favour one decision over another, such as being more likely to make identifications even when unsure if it is the right person. Discriminability, on the other hand, refers to the ability to distinguish between the suspect and other lineup members, directly impacting identification accuracy. However, Wixted and Mickes (2014) contend that the traditional method of assessing eyewitness accuracy through counting hits (suspect is present and correctly identified) and false alarms (suspect is absent but witness selects someone) fails to capture the intricacies of the decision-making process. They suggest that this method overlooks the complexities of how witnesses evaluate and process the information presented during the lineups. A central aspect of SDT is the 'memory match strength', which refers to how closely a lineup member resembles the witness' memory of the perpetrator. The stronger the match, the more likely the witness is to identify that person as the suspect (Wixted & Mickes, 2014). This concept explains how eyewitness identification accuracy is not solely determined by the witness' ability to recognise the suspect, but also by the strength of their memory match to the individual in the lineup (Wixted & Mickes, 2014). 
Although signal detection theory has been widely adopted in eyewitness research, particularly police showups, where a witness views a single suspect, its application to lineups where multiple similar-looking individuals are presented is more complex. SDT does not fully account for the role of fillers (non-suspect lineup members) in influencing identification decisions (Lee & Penrod, 2019; Gronlund et al. 2012). Additionally, SDT assumes that lineup decision-making is based solely on distinguishing between a suspect and non-suspect, oversimplifying real-world identification processes. Factors such as cognitive biases, high cognitive load, stress, and emotional responses, for example, encountering someone who triggers traumatic memories, can also influence witness decisions, yet these are not adequately addressed by SDT (Wixted & Mickes, 2014). 
Overall, although SDT offers a useful framework for assessing eyewitness identification accuracy and decision-making, its limitations, such as the oversimplification of decision-making in real-world contexts, highlight the need for more comprehensive models that address all aspects of police lineups and account for the cognitive and emotional factors that can impact identification accuracy. 

As previously noted, both sequential and simultaneous lineups are the most widely used and prevalent methods for conducting police lineups (Dobolyi & Dodson, 2013). The simultaneous lineup, the most common and traditional method, involves presenting the witness with a group of individuals (fillers) who share physical characteristics with the suspect and asking them to identify the person they observed at the crime scene. However, this method is criticised for encouraging relative judgements, leading witnesses to compare the suspect to the other lineup members, and making their decision based on who looks most similar to their memory of the suspect. This can lead to misidentifications as witnesses may choose a lineup member who looks close enough to the suspect, even if they are not the actual perpetrator (Dobolyi & Dodson, 2013; McAdoo & Gronlund, 2016). If the suspect is accurately identified, it is referred to as a correct identification (ID), however, if a filler who is known to be innocent is selected instead, it is considered a false identification (McAdoo & Gronlund, 2016). Presenting a lineup sequentially is believed to reduce the likelihood of relative judgements, enabling witnesses to make absolute comparisons between their memory of the suspect and each lineup member. This method involves displaying images of lineup members one at a time, with the witness being asked to determine whether or not each individual is the suspect before proceeding to the next (Dobolyi & Dodson, 2013). Witnesses are typically not allowed to revisit previous images or alter their responses once they have decided on a lineup member. This minimises the opportunity for revised decisions based on comparisons, reducing the chances of misidentifications and increasing the probability of correctly rejecting lineups that do not include the suspect, without compromising the rate of correct identifications (Dobolyi & Dodson, 2013). 
	
One of the earliest studies comparing the effectiveness of sequential and simultaneous lineups was conducted by Lindsey and Wells (1985), who staged a mock crime involving 240 eyewitnesses. These participants were randomly assigned to identify the suspect using either sequential or simultaneous lineups. Their findings indicated that sequential lineups significantly reduce the rate of misidentifications and false positives in target-absent lineups, where the main suspect was not present in the lineup, compared to simultaneous lineups (Kellen & McAdoo, 2022). This is a key test to evaluate the effectiveness of lineup formats, as it challenges the ability of the witness to correctly reject innocent individuals (Kellen & McAdoo, 2022; Lindsey & Wells, 1985). A study conducted by Wright (2007) examined the effectiveness of simultaneous versus sequential lineups in relation to eyewitness accuracy, while also considering participant beliefs, such as belief in guilt and verdicts. The study involved 340 undergraduate students, who were divided into seven conditions. The results of the study indicated that while both simultaneous and sequential lineups produced similar overall outcomes, sequential lineups led to more accurate identifications. This was because witnesses in sequential lineups were more likely to make absolute judgements and were less likely to be influenced by comparisons with other lineup members. Additionally, the study found that positive identifications were associated with stronger beliefs in guilty verdicts, with participants showing a higher likelihood of believing in the suspect's guilt when an identification was made, as opposed to when no identification occurred. Wright (2007) suggested that eyewitness confidence could be a key misleading factor in identification accuracy, as participants believed they had selected the correct suspect, even when they had not. However, given that this study was conducted in a laboratory setting with university students, it lacks ecological validity and does not adequately replicate real-world eyewitness scenarios. The experimental procedure fails to capture the real-life conditions, as the participants may have responded differently had they been exposed to an actual crime and undergone a lineup in a police station, where psychological factors such as stress and trauma would likely influence their decision-making process. 

Social factors can significantly influence how an eyewitness approaches a lineup. For example, lineup administrators or police officers who may already have a suspect in mind can inadvertently affect an eyewitness's decision, whether explicitly or implicitly.  (Clark et al. 2009). The officer's beliefs about the case can be conveyed to the witnesses, influencing their behaviour and potentially altering their judgement and the way they identify the individual they believe they observed during the crime. Law enforcement agencies have stated that police officers should not assist or influence the decision of an eyewitness at any stage of the lineup process (Clark et al. 2013). However, there are still instances where officers violate these protocols, either directly or indirectly, usually by suggesting or implying who they believe the suspect is. This can lead to the unwarranted influence of the witness, potentially swaying them or even intimidating them into making an identification that aligns with the officer's view of the case (Clark et al. 2013). To address this issue, instructions provided by the police or lineup administrator must remain unbiased, although ensuring this at all times can be challenging. Additionally, to further minimise the risk of unintentional influence, the administrator should be unaware of the suspect's identity or location within the lineup (Clark et al. 2009). This helps reduce the likelihood of the administrator giving off subtle cues, either verbal or non-verbal, that may inadvertently indicate whether the witness's identification is correct or incorrect. The communication between the administrator and eyewitness can also influence the witness' confidence (Clark et al. 2009). Positive or negative feedback provided during the lineup process, such as requests for clarification, can be interpreted in various ways depending on the tone or manner in which it is delivered. Similarly, information conveyed to the witness, such as being told that the suspect is present in the lineup, can inadvertently boost their confidence and potentially affect their identification decision (Clark et al. 2009). 
	To explore this further, Clark and colleagues (2013) conducted a study to investigate how the behaviours of lineup administrators can influence the outcomes of eyewitness identification. In their experiment, participants were shown a simulated crime and then presented with either a target-present or target-absent lineup. The lineup administrators had undergone two weeks of training for their roles and were assigned one of three conditions: the silent condition, where they remained silent throughout the process; the cautionary statement condition, where they made cautionary statements before the lineup was viewed; and the prompting condition, where the administrator encouraged the witness to identify the person in the lineup who appeared the most similar to the suspect (Clark et al. 2013). The study revealed that the cautionary condition led to an increase in both correct and false identifications. Although the intent was to remain unbiased, the cautionary statement unknowingly raised the likelihood of witnesses selecting a suspect, even in lineups when no actual suspect was present. Similarly, the prompting condition resulted in the highest rate of false identifications, as the administrator encouraged the witness to select the individual who seemed the most similar to the perpetrator. This encouragement increased the likelihood of the witness making an identification, even when the suspect was absent. In contrast, the silent condition resulted in fewer false identifications compared to the two other conditions, with witnesses also rejecting more lineups when the suspect was not present (Clark et al. 2013). This highlights the significant impact that a comment, opinion, or even a subtle direction from the lineup administrator or police officer can have on a witness's decision-making process. Similar to the sequential versus simultaneous lineup studies, conducting research on crime scene scenarios within laboratory settings, with undergraduate participants, lacks ecological validity and fails to represent a broader population. Relying on a homogeneous group of university students does not account for the diverse range of eyewitnesses that are involved in real-life criminal cases, where variations in age, education level and cognitive abilities can influence decision-making. Moreover, in such research studies, participants are aware that they are observing a crime simulation, which likely leads to them paying more attention to details. In contrast, during actual crime situations, witnesses are often unaware that they are about to witness a crime, which means they may not be prepared to focus on retaining details or information, particularly if the event is dangerous or traumatic. Therefore, it is difficult to determine whether these fictional scenarios accurately reflect real-life situations and whether the findings can be effectively applied to real-world contexts. 

As part of this assignment, a mock eyewitness task was conducted where students worked in pairs, with one acting as the witness and the other as the investigator. The witness viewed a crime scene image, and the investigator was instructed to ask only one question: what they saw. However, not all investigators followed this rule, much like the administrator bias, and asked for more details. Once the witness' observations were recorded, they were shared with other pairs, creating a broader but conflicting view of the scene and the suspect. When investigators were shown a simultaneous lineup (images) of the suspect, the conflicting details from multiple witnesses made the identifying process much more complicated, leading to some guessing and choosing the suspect who they thought fit the description the best. This demonstrated the many factors that can influence the judgement and decision-making process during a lineup, factors that are often present in real-life scenarios. 

In conclusion, cognitive, emotional, and social factors, such as memory strength, lineup procedure, and witness confidence, play crucial roles in the accuracy of eyewitness identifications. Theoretical frameworks like Signal Detection Theory provide valuable insights into the decision-making process, yet real-world factors, including stress, bias, and the influence of lineup instructions and feedback, can significantly affect the reliability of eyewitness testimony. Understanding these factors and how to mitigate their effects is essential for ensuring criminal cases are handled appropriately and that the correct suspect is identified, reducing the number of wrongful convictions. Future research should focus further on exploring the emotional influences of being an eyewitness and how these factors impact the outcomes of lineups. 
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