
• It has long been established that 
eyewitness testimony is fraught with 
potential sources of error (Steblay et al., 
2003; Steblay et al., 2011).

• Contrary to the perception of law 
enforcement and jurors alike, confidence 
does not correlate with accuracy (Potter 
& Brewer, 1999). Nevertheless, beliefs 
about the relationship between 
confidence and accuracy of 
identifications can greatly influence juror 
decisions (Beaudry, 2015) and lead to 
injustice (Innocence Project, 2018).

• Research has shown a number of factors 
that inflate eyewitness confidence, such 
as receiving feedback during the 
identification process, and delaying the 
recording of eyewitness confidence 
levels until after such time (Brewer, 
2006).

• It is therefore critical for the legal system 
to be aware of factors that conflate 
confidence and accuracy and potentially 
alter verdicts (Palmer & Brewer, 2019).

• One innovative approach that has been 
suggested as an alternative to traditional 
lineups of suspects is the method of 
making “similarity judgments,” which may 
show promise by creating a more 
accurate level of confidence in testimony 
(Brewer et al., 2012).

• In “similarity judgments,” witnesses view 
one lineup candidate at a time, rather 
than be pressured to make a choice from 
among several potential candidates 
simultaneously.
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Figure 2: Accuracy ratings in experiments in control 
conditions (untimed) vs. deadline conditions (3 second 
max time allowed).

(Source: Brewer et al., 2012)
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• Increased accuracy in the 

identification of culprits means a 

higher number of criminal 

convictions, and a lower number of 

innocent people being wrongfully 

accused.

• Similarity judgment ratings may 

decrease perception of guilt, 

however, accurate identifications is 

the goal.

• Decisions must be made within 3 seconds, 

since research has shown that speed 

correlates positively with more accurate 

memory recall (Sauerland et al., 2018). Using 

participants’ similarity ratings, an algorithm 

was created that judged the guilt rating of 

each lineup individual (Brewer et al., 2020). 

• Researchers found that accuracy of culprit 

identification was significantly higher – as 

much as 66% higher – than a traditional 

lineup. Moreover, using similarity ratings gives 

a more quantifiable and comparative form of 

assessing suspect guilt in comparison to other 

individuals in the lineup. The confidence 

judgment process, as it is called by the 

researchers, is based on a more 

contemporary understanding of the workings 

of memory (Brewer et al., 2020).
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Figure 1: Confidence ratings for sequential vs. 

simultaneous lineups, in both inaccurate and accurate IDs.

(Source of Data: Beaudry et al., 2015)
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