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Abstract

The confidence that eyewit-
nesses express in their lineup
identifications of criminal sus-
pects has a large impact on
criminal proceedings. Many
convictions of innocent people
can be attributed in large part
to confident but mistaken eye-
witnesses. Although reason-
able correlations between
confidence and accuracy can
be obtained under certain con-
ditions, confidence is governed
by some factors that are unre-
lated to accuracy. An under-
standing of these confidence
factors helps establish the con-
ditions under which confi-
dence and accuracy are related
and leads to important practi-
cal recommendations for crimi-
nal justice proceedings.
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Mistaken identification by eye-
witnesses was the primary evi-
dence used to convict innocent
people whose convictions were
later overturned by forensic DNA
tests (Scheck, Neufeld, & Dwyer,
2000; Wells et al., 1998). The eye-
witnesses in these cases were very
persuasive because on the witness
stand they expressed extremely
high confidence that they had iden-
tified the actual perpetrator. Long
before DNA exoneration cases be-
gan unfolding in the 1990s, how-
ever, eyewitness researchers in
psychology were finding that con-

fidence is not a reliable indicator of
accuracy and warning the justice
system that heavy reliance on eye-
witness’s confidence in their iden-
tifications might lead to the convic-
tion of innocent people.

Studies have consistently dem-
onstrated that the confidence an
eyewitness expresses in an identifi-
cation is the major factor determin-
ing whether people will believe
that the eyewitness made an accu-
rate identification. The confidence
an eyewitness expresses is also en-
shrined in the criteria that the U.S.
Supreme Court used 30 years ago
(and that now guide lower courts)
for deciding the accuracy of an eye-
witness’s identification in a land-
mark case. Traditionally, much of
the experimental work examining
the relation between confidence
and accuracy in eyewitness identi-
fication tended to frame the ques-
tion as “What is the correlation be-
tween confidence and accuracy?” as
though there were some single, true
correlation value. Today, eyewitness
researchers regard the confidence-
accuracy relation as something that
varies across circumstances. Some
of these circumstances are outside
the control of the criminal justice
system, but some are determined
by the procedures that criminal jus-
tice personnel control.

A GENERAL FRAMEWORK
FOR CONFIDENCE-
ACCURACY RELATIONS

It has been fruitful to think
about eyewitness accuracy and
eyewitness confidence as variables
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that are influenced by numerous
factors, some of which are the same
and some of which are different.
We expect confidence and accuracy
to be more closely related when the
variables that are influencing accu-
racy are also influencing confi-
dence than when the variables in-
fluencing accuracy are different
from those influencing confidence.
Consider, for instance, the variable
of exposure duration (i.e., how
long the eyewitness viewed the
culprit while the crime was com-
mitted). An eyewitness who
viewed the culprit for a long time
during the crime should be more
accurate than one who had only a
brief view. Furthermore, the longer
view could be a foundation for the
eyewitness to feel more confident
in the identification, either because
the witness has a more vivid and
fluent memory from the longer du-
ration or because the witness infers
his or her accuracy from the long
exposure duration. Hence, the cor-
relation between confidence and
accuracy should be higher the
more variation there is in the expo-
sure duration across witnesses
(Read, Vokey, & Hammersley,
1990). Suppose, however, that
some eyewitnesses were reinforced
after their identification decision
(e.g., “Good job. You are a good
witness.”), whereas others were
given no such reinforcement. Such
postidentification reinforcement
does nothing to make witnesses
more accurate, but dramatically in-
flates their confidence (Wells &
Bradfield, 1999).

Eyewitness confidence can be
construed simply as the eyewit-
ness’s belief, which varies in de-
gree, about whether the identifica-
tion was accurate or not. This belief
can have various sources, both in-
ternal and external, that need not
be related to accuracy. Shaw and
his colleagues, for example, have
shown that repeated questioning of
eyewitnesses about mistaken mem-
ories does not make the memories
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more accurate but does inflate the
eyewitnesses’ confidence in those
memories (Shaw, 1996; Shaw &
McLure, 1996). Although the pre-
cise mechanisms for the repeated-
questioning effect are not clear
(e.g., increased commitment to the
mistaken memory vs. increased
fluidity of the response), these re-
sults illustrate a dissociation be-
tween variables affecting confi-
dence and variables affecting
accuracy.

It is useful to think about broad
classes of variables that could be
expected to drive confidence and
not accuracy, or to drive accuracy
and not confidence, or to drive
both variables. It is even possible to
think about variables that could
decrease accuracy while increas-
ing confidence. Consider, for in-
stance, coincidental resemblance.
Mistaken identifications from line-
ups occur primarily when the ac-
tual culprit is not in the lineup.
Suppose there are two such line-
ups, one in which the innocent sus-
pect does not highly resemble the
real culprit and a second in which
the innocent suspect is a near clone
(coincidental resemblance) of the
real culprit. The second lineup will
result not only in an increased rate
of mistaken identification com-
pared with the first lineup, but also
in higher confidence in that mis-
take. In this case, a variable that de-
creases accuracy (resemblance of an
innocent suspect to the actual cul-
prit) serves to increase confidence.

THE CORRELATION,
CALIBRATION, AND
INFLATION OF CONFIDENCE

Although many individual stud-
ies have reported little or no rela-
tion between eyewitnesses’ confi-
dence in their identifications and
the accuracy of their identifica-
tions, an analysis that statistically
combined individual studies indi-

cates that the confidence-accuracy
correlation might be as high as
+.40 when the analysis is restricted
to individuals who make an identi-
fication (vs. all witnesses; see
Sporer, Penrod, Read, & Cutler,
1995). How useful is this correla-
tion for predicting accuracy from
confidence? In some ways, a corre-
lation of .40 could be considered
strong. For instance, when overall
accuracy is 50%, a .40 correlation
would translate into 70% of the
witnesses with high confidence be-
ing accurate and only 30% of the
witnesses with low confidence be-
ing accurate. As accuracy deviates
from 50%, however, differences in
accuracy rates between witnesses
with high and low confidence will
diminish even though the correla-
tion remains .40.

Another way to think about a
40 correlation is to compare it with
something that people experience
in daily life, namely the correlation
between a person’s height and a per-
son’s gender. Extrapolating from
males” and females’ average height
and standard deviation (69.1, 63.7,
and 5.4 in., respectively; Department
of Health and Human Services,
n.d.) yields a correlation between
height and gender of +.43. Notice
that the correlation between height
and gender is quite similar to the
correlation between eyewitnesses’
identification confidence and accu-
racy. Thus, if eyewitnesses’ identi-
fications are accurate 50% of the
time, we would expect to encoun-
ter a highly confident mistaken eye-
witness (or a nonconfident accu-
rate eyewitness) about as often as
we would encounter a tall female
(or a short male).

Although the eyewitness-identi-
fication literature has generally
used correlation methods to ex-
press the statistical association be-
tween confidence and accuracy, it
is probably more forensically valid
to use calibration and overconfi-
dence/underconfidence measures
rather than correlations (Brewer,
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Keast, & Rishworth, 2002; Juslin,
Olson, & Winman, 1996). In effect,
the correlation method (specifically,
point-biserial correlation) expresses
the degree of statistical associa-
tion by calculating the difference in
confidence (expressed in terms of
the standard deviation) between
accurate and inaccurate witnesses.
Calibration, on the other hand, as-
sesses the extent to which an eye-
witness’s confidence, expressed as
a percentage, matches the probabil-
ity that the eyewitness is correct.
Overconfidence reflects the extent
to which the percentage confidence
exceeds the probability that the eye-
witness is correct (e.g., 80% confi-
dence and 60% probability correct),
and underconfidence reflects the
extent to which the percentage con-
fidence underestimates the proba-
bility that the eyewitness is correct
(e.g., 40% confidence and 60%
probability correct). Juslin et al.
pointed out that the confidence-
accuracy correlation can be quite
low even when calibration is high.
Work by Juslin et al. (1996) indi-
cates that eyewitnesses can be well
calibrated at times, but recent ex-
periments (Wells & Bradfield,
1999) illustrate a problem that can
arise when trying to use percent-
age confidence expressed by wit-
nesses to infer the probability that
their identifications are accurate. In
a series of experiments, eyewit-
nesses were induced to make mis-
taken identifications from lineups
in which the culprit was absent
and were then randomly assigned
to receive confirming “feedback”
telling them that they identified the
actual suspect or to receive no
feedback at all. Later, these wit-
nesses were asked how certain
they were at the time of their iden-
tification (i.e., how certain they
were before the feedback). Those
who did not receive confirming
feedback gave average confidence
ratings of less than 50%, but those
receiving confirming feedback
gave average confidence ratings of
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over 70%. Because all of these eye-
witnesses had made mistaken
identifications, even the no-feed-
back witnesses were overconfi-
dent, but the confirming-feedback
witnesses were especially overcon-
fident. Confidence inflation is a dif-
ficult problem in actual criminal
cases because eyewitnesses are
commonly given feedback about
whether their identification deci-
sions agree with the investigator’s
theory of the case. In these cases, it
is the detective, rather than the eye-
witness, who determines the confi-
dence of the eyewitness.
Confirming feedback not only
inflates confidence, thereby induc-
ing overconfidence, but also harms
the confidence-accuracy correla-
tion. When eyewitnesses are given
confirming feedback following
their identification decisions, the
confidence of inaccurate eyewit-
nesses is inflated more than is the
confidence of accurate eyewit-
nesses, and the net result is a re-
duction in the confidence-accuracy
correlation (Bradfield, Wells, & Ol-
son, 2002). Hence, although the
confidence of an eyewitness can
have utility if it is assessed inde-
pendently of external influences (e.g.,
comments from the detective, learn-
ing about what other eyewitnesses
have said), the legal system rarely
assesses confidence in this way.

IMPACT ON POLICIES
AND PRACTICES

What impact has research on the
confidence-accuracy problem had
on the legal system? Until rela-
tively recently, the impact has been
almost nil. However, when DNA
exoneration cases began unfolding
in the mid-1990s, U.S. Attorney
General Janet Reno initiated a
study of the causes of these miscar-
riages of justice. More than three
fourths of these convictions of in-
nocent persons involved mistaken

eyewitness identifications, and, in
every case, the mistaken eyewit-
nesses were extremely confident
and, therefore, persuasive at trial
(Wells et al., 1998). A Department
of Justice panel used the psycho-
logical literature to issue the first
set of national guidelines on col-
lecting eyewitness identification
evidence (Technical Working
Group for Eyewitness Evidence,
1999). One of the major recommen-
dations was that the confidence of
the eyewitness be assessed at the
time of the identification, before
there is any chance for it to be in-
fluenced by external factors.

The state of New Jersey has
gone even further in adopting the
recommendations of eyewitness
researchers. Based on findings
from the psychological literature,
guidelines from the attorney gen-
eral of New Jersey now call for
double-blind testing with lineups.
Double-blind lineup testing means
that the person who administers
the lineup does not know which
person in the lineup is the suspect
and which ones are merely fillers.
Under the New Jersey procedures,
the confidence expressed by the
eyewitness will be based primarily
on the eyewitness’s memory, not
on the expectations of or feedback
from the lineup administrator.

There is growing evidence that
the legal system is now beginning
to read and use the psychological
literature on eyewitnesses to for-
mulate policies and procedures.
The 2002 report of Illinois Gover-
nor George Ryan’s Commission on
Capital Punishment is the latest ex-
ample of this new reliance on the
psychological literature. The com-
mission specifically cited the litera-
ture on the problem with confi-
dence inflation and recommended
double-blind testing and explicit
recording of confidence state-
ments at the time of the identifica-
tion to prevent or detect confidence
inflation (Illinois Commission on
Capital Punishment, 2002).
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NEW DIRECTIONS

Although the psychological lit-
erature on eyewitness identifica-
tion has done much to clarify the
confidence-accuracy issue and
specify some conditions under
which confidence might be predic-
tive of accuracy, research has
started to turn to other indicators
that might prove even more pre-
dictive of accuracy. One of the
most promising examples is the re-
lation between the amount of time
an eyewitness takes to make an
identification and the accuracy of
the identification. Eyewitnesses
who make their identification deci-
sion quickly (in 10 s or less) are
considerably more likely to be ac-
curate than are eyewitnesses who
take longer (e.g., Dunning & Per-
retta, in press). Confidence is a self-
report that is subject to distortion
(e.g., from postidentification feed-
back), whereas decision time is a
behavior that can be directly ob-
served. Hence, decision time might
prove more reliable than confi-
dence as an indicator of eyewitness
accuracy. Yet another new direc-
tion in eyewitness identification re-
search concerns cases in which
there are multiple eyewitnesses.
Recent analyses show that the be-
haviors of eyewitnesses who do
not identify the suspect from a
lineup can be used to assess the
likely accuracy of the eyewitnesses
who do identify the suspect from a
lineup (Wells & Olson, in press).
The future of eyewitness identifica-
tion research is a bright one, and
the legal system now seems to be
paying attention.
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