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Forensic facial identification: A practical guide to best practice. 
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Identification in a case of historic sex abuse 

 

A man in his 40’s was suspected of multiple offences of child sexual abuse. Three 

offences were alleged to have taken place against different victims 5, 10 and 15 years 

previously. The victims were aged between 8 and 11 years old at the time of the offences. 

The suspect denied the allegations and stated he was prepared to participate in an 

identification procedure. In these circumstances the code of practice in the UK requires that 

the suspect should be offered a video identification procedure using moving images, unless 

the suspect has an unusual physical feature that cannot be concealed or replicated on the other 

images available. The identification officer may then decide to use still images. A still image 

of the suspect taken approximately 10 years previously was available. The appearance of the 

suspect had changed considerably in that time.  

The identification officer sought advice on the best procedure to adopt. The officer’s 

original proposed procedure was had been to use a video lineup with moving images 

containing a contemporary image of the suspect. If the witness made no identification, a 

second procedure using still images including the old photograph of the suspect was 

proposed. The identification officer was aware of the dangers of repeated procedures and 

suggested inserting a delay of two weeks between procedures. 
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If two identifications procedures were run, the suspect would be the only person 

included in both procedures. There was a risk of transference of familiarity between the 

procedures. A positive identification in the second procedure could be disputed on the 

grounds that his face was familiar from the first identification procedure and not from the 

alleged offence. A second procedure would only be carried out if the witness did not identify 

the suspect from the first procedure. Therefore there would be no commitment effect of a 

repeated identification (see Chapter 4). A delay of two weeks would help to reduce the 

familiarity induced by repeating the same person in a lineup. Nevertheless, if the suspect was 

identified in the second procedure, the defence could challenge the probative value of the 

identification in court. Psychological science would provide a basis for such a challenge. For 

these reasons, the advice offered was not to use repeated procedures, if at all avoidable. 

Instead the identification officer was advised was to use a single procedure using the 

old photograph in a lineup of still video images, taking care to ensure that the photograph of 

the suspect did not stand out in any way. The old photograph is likely to be a better 

representation of the appearance of the suspect at the time of the offence, especially for the 

two earlier offences. By the encoding specificity principle (Tulving & Thomson, 1973) an 

image that includes more of the facial cues present at the time of the offence is more likely to 

be recognized than an image of the suspect’s appearance now. If his appearance had changed 

considerably, this could have a substantial effect. Equally, using the encoding specificity 

principle, one could argue that a moving image would contain more cues that were available 

at the time of the offence than a still image. A lineup format which contains ‘more’ rather 

than ‘less’ information (e.g., moving vs. still images) provides a more sensitive test, but the 

effect is relatively small (see Chapter 6). Using a single lineup of still images containing the 

old photograph could only be challenged on the grounds that moving images should have 

been used. The identification officer could justify his choice on the grounds that the suspect’s 
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appearance had changed since the crime. Ultimately, this would be a matter for the court to 

decide. 

At the time the identification procedure was run, the defence solicitor did not 

challenge the use of still images in a lineup based on the old photograph. Three witnesses 

identified the suspect without hesitation. Subsequently, the suspect made admissions relating 

to the offences in interview.  

 

“The witness who has sincerely convinced himself and whose sincerity carried 

conviction is not infrequently mistaken” 

(Devlin, 1976, paragraph 8.1) 

Identification evidence is a vital tool in the prosecution of offenders in the criminal 

justice system; it is often critical to the successful prosecution of criminals. But identification 

evidence carries a high risk of being unreliable. With identification evidence central to 

criminal prosecution, methods need to be developed that eliminate as much risk of mistaken 

identification as possible. The careful analysis of experimental science and archival case 

studies presented by leading researchers in the preceding chapters, show that diligent 

attention to procedure, combined in some cases with technological developments, can reduce 

the risks of error.  

It this chapter we make practical recommendations for best practice based on the 

current state of scientific knowledge and established procedure. Before considering the 

various procedures individually, we turn first to a ubiquitous psychological bias which affects 

all of forensic science and other areas of human judgement. 

Confirmation bias 

Confirmation bias (see Nickerson, 1998 for an extensive review) refers to a tendency 

to perceive and interpret information in such a way as to reinforce prior beliefs or 



5 
 

expectations. Confirmation bias is well established in the scientific literature, and found in 

many areas of human judgement. The person affected by confirmation bias will often be 

entirely unaware of any selective or biased use of evidence, and may have no apparent 

motivation to interpret evidence in one way or another. Confirmation bias may take the form 

of failing to look for disconfirming evidence, placing too much weight on confirmatory 

evidence, a predisposition to see what one expects to see, and the over-reliance on habitual or 

familiar ways of interpreting ambiguous evidence.  

 A person called upon to make a judgement can avoid confirmation bias if they are 

kept ‘blind’ to the relevant expectation or hypothesis. It is for this reason that the double-

blind randomised controlled trial is accepted as the best method to study clinical interventions 

(Rajaopal, 2006). In a double-blind trial a drug administered in the form of a pill, for 

example, is tested against a placebo condition in which a pill with no active ingredient is 

taken. Both the patient and the person running the trial (the experimenter) do not know 

whether the patient is taking the drug or the placebo (hence ’double-blind’). Knowledge of 

the experimental condition can increase or decrease reports of the efficacy of the treatment 

and/or reporting of side-effects, depending on the person’s prior beliefs or motivations. For 

example the experimenter may be keen to demonstrate that the medicine is effective and safe. 

The patient may be strongly motivated to find symptoms are relieved. Patients in the placebo 

condition show improvement compared to a control condition, and often report side-effects 

(Rajaopal, 2006).  

Unfortunately double-blind randomised controlled trials are rare in forensic science. 

And yet, confirmation bias has been shown to adversely affect the reliability of forensic 

science, in particular, judgements made by fingerprint experts (Dror, Charlton, & Peron, 

2006; Kassin, Dror, & Kukucka, 2013). Dror et al. (2006) investigated the reliability of 

identification of a latent fingerprint recovered from a crime scene when compared to records 



6 
 

held on file. They used a covert procedure to present five experts from an international pool 

(who had a mean of 17 years’ experience) with a pair of fingerprints which he or she had 

previously judged to be a match. The experts were led to believe it was a fingerprint from a 

well-known case in which a fingerprint had been erroneously matched. Therefore the 

expectation was set up that the fingerprint presented would not be a match with the latent 

print recovered from the crime scene. Only one of the five experts judged the prints to be a 

match, consistent with their previous judgement. The remaining experts changed their 

decision demonstrating the effects of a confirmation bias.  

The result of Dror et al.’s (2006) research was shocking. For more than 100 years 

courts have been led to accept that fingerprints are unique and that a positive match is 

undisputable. However, during the course of the investigation of the murder of Marion Ross 

in 1997, the Scottish Criminal Records Office (SCRO) incorrectly identified two fingerprints. 

As a consequence, David Ashbury was convicted for the murder of Ross and Shirley McKie - 

a serving police officer - was charged with perjury. Following an appeal, Ashbury was 

acquitted. McKie was later cleared after international fingerprint experts testified at her trial 

that, contrary to the SCRO identification, a fingerprint found at the crime scene was not hers1.  

If an expert judgement is reliable it should be consistent from one occasion to another, 

different experts should make the same judgement, and the judgement should not be affected 

by bias from the cognitive context. The problem of confirmation bias in forensic science has 

been demonstrated in subsequent studies (e.g., Dror & Rosenthal, 2008), and has been 

recognised in a report by the US National Research Academy (2009) on strengthening 

forensic science. Referring to forensic science in general the report found that: “A body of 

research is required to establish the limits and measures of performance and to address the 

impact of sources of variability and potential bias. Such research is sorely needed, but it 

                                                           
1 See www.shirleymckie.com 
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seems to be lacking in most of the forensic disciplines that rely on subjective assessments of 

matching characteristics” (p. 8). The report recommended that: “The development of such 

research programs can benefit significantly from other areas, notably from the large body of 

research on the evaluation of observer performance in diagnostic medicine and from the 

findings of cognitive psychology on the potential for bias and error in human observers” (p. 

8). The courts have an important role to play in demanding high-quality scientific evidence 

from the forensic sciences, as without such demands there is no incentive for forensic science 

labs to provide better quality work. An essential step is to require that forensic scientists 

adopt the standard of ‘double-blind’ testing that is used in other scientific disciplines (Saks, 

Rislinger, Rosenthal, & Thompson, 2003).   

The National Research Academy (2009) report expressed particular concern about the 

many areas of forensic science that rely on “subjective assessments of matching 

characteristics”. Examples include identification of fingerprints, ballistics (marks on bullets 

used to identify the gun), bite marks, ear prints, and footwear impressions (see Kassin et al., 

2013 for a review). In the same manner, judgements of facial identity can also be based on 

“subjective assessments of matching characteristics”. Confirmation bias has been shown to 

affect similarity judgements in comparing facial photographs of adults and children (Bressan 

& Dal Martello, 2002), and comparing a facial composite and a suspect (Charman, Gregory, 

& Carlucci, 2009). Therefore, it is likely that judgements made by ordinary observers (such 

as police officers) and by experts in facial comparison who give expert testimony in court 

may be subject to confirmation bias. Facial comparison experts may be particularly 

susceptible to bias, as there is no reliable database of the frequency of facial characteristics in 

the population or standard algorithm for determining a match, (see Chapters 10 and 12).  

In addition to its influence on forensic science, confirmation bias can influence 

eyewitness identification evidence. For example, confirmation bias may underlie a propensity 
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of a witness to select from a police lineup, rather than make no choice. A belief that there is a 

suspect in the lineup, who must have been arrested for a good reason, may induce a witness 

to choose from the lineup. Similarly, confirmation bias may induce witnesses to identify 

somebody from police photographs (mug-shots) of people associated with similar criminal 

activity, or to identify a suspect in a street identification or show-up. The risk of confirmation 

bias may be heightened if a witness, having identified a suspect in one identification 

procedure, is presented with the same suspect in a second procedure.  

Confirmation bias can affect the criminal investigation as well as the evaluation of 

evidence. An investigation can become focused on building a case against a suspect, and 

neglect the need to search for, and to evaluate exculpatory evidence, for example to confirm 

an alibi. Williamson (2004; 2006) refers to this effect as “tunnel vision”. Confirmation bias 

had a lethal effect in the investigation of the failed attempt to plant bombs in London on 21st 

July 2005. The police had identified Hussain Osman as a suspect and had a block of flats 

where he lived under surveillance. The officers had a photograph of Osman. When Jean 

Charles de Menezes, who was staying in the same block, left to go to work the following 

morning, a police officer made a radio call to say that he was worth ‘another look’. This call 

appears to have initiated a sequence of events in which confirmation bias amongst the 

operations team led them to interpret the call and subsequent information as evidence that de 

Menezes’ had been identified as Osman (see Cole & Thompson, 2013). Evidence which 

might have pointed towards de Menezes’ innocence was ignored or not collected, and 

innocent actions were readily interpreted as evidence of guilt. For example, de Menezes 

caught a bus from the block of flats to Brixton underground station where he alighted. On 

finding out that the station was closed due to the security alert caused by the attempted 

bombing the previous day, he got back on the same bus to travel to the next station at 

Stockwell. The plain clothes officers who were following him on the bus were unaware that 
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Brixton station was closed and interpreted de Menezes’ behaviour as an anti-surveillance 

technique. Police transcripts suggest that by the time de Menezes was shot dead on a London 

Underground train at Stockwell station the police were confident that he had been identified 

as a terrorist. See the case study in Chapter 9 for more details of this case. 

Best practice in forensic facial identification 

Any test used in forensic science must be valid (i.e. measure what it is claimed to 

measure) and reliable (i.e. results should be replicable by different scientists and on different 

samples). A valid forensic test should be sensitive (have a low false negative rate by detecting 

small traces), and fair – it should have a low false positive rate. To achieve these goals it is 

essential that physical samples of forensic significance must not become contaminated by the 

forensic scientist, other witnesses or other people involved in the investigation.   

Procedures used to obtain eyewitness identification evidence need to meet the same 

criteria as any other forensic science test. The procedure used to obtain identification 

evidence - from first interview to the evidence presented in court - should maximise the 

likelihood of obtaining accurate identification evidence against guilty suspects (i.e. be as 

sensitive as possible), and minimise the possibility of mistaken identification (i.e. be as fair as 

possible). Equally it is essential that the eyewitness evidence obtained is not distorted by 

potentially misleading information. Anybody who talks to an eyewitness or runs any sort of 

identification procedure can distort the witness’ memory (see Chapter 2). For this reason 

procedures used to obtain eyewitness identification evidence need to be designed and 

conducted as carefully as any other forensic test. The eyewitness’ memory is the key to the 

forensic evidence. As much care needs to be taken not to distort a witness’ memory as a 

scenes-of-crime officer takes not to contaminate the crime scene. 

The recommendations made below are intended to apply to adult witnesses, except 

where other witnesses (e.g. children) are specifically mentioned. Interview or identification 
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procedures conducted with vulnerable or intimidated witnesses may require additional 

procedures. Good practice in investigative interviewing, including procedures for vulnerable 

and intimidated witnesses, are described in the guidance on achieving best evidence 

published by the British Ministry of Justice (2011) and the National Institute for Child Health 

and Development (NICHD) interview protocol2. Vulnerable witnesses include all witnesses 

under 18 years old, and witnesses with a mental disorder, learning disability or a physical 

disability. 

Interviewing 

The aim of interviewing an eyewitness is to obtain information that is as accurate and 

as complete as possible. In Chapter 2 Gabbert and Brown presented an analysis of the 

research literature which suggested thatHowever, errors in a witness’ description can 

adversely affect the accuracy of any subsequent identification procedure (see Chapter 2). 

Therefore, it is of paramount importance to avoid description errors. Human memory is 

malleable, often incomplete, and may be based on the witness’ subjective interpretation of 

events. Therefore, unless conducted with great care an investigative interview can produce 

information that is inaccurate and incomplete.  

• Investigators should take steps to prevent witnesses talking to each other: Discussing 

the event with a co-witness can be a highly influential source of misleading information. 

• Prior to an interview or identification procedure, a record should be made of whether 

the witness has discussed the case with any co-witnesses. If so which witnesses have 

conferred should be recorded: Information obtained from a co-witness can be a powerful 

source of memory distortion. Witnesses conferring can give a false impression of unanimity 

on a false detail. This recommendation is made by Memon, Dalton, Horry, Milne and Wright 

(2012).  

                                                           
2 The NICHD interview protocol can be downloaded from : http://nichdprotocol.com/http://nichdprotocol.com/  
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• Interviews should be conducted as soon as possible after the event: Memory decays 

rapidly at first. The rate of forgetting slows with increased delay. An early interview is likely 

to capture a more complete account. It also minimises the opportunity for witnesses to 

encounter potentially misleading information that may distort their memory.  

• Interviewers should be trained to conduct a high quality interview: There is an 

extensive body of research on investigative interviewing and use of the cognitive interview. 

Interviewers should establish a good rapport with the witness, and transfer control of the 

interview to the witness by inviting an open recall of events in their own words and in their 

own time, without interruption. Witnesses should be encouraged to report every detail no 

matter how unimportant it may seem, but to avoid guessing details of which they are unsure. 

The cognitive interview includes a procedure for the witness to mentally reinstate the context 

of the event prior to recall of the event. Interviewers’ questions should be based on the 

structure of the witness’ account. Interviewers should ask open questions and avoid 

inappropriate questioning including use of leading questions, complex and multiple questions 

and forced choice questions (see Memon, Meissner, & Fraser, 2010; Wells, Memon, & 

Penrod, 2006 for more information on the cognitive interview). 

• If resources are not available to interview witnesses immediately, witnesses should be 

asked to complete a Self-Administered Interview: This is a questionnaire that the witness can 

complete in their own time. It is based on the principles of the cognitive interview. The Self-

Administered Interview has been shown to promote recall that is as complete as that obtained 

from a cognitive interview and includes no additional errors than the cognitive interview 

(Gabbert, Hope, & Fisher, 2009). The Self-Administered Interview also provides some 

resistance to accept misleading information that is subsequently encountered (Gabbert, Hope, 

Fisher, & Jamieson, 2012). 

Facial Composites 
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If there is an eyewitness available but the police do not know the identity of a suspect, 

the witness may be invited to compile a likeness of the culprit using a facial composite 

system under the guidance of an operator. In Chapter 3 Charlie Frowd reviewed the extensive 

recent literature and technical development of facial composite systems. Although facial 

composites are used in a relatively small proportion of crimes, a good composite can provide 

the vital lead in a stalled investigation. As a consequence of technological advancements 

partly based on psychological principles the quality of composites has markedly improved in 

recent years (see Chapter 3). The purpose of producing a facial composite is to circulate the 

likeness to people who may be known to the perpetrator personally (e.g., police officers or 

members of the public). Therefore composites are always produced by somebody who is 

unfamiliar with the target person but, hopefully, recognised by somebody who knows the 

target well. The following recommendations for best practice in the production and use of 

facial composites are based on the research literature reviewed in Chapter 3. 

• Use of a holistic composite system should be considered: The modern systems that 

evolve a facial appearance produce better likenesses than older systems that rely solely on 

selecting individual features, and are generally easier and quicker for the witness to use. 

• Facial composite operators should be trained to use the system appropriately: 

Operating a facial composite system and facilitating production of the best possible likeness 

is a skilled task. It requires good interviewing and interpersonal skills, and sound knowledge 

of the system being used. Some artistic skills are an advantage. Companies that produce 

facial composite systems provide training courses for operators3. 

• A holistic-cognitive interview should be used to interview a witness prior to 

production of a facial composite: The witness should be carefully interviewed using this 

                                                           
3 See www.evofit.co.uk/www.evofit.co.uk and  www.visionmetric.comwww.visionmetric.com  
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technique which is designed to elicit a description that is as accurate and complete as 

possible, without introducing errors.  

• The outer features should be blurred or covered during facial composite construction: 

Blurring the outer features (hair and face shape) focuses attention on the internal features of 

the face.  A facial composite is constructed by a witness who is unfamiliar with the culprit’s 

face. The outer features are more salient than the inner features to people who are unfamiliar 

with a face. However, in familiar face recognition the inner features are relatively more 

important. The purpose of constructing a facial composite is that it will be recognised by 

somebody who is familiar with the target person. Therefore it is important that the inner 

features are constructed as accurately as possible. Blurring, or even removing  the outer 

features entirely during construction helps to achieve a more recognisable image.  

• Presenting the composite image using methods such as a perceptual stretch or an 

animated caricature should be considered: Presenting a facial composite as an animated 

caricature has been found to enhance recognition by people who are familiar with the target 

person. Animated caricature requires the composite to be presented in video on television or 

on a website, for example. A perceptual stretch, which does not require video and so is more 

suitable for print media has also been found to enhance recognition.  

• If multiple witnesses are available, a morph of the composite produced by each 

witness should be made and only the morph should be circulated to the media: In morphed 

images produced by different witnesses, errors tend to be averaged out because different 

witnesses tend to make different errors. Features common to all of the images will be 

relatively unmodified by the morphing process. Morphs are at least as well recognised as the 

best of the constituent composites. Morphing avoids the difficult problem of determining 

which is the ‘best’ composite produced by different witnesses (Bruce, Ness, Hancock, 

Newman, & Rarity, 2002).  
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• If multiple witnesses are not available, and a holistic composite system is used, 

consideration should be given to asking the witness to produce more than one composite to 

enable a within-witness morph to be produced: A morph of multiple (e.g. four) composites 

produced by the same witness is better recognised than the individual composites. The 

witness’ rank order of the quality of the composites is used to weight the contributions to the 

morph, so that the best likeness is given most weight in producing the morph (Valentine, 

Davis, Thorner, Solomon, & Gibson, 2010).  

• Facial composites should not be presented as evidence in court: A facial composite is 

a type-likeness of the witness’ recollection. It is not an image of the offender. The purpose of 

constructing a composite is to facilitate the investigation. Specifically, a composite is 

produced to find a suspect. If the identity of the suspect is already known, production of a 

composite is unnecessary. If a composite image has been produced, and a suspect has been 

identified and charged, the defendant may have been arrested solely on the basis of his or her 

resemblance to the composite image. Therefore the composite image does not provide 

independent inculpating evidence and should not be used as evidence in court. If the 

prosecution wish to rely on identification evidence, a formal video identification procedure, 

or other lineup procedure appropriate for the jurisdiction, should be carried out.   

Mug shot searches  

If the police do not know the identity of a suspect and therefore he or she is not available to 

be placed in a lineup, a witness may be invited to search photographs of persons from the 

locality associated with the type of offence (known as mug shot searches or witness albums). 

The photographs should be selected to include only people who fit the general description of 

the offender. It is important to appreciate that all persons in the photographs are potential 

suspects. Any person identified will be investigated by the police. In this way a mug shot 

search is fundamentally different from a lineup.  
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• Use of a mugshot search is not recommended as a method to identify an offender: 

Recent fieldwork in the UK suggests that these searches are an ineffective method to identify 

offenders (Davis, Valentine, Memon, & Roberts, in press). Showing of mugshots is reported 

in a number of the U.S. exoneration cases caused by mistaken eyewitness identification, 

which suggests that mugshots searches may be associated with wrongful convictions 

(Innocence Project, n.d.).  

If a mugshot search is used, the composition of the albums should be well-managed 

so that only relevant people are included (e.g., by excluding people who are currently in 

prison; images should be as contemporary as possible). Further research would be required to 

establish if a well-managed collection of photographs of previously-arrested persons would 

improve the effectiveness of mugshot searches. 

Street identification and showups  

We use the term ‘street identification’ to refer to a procedure carried out shortly after 

a street crime has occurred. Either the police arrange for a witness to view a single suspect in 

person or the witness is driven around the vicinity in the back of a police car so that a suspect 

can be pointed out if seen. In the UK a street identification can only be used if there is 

insufficient evidence to arrest a suspect without an identification. This procedure is known as 

a showup in the USA, but the term showup can also refer to showing a single photograph of 

the suspect at any point in the investigation – including after arrest.  

A street identification or showup is an inherently suggestive process. The procedure 

provides no means of falsifying any identification made, in the way that identification of a 

foil from a lineup discredits the witness’ identification. Therefore, by definition, all mistaken 

identifications from a street identification are of the police suspect. Counter intuitively, the 

evidence shows that people are somewhat less likely to make an identification from a street 

identification or showup than from a lineup. Despite this difference, street identifications are 
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a less reliable means of identification than a lineup and do produce more mistaken 

identifications of an innocent suspect. However, street identifications are frequently used by 

the police to investigate crime. Nevertheless, an informal identification in the street can have 

the advantage of quickly excluding an innocent suspect without having the inconvenience of 

organising a formal identification procedure. For these reasons it is impracticable to exclude 

all street identifications entirely. 

• Street identifications should only be used shortly after the report of a crime, and only 

when there are insufficient grounds for arrest without identification evidence: We 

recommend this provision which is current within English law.  

• Identification should never be made from showing a single photograph, regardless of 

whether the suspect is arrested or not: If a photograph is available for an identification 

procedure it should always be shown in a well-designed and appropriately conducted lineup 

procedure. 

• A description should always be taken before a street identification procedure: If a 

description is not recorded before the witness sees the suspect, there is a danger that the 

witness’ recollection of the offender will be influenced by the appearance of the suspect – 

who may be innocent. If a mistaken identification was made at a street identification and a 

description or perpetrator is taken subsequently, the match in the appearance of the suspect to 

this description may artificially inflate the evidential value of the identification. 

• In a street identification, when the suspect is brought to a witness or vice versa (a 

confrontation), the witness should be instructed that the person shown may or may not be the 

perpetrator: This issue is discussed below in relation to lineups. 

Repeated identification procedures 

Following an identification of a suspect from a mugshot or a street 

identification/showup, the police may wish to conduct a second (repeated) more formal 
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identification procedure by way of a lineup, during which the same witness views the same 

suspect. The intention may be to ‘test’ the evidence by ensuring that it is collected via a 

(normally) more robust procedure.   

• Repeated identification procedures involving the same suspect and the same witness 

should be avoided. Repeating identification procedures has a strong influence on the 

outcome. Witnesses are highly likely to repeat the same identification made in the first 

procedure, even if they are mistaken. Research findings show that repeated identification has 

very little or no probative value (Valentine, Davis, Memon, & Roberts, 2012).  

• If a lineup is used as a second identification procedure involving the same suspect 

and the same witness, failure to identify the suspect is of evidential value; but if the suspect is 

identified again only the first identification procedure should be presented in evidence: 

Prosecutors often recommend or require a lineup is is held if an identification has been made 

from a mug shot book or street identification. A failure to identify from a lineup does 

undermine the identification evidence because this will be the first falsifiable test of 

identification. However, if a second identification from a lineup is presented in evidence, the 

impression created is that the identification evidence is of better quality than it really is. The 

previous positive identification has a large effect on the outcome of the second procedure. 

Therefore, the important issue for the jury is to consider carefully the quality of the first 

identification procedure – the identification from a mugshot album or street identification. 

Procedures for conducting live, video or photograph lineups 

Some Eeyewitness identification researchers, especially in the USA, have promoted 

the view that there are a number of lineup procedures that can reduce the number of mistaken 

identifications of innocent suspects, without any impact on the number of correct 

identifications of guilty suspects (Wells, Small, Penrod, Malpass, Fulero, & Brinacombe, 

1998). On this basis procedural changes have been recommended, and in some jurisdictions 



18 
 

in the USA, changes have been made to identification procedures (American Bar Association, 

2004; National Institute of Justice, 1999). Analysis by Clark (2012) showed that although all 

of the recommendations did reduce mistaken identifications of innocent suspects; all except 

one has the undesirable effect of also reducing the number of correct identifications of guilty 

suspects. The exception is the basis of our first recommendation. 

• If possible, a lineup procedure should always be used instead of a showup: Whenever 

the police have a suspect available, and identification is disputed, a lineup should be used to 

obtain formal identification evidence. A lineup is a more reliable method of identification 

than allowing the witness to see a single suspect (Clark, 2012). Furthermore, a formal test of 

identification should be capable of falsifying the contention that the suspect is the culprit. The 

lineup procedure must include foils who are not suspected of committing the crime. If a 

witness identifies a foil, it can be deduced that the identification is mistaken and therefore the 

witness is unreliable. Note that a collection of individuals in which all members are potential 

suspects, such as a group street identification or a mugshot album, is not a lineup and is not 

capable of falsifying any identification that a witness makes.   

Next, we address three recommendations made by Wells et al. (1998) on the use of 

unbiased instructions, double-blind administration of lineups and the selection of the lineup 

members. These recommendations reduce the chances of mistaken identification. Wells 

(1993) promoted the view of a police lineup as an experimental test of the hypothesis that the 

suspect is the culprit, and as scientists we endorse these three recommendations because they 

are based on principles of good experimental design. As citizens, we endorse them because in 

our view they provide reasonable protections that should be afforded to a suspect who may be 

innocent of any crime. A poorly designed and biased procedure, which produces evidence of 

low probative value, may enable the police to catch more criminals, at a cost to unfortunate 

individuals who may become suspects during an investigation. It is Uunfortunately therefore 
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that, as well as reducing mistaken identifications these three recommendations are not cost-

free because they have a similar size of effect in reducing correct identifications (Clark, 

2012). We argue however that this potential disadvantage from adopting these 

recommendations is no reason to abandon the more important duty to avoid wrongfully 

prosecuting innocent suspects. Indeed, a mistaken identification may result in an 

investigation being terminated because an innocent person has been charged, leaving the 

guilty free to commit further offences. The justice obtained from maximising the rate of 

suspect identifications from unfair procedures would give a false sense of security. 

 We therefore acknowledge that the next following three recommendations are not 

based unambiguously on science and involve a value judgement. Some of the 

recommendations have been varied from Wells et al. (1998) to take account of best practice 

from the UK. 

• Witnesses should be told that the perpetrator may or may not be in the lineup, and 

that the appropriate response may be not to make any identification: Inviting a witness to 

attend an identification procedure may lead the witness to believe that the culprit is in the 

lineup and their job is to identify the right person. This belief would encourage the witness to 

identify somebody from the lineup rather than make no identification. The purpose of this 

instruction is to remind witnesses that the perpetrator may not be in the lineup if the police 

have arrested the wrong person. Generally, at least one-fifth of all witnesses identify a foil, so 

there is strong propensity to make an identification even when memory strength is low 

(Horry, Memon, Wright, & Milne, 2012; Penrod, Bull, & Kovera, 2009; Valentine, 

Pickering, & Darling, 2003; see Chapter 1).  

• The person who conducts the lineup should not be involved in the investigation and 

should not be aware of which member of the lineup is the suspect: If the person who 

administers the lineup knows which member is the suspect, he or she may inadvertently or 
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deliberately influence the witness in their identification. For example, if the witness looked at 

the suspect and hesitated saying: “It could be number 2 but I’m not sure”, the lineup 

administrator may say “Take as much time as you need”. But if the lineup administrator 

knows that number 2 is a foil, he or she may record the witness’ comment as a non-

identification in the paperwork and move on. Situations like these have been noted by the 

first author when advising on real cases. It is extremely difficult to stop our knowledge subtly 

influencing our behaviour in situations like these. The most effective and easiest way of 

avoiding unintended influence is to keep the lineup administrator blind to the identity of the 

suspect. Clark (2012) found there were both fewer mistaken identifications of innocent 

suspects and fewer identifications of perpetrators when lineups were run double-blind. If 

lineups are conducted live, double-blind administration will often require additional 

personnel because the suspect will need to be processed separately from the volunteers who 

stand on the lineup (e.g., to be bailed or retained in custody). However, now almost all 

identification procedures conducted in the UK are run on video and the majority run in the 

USA are photograph lineups. Therefore, simple cost-free procedures can be adopted to 

prevent the lineup administrator from seeing which image the witness is looking at. One 

strategy is to automate the viewing of a lineup using a computer controlled display of 

photographs or video. In the UK the approach has been to specify that an officer involved in 

the investigation cannot take part in the identification procedure, but not to require double-

blind administration. We note that whilst this rule doesn’t overcome the problem of non-blind 

administration, it is a good principle to separate the identification task from an investigating 

officer, who may be highly motivated to obtain an identification. Therefore we recommend 

both double-blind administration and a requirement that the lineup administrator is not 

involved in the investigation. These measures increase the integrity of identification 

evidence. If challenged in court, it can be demonstrated that the administration of the lineup 
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could not have been influenced and the lineup administrator was independent of the 

investigation.  

• The foils in the lineup should be selected to ensure that the suspect does not stand out 

in comparison to the other lineup members, or in comparison to the witness’ first recorded 

description: Research shows that outcomes of lineups with foils who are highly similar to the 

suspect produce more reliable identifications (Fitzgerald, Price, Oriet, & Charman, 2013; see 

Chapter 6). Special attention should be paid to the witness’ description to ensure that the 

suspect is not the only lineup member who matches some aspect of that description. 

• A clear statement of the witness’ confidence should be recorded at the time of the 

identification, before the witness can receive any feedback on the outcome of the 

identification: Feedback that a witness identified the right person, or identified the suspect, 

inflates witness confidence, making witnesses overconfident (Semmler, Brewer, & Wells, 

2004). If the witness has received feedback before they give evidence in court, the evidence 

they give may be more indicative of the feedback than of their initial confidence at the 

identification procedure. Even if a witness does not receive explicit feedback they may infer 

that they have identified the suspect by the time they give evidence. A confidence statement 

taken before feedback could have been received is most diagnostic of accuracy. The unique 

opportunity to obtain the confidence statement of highest probative value is while the witness 

is still at the identification procedure, where the statement can be recorded verbatim 

(preferably by video and audio) possibly in the presence of the suspect’s legal representative 

before any feedback could have been given. 

• Feedback should not be given to the witness: It should be made clear that the lineup 

administrator does not know the identity of the suspect, and the reasons for withholding this 

information from the administrator and the witness should be explained. This 

recommendation is a further measure designed to ensure that the witness is fully informed in 
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advance of what to expect during the identification procedure as well as to avoid distorting 

the witness’ memory before any possible appearance in court. 

The following three recommendations are derived from the current best practice in the 

UK. The measures are intended to provide an opportunity to resolve any disputes about the 

quality of the lineup before it is shown to the witness and to preserve the best possible record 

of the lineup and any identification made. High quality video and audio recording will 

provide the court with an accurate record on which to base the evaluation of the identification 

evidence.  

The suspect and/or his/her solicitor should be allowed to inspect the lineup prior to 

the identification procedure and any objection to lineups members should be recorded. The 

police should endeavour to address any objection raised or state why it should not be 

addressed.  

A copy of the lineup should be available to be shown in court.  

The identification procedure should be video and audio recorded and the recording 

should be available for inspection in court. 

Our last recommendation concerns the widespread use in the UK of the term ‘positive 

identification’ (including the Police and Criminal Evidence Act (1984) code of practice) to 

refer to an identification of the suspect. The interpretation of the word ‘positive’ varies 

considerable amongst police officers (Hughes, 2005; cited in Valentine, Hughes and Munro, 

2009).  

• The term ‘positive identification’ should not be used in instructions to witnesses: 

Some officers understand ‘positive identification’ to apply to any identification of the 

suspect; others believe it means an identification made with 100% certainty. Witnesses are 

also likely to make different interpretations of the term. Therefore we recommend that the 

simple term ‘identification’ should be used instead. The current code of practice gives the 
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instruction to the witness as: “If you are unable to make a positive identification you should 

say so”. We propose the instruction should be replaced with:  “If you are unable to make an 

identification you should say so”. A clear statement of confidence should be recorded 

immediately after the identification. Memon et al. (2012) make the same recommendation to 

remove the word ‘positive’. 

Lineups: Specialised procedures 

We have a number of recommendations for the construction of specialised lineups.  

• A wild-card should be included in the lineup if it is prepared for a child witness: 

Children are likely are more likely than adults to make a mistaken identification from a 

culprit-absent lineup (see Chapter 7). An effective protection is to include a wild-card in the 

lineup (a silhouette with a question mark to indicate an unknown person). This serves to 

remind the witness that the culprit may not be present and has been found to reduce the rate 

of mistaken identifications by children, without reducing correct identifications of the culprit.  

• A distinguishing mark on the suspect’s face should be replicated on the faces of other 

lineup members, in preference to obscuring the area on all faces: It is common practice for 

distinguishing facial marks of a suspect’s face (e.g., a scar or tattoo) to be occluded. The 

same area on each lineup member’s face is similarly occluded so that the suspect does not 

stand out. However, this procedure involves changing the appearance of the suspect. If 

instead the mark is replicated on all of the lineup members, with some minor variation (e.g., a 

slightly different scar should be displayed on all lineup members), the witness is more likely 

to identify a guilty suspect (see Chapter 6). 

Human face matching 

The research literature on human performance in face matching tasks is reviewed in 

Chapter 9. The tasks considered include comparing two photographs, or a person physically 

present with a photograph, to determine if they are the same person or not. In court cases the 
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comparison may be to CCTV imagery. Availability of CCTV imagery allows a ‘witness’ who 

was not present at the scene (often a police officer) to provide identification evidence from 

the imagery. Research shows that matching the identity of unfamiliar faces is more difficult 

than it is often assumed to be, even when the quality of images is good. Differences in 

aspects of specific images, such as lighting, expression, angle of view, and the optical 

characteristics of a camera, make comparison of images of unfamiliar faces difficult. Two 

images of the same person can look very different; two images of different people can look 

very similar. Averaged facial mages, which are produced by morphing the visual texture to a 

standard face-shape and averaging the texture across images, perform well as comparison 

images (Burton, Jenkins, Hancock & White, 2005). Training people to improve their ability 

to match faces has been unsuccessful, or had only limited success which has not been shown 

to improve performance over an extended period (Alenzi, & Bindemann, 2013; White,  

Kemp, Jenkins, & Burton,  (2013). However, there are large individual differences in 

unfamiliar face matching performance: a few people perform much better than the average 

(Davis, Jansari, & Lander, 2013). Matching faces of familiar people, who are well-known to 

the observer, is substantially more reliable than is matching unfamiliar faces. Therefore we 

make the following recommendations: 

• Identification evidence from photographs should be collected using a controlled 

protocol and be carefully recorded: Photographs should be viewed alone; no identification 

should be suggested by another person prior to the viewing. Records of the photographs 

viewed and instructions given, any response by the ‘witness’, should be recorded.  If an 

identification is made,  a careful record should be made of how the person identified is 

known to the ‘witness’, including details of the number of times encountered, for how long, 

over what period etc. Identity-specific verifiable information of the person known to the 
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‘witness’, should be elicited to help to establish how well the person is known to the witness 

(e.g., their name-if known, where they live or work, their friends, family etc.) .  

• Consideration should be given to use of averaged images (in which the texture from 

several photographs of the same person are mapped to a standard face –shape) in passports 

and other identification documents: Matching a person to an averaged image is likely to be 

more reliable than to a single passport-style image. Automatic recognition systems perform 

better when recognising averaged images than single images.  

• Personnel whose work involves matching facial images (e.g.,  border guards) should 

be selected on the basis of their performance in a standardised test of face matching ability: 

The London Metropolitan Police noticed that a few officers were able to identify hundreds of 

rioters from CCTV imagery of the 2011 London riots. Super-recognisers have been identified 

from amongst their officers and are deployed to identify unknown suspects from CCTV 

images. There are a number of face recognition and face-processing tests available, that 

might be used for formal selection of ‘super-recognisers’, but there is a need for standardised 

selection tests to be developed for this purpose.  

Facial Image Comparison by Experts 

Several types of analysis are used by expert witnesses to provide opinion evidence in 

court on face matching from photographs and video imagery. The research reviewed in 

Chapter 10 shows that there is no effective method that is based on a substantial body of 

research evidence. Techniques which are based on measuring proportions and ratios of the 

position of  facial features (known as photo-anthropometry) from even the best quality of 

images typically available in a criminal case have been found to be unreliable (Moreton & 

Morley, 2011; Davis, Valentine, & Davis, 2010). Morphological comparison (based on 

categorising the properties of facial features) lacks an adequate scientific research base, 

especially when low quality images are compared, but the method is less susceptible than 
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photo-anthropometry to bias from small differences in viewpoint and the optical properties of 

the cameras. Therefore, we make the following recommendations: 

•  Expert evidence purporting to match unfamiliar faces from similarity in the 

proportions, ratios, and angles of facial features should not be presented in court. 

• Courts should exercise great caution if seeking to rely on expert facial image 

comparison using morphological comparison or any other method. The adequacy of the 

research base for the method used should be carefully examined.  

Concluding remarks 

Eyewitness identification evidence is an especially difficult type of evidence for a 

court to evaluate: confident eyewitnesses provide impressive testimony but are frequently 

mistaken. Eyewitness identification involves an active process of reconstructing an 

impression of a face from a few details that have been remembered. When making decisions 

under uncertainty, as eyewitnesses do, it is inevitable that errors will occur: guilty culprits 

will be missed and innocent suspects mistakenly identified. Collection and evaluation of 

eyewitness identification evidence is fundamentally a very difficult process to improve. The 

goal of most experimental psychologists working on eyewitness identification has been to 

reduce the rate of mistaken identification of innocent suspects, without decreasing the rate of 

identification of guilty culprits. Some methods have been promoted as achieving this goal: 

using sequential presentation instead of showing all of the faces together - as in a photograph 

lineup; instructing the witness that the person they saw may not be in the lineup; and running 

the procedure double-blind. In some jurisdictions these procedures have been adopted by the 

law enforcement agencies on this basis. It is now clear that the advice provided by 

experimental psychologists was misleading. The protection gained for innocent suspects was 

gained at a cost of identifying the guilty (Clark, 2012; Chapter 6). 
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A major problem in eyewitness research is that it has developed as an applied research 

area, with little basis in contemporary theoretical models of memory. A step towards 

addressing this deficit in the dominant research paradigm has been taken by developing a 

procedure that allows signal detection theory to be applied in eyewitness identification 

research (Mickes, Flowe, and & Wixted, 2012). Memory models based on signal detection 

theory have two parameters: the sensitivity of the system and the decision criterion set. 

Sensitivity determines how easily a target face can be distinguished from other faces and be 

recognised. High sensitivity means the witness has a good memory to perform the 

identification task. The task of experimental psychologist is to design an identification 

procedure that is as sensitive as possible by enabling a witness to access and utilise all the 

information available in memory. The decision criterion can be manipulated by the 

procedure. One may set a very strict criterion which will reduce the probability of a mistaken 

identification, but it will be at the cost of failing to identify more guilty culprits. Alternatively 

if the criterion is less conservative, guilty culprits are more likely to be identified, but 

mistaken identification of innocent suspects is more likely too. Mickes et al. (2012) described 

a method of using signal detection theory to compare lineup procedures by plotting accuracy 

separately for witnesses who expressed different levels of confidence (known as a Receiver 

Operator Curve – or ROC). Recent use of ROC analysis has bought into questions the claim 

of an advantage in terms of identification accuracy for sequentially-presented lineups. This 

issue is discussed in more detail in Chapter 6.  

Another example of the effect of a lack of theoretical development in eyewitness 

memory comes from research on the relationship between accuracy and confidence. Up until 

the mid-1990s, most psychologists argued that the confidence of eyewitnesses was unrelated 

to the accuracy of their identification. As Sauer and Brewer point out in Chapter 8, this 

conclusion is both counter-intuitive and has no theoretical basis, because in theoretical 
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models of meta-memory, confidence and memory performance are derived from the same 

source. It turns out that the problem was the way in which confidence was recorded and 

analysed, and for the courts a major problem was the influence of feedback. When recorded 

carefully and appropriately analysed, confidence is associated with the accuracy of witnesses 

who make an identification from a lineup.  

There is now a new era in eyewitness identification research that will be more firmly 

rooted in the contemporary theories of the psychology of memory. The need for this 

development has been clear for a long time, and there have been some impressive efforts to 

develop a more theoretically-based approach (e.g., Clark, 2003; Meissner, Tredoux, Parker, 

& McLin, 2005). However, theoretically-motivated experiments often comprise aspects of 

experimental procedure which make the research appear less applicable to real–world 

identification tasks. A practical methodology for use of ROC curves to compare between a 

control and experimental manipulation of an identification procedure could enable eyewitness 

research to develop in a more theoretically-rigorous manner. Such experimental rigour is to 

be welcomed. If psychologists make recommendations for changes to legal procedures, 

which will have serious consequences for people’s lives, the recommendations need to be 

based on sound science. It should not be denied that a powerful case for reform of procedure 

may be properly based on an appeal to civilized values rather than science in isolation, but it 

is important that science and values are clearly distinguished.  
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