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Abstract
We examined whether eyewitness confidence, familiarity with the defendant (defined as number of prior exposures), and
eyewitness age (Study 1 only) influenced mock jurors in a murder trial. Participants read a criminal mock trial transcript where
the eyewitness reported seeing the defendant once or many times (vs. none) and answered questions relating to the defendant’s
guilt, culpability, and the accuracy of the eyewitness’ identification. In Studies 1 and 2 (N = 542 and N = 169, respectively) only
confidence influenced jurors’ judgments with more guilt judgments and higher likelihood of identification accuracy when the
witness espoused high (vs. low) confidence. Study 3 (N = 179) utilized a stronger operationalization of familiarity by explicitly
stating the number of times the eyewitness had seen the defendant prior to the crime (e.g., 0, 10, or 20 times). Mock jurors were
more likely to believe that the defendant was guilty when the eyewitness had seen him 10 times prior to the crime compared to
zero times. Additionally, there was a trend for more favorable perceptions of the eyewitness as familiarity with the defendant
increased. These results suggest that in some cases, familiarity between an eyewitness and defendant can impact mock juror
decision-making.
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The Influence of Familiar and Confident
Eyewitnesses on Mock Jurors’ Judgments

Research examining the influence of eyewitness identification
on jurors’ decision-making has found that it is highly influen-
tial (Devenport et al. 1997; Wells and Olson 2003). However,
the majority of the research examining the influence of eye-
witness identification focuses on stranger identifications, that
is, an identification of a person not known to the eyewitness.
Given that researchers have estimated that almost half of iden-
tifications in the real world involve someone familiar to the
eyewitness (e.g., Flowe et al. 2011), it also is important to

examine how jurors perceive familiar identifications, that is,
an identification of a person that is known to the eyewitness.

One variable that may interact with this shared familiarity
is eyewitness age. The research examining the influence of
eyewitness age on jurors’ decision has yielded mixed results,
especially when case type is varied (i.e., sexual abuse versus
non-sexual abuse; Pozzulo et al. 2006); moreover, these re-
sults are framed in light of stranger identifications. Child eye-
witnesses are typically viewed more negatively than older
eyewitnesses in non-sexual abuse, stranger, cases (e.g.,
Bruer and Pozzulo 2014; Goodman et al. 1987; Pozzulo
et al. 2014); therefore, it can be speculated that mock jurors
may perceive a familiar identification made by a child eyewit-
ness more favorably compared to a stranger identification as
the child reports knowing the defendant in some capacity.
Little is known regarding how eyewitness age may influence
jurors’ perceptions of an identification made of a familiar
person which is troublesome given that a child victim is typ-
ically familiar with suspects in maltreatment cases (U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services 2015). Similarly,
confidence may also play more of a role in jurors’ judgments
when the eyewitness is rating his or her confidence in the
identification of a familiar, as opposed to unfamiliar, person.
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Therefore, the purpose of the present study was to examine
whether an eyewitness’ age, confidence in identification deci-
sion, and familiarity with the defendant influenced mock ju-
rors’ judgments.

Given that stranger eyewitness identifications are highly
influential in jurors’ judgments, familiar identifications may
be perceived as even more indicative of a defendant’s guilt, as
mock jurors may assume that familiarity would increase ac-
curacy. When an eyewitness identifies a stranger, and this
information is presented in court, jurors often have difficulty
distinguishing between accurate and inaccurate eyewitnesses
(Wells and Olson 2003). There is also evidence of similar
difficulties in familiar identification cases. Joseph Abbitt is
one such case where he was charged and convicted of assault
based, in part, on the basis of two eyewitness’ testimony who
stated that their attacker looked like a man who had previously
lived in the area and had been to their home before, Joseph
Abbitt (The National Registry of Exonerations 2018). After
14 years, DNAwas tested from the rape kits and Abbitt was
ruled out as a suspect. Because of the real-world occurrence of
familiar identifications, it is important to understand how it
influences jurors’ judgments so that we can better distinguish
between guilty and innocent suspects.

Familiar Identifications

Given the relatively new direction of examining eyewitness-
defendant familiarity, there is not yet one concrete definition
of familiarity in a forensic context. As a result, it is possible to
examine the definition of familiarity in other areas of research.
Social psychologists have studied how familiarity occurs and
provides a basis for understanding and defining the concept of
familiarity. One such theory posited by social psychologists is
the mere exposure effect (Zajonc 1968). The mere exposure
effect suggests that the more we are exposed to a stimulus, the
more familiar we become with that stimulus. In the realm of
juror decision-making, as the number of exposures between
the eyewitness and defendant increase, so should the per-
ceived familiarity between them (e.g., Moreland and Beach
1992; Moreland and Zajonc 1982). Mandler (2008) also sug-
gests that exposure duration, that is, how long we are exposed
to a stimulus, influences familiarity such that increased expo-
sure results in increased familiarity. Research examining the
impact of exposure on eyewitness memory has found that
increased exposure to a perpetrator increases an eyewitness’
accuracy when they are asked to make an identification from a
lineup (Bornstein et al. 2012; Leippe et al. 1991; Memon et al.
2003). Increased exposure duration has also been found to
increase the accuracy of child eyewitnesses (Cain et al.
2005); however, this finding is not always consistent (e.g.,
Gross and Hayne 1996). Given the little research that has
examined familiarity in a legal context, not much is known

at this time how familiarity may influence eyewitness identi-
fication in different scenarios (e.g., stressful situations).

The mere exposure effect and exposure duration are, per-
haps, the most common ways in which familiarity has been
defined when examining the influence of familiarity on mock
jurors’ decisions. For example, Lindsay et al. (1986) exam-
ined the influence of exposure duration on mock jurors’ judg-
ments. The eyewitness was described as either seeing the de-
fendant for 5 s, 30 min, or an additional 30 min with interac-
tion. No impact of exposure duration was found; however,
when the eyewitness was exposed to the criminal for only
5 s, mock jurors indicated that the eyewitness had significantly
less time to view the perpetrator compared to the other two
conditions. To take this one step further, Pozzulo et al. (2014)
examined the number of exposures between eyewitness and
defendant. Specifically, the eyewitness was described as see-
ing the defendant zero, three, or six times prior to the crime.
No influence of the number of exposures was found, thus
suggesting that mock jurors may not perceive seeing someone
six times as indicative enough of familiarity to influence their
verdict or their perceptions of the witness.

To further test this, Sheahan et al. (2018) increased the
number of exposures and examined whether seeing the defen-
dant eight times prior to the crime (in comparison to zero)
would be influential. The eyewitness was described as having
seen the defendant eight times in a convenience store.
Sheahan et al. found that compared to never having seen the
defendant before, seeing him eight times prior to the crime
was influential such that mock jurors were more likely to
determine that the defendant was guilty when the eyewitness
was familiar with the defendant compared to when there was
no shared familiarity.While there was this influence on verdict
decisions, there was no influence of familiarity on mock ju-
rors’ perceptions of the eyewitness, similar to Pozzulo et al.
(2014).

Vallano et al. (2018) examined the number of exposures
and its influence on mock jurors’ judgments; however, no
specific number of exposures was given, familiarity was de-
scribed as having never seen the defendant prior to the crime,
seeing him once, or seeing him many times; familiarity was
not influential in jurors’ judgments. A second study was con-
ducted utilizing a stronger conceptualization of familiarity, in
which contextual details surrounding the prior exposure the
witness had to the defendant was provided (i.e., how long
before the crime the prior exposure occurred). Vallano et al.
found that when the eyewitness was described as being famil-
iar with the defendant, mock jurors were more likely to be-
lieve the defendant was guilty and that the identification of the
defendant was accurate on both dichotomous and continuous
measures; however, the effect was curvilinear. When the eye-
witness had minimal exposure to the defendant, there was an
increase in perceived guilt and identification accuracy com-
pared to both the stranger and extensive exposure.
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Other researchers have taken a different approach to famil-
iarity through defining it as type of relationship shared (e.g.,
Pica et al. 2017). Pica et al. conceptualized familiarity as
stranger, acquaintance (i.e., lunch monitor), or a familiar per-
son (i.e., former teacher). Pica et al. (2017) found that mock
jurors were more likely to assign higher guilt ratings to the
defendant when he shared a familiar relationship with the
eyewitness. In a follow-up study, the authors found that mock
jurors were still more likely to assign higher guilt ratings when
the witness was described as being a familiar person to the
witness (i.e., their uncle). Given that there is no clear-cut def-
inition of familiarity, and the mixed findings examining the
influence of familiarity, the current studies sought to examine
howmany exposures are needed to establish that perception of
familiarity. Given that only one study has found an influence
with eight exposures (Sheahan et al. 2018), the current studies
examined whether a specific number of reported exposures
was needed for jurors to believe that the eyewitness and de-
fendant shared a level of familiarity and whether it would
influence their judgments.

Eyewitness Age and Familiarity Eyewitnesses of all ages can
be called to testify in court. The age of the eyewitness has
been extensively studied; however, the results have been
inconsistent with some research finding older eyewit-
nesses are perceived more favorably than younger eyewit-
nesses (e.g., Bruer and Pozzulo 2014; Goodman et al.
1987; Pozzulo et al. 2014) while other research has found
the opposite (e.g., Ross et al. 1990). Past research exam-
ining the combined influence of age and familiarity has
generally found that it does not sway mock jurors’ verdict
decisions or perceptions (e.g., Pozzulo et al. 2014;
Sheahan et al. 2018). Sheahan et al. suggest that the fact
the eyewitness and defendant shared a familiar relation-
ship was strong enough to where eyewitness age became
an irrelevant factor for mock jurors to consider. Despite
past research suggesting age and familiarity do not impact
mock juror decisions, it is possible that the mock jurors
did not perceive the familiarity to be enough to improve
children’s accuracy. Given that children are often per-
ceived as poorer eyewitnesses compared to older eyewit-
nesses in non-sexual abuse cases, it may be possible that a
shared familiarity with the defendant would increase
mock jurors’ perceptions of child eyewitnesses for these
types of non-sexual crimes, depending on how familiarity
is operationalized. Past research has found that increased
familiarity, in terms of exposure, may increase child eye-
witness accuracy (Cain et al. 2005) and does increase
adolescent (e.g., Sheahan and Pozzulo under review) and
adult accuracy (e.g., Bornstein et al. 2012); as such, this is
an important interaction to consider. Therefore, the cur-
rent study aimed to examine the role of age in combina-
tion with a stronger manipulation of familiarity.

Eyewitness Confidence and Familiarity One of the most
well-researched indicators of eyewitness identification ac-
curacy is confidence (Sauer and Brewer 2015; Sporer
et al. 1995). Generally speaking, high (vs. low) confi-
dence identifications occurring under Bpristine^ condi-
tions (e.g., good lighting, close proximity to the perpetra-
tor) are more indicative of defendant guilt (Wixted and
Wells 2017). Research additionally finds that jurors are
accordingly persuaded by these high confidence identifi-
cations, as they are more likely to judge the defendant as
guilty and the identification as accurate (Brewer and
Burke 2002; Cutler et al. 1988). However, the majority
of this research has focused primarily on stranger identi-
fications. Given that there are general assumptions of how
memory works (i.e., it is easier to remember someone we
have seen before versus someone we have never seen), it
can be speculated that jurors may perceive a high confi-
dence identification of a familiar person even more
influential.

To date, we know of only one study that has systemat-
ically examined the influence of confidence and familiar
identifications on mock jurors’ decisions. Specifically,
Vallano et al. (2018) examined whether an eyewitness
who had seen the defendant many times, once, or never
prior to the crime and was either highly confident or not
confident in the identification decision, impacted juror’
judgments. Results supported previous research that has
examined confidence and stranger identifications.
Specifically, they found that when the eyewitness made
an identification with high confidence, mock jurors were
more likely to believe the identification was accurate and
the defendant was guilty.

Study 1

The purpose of Study 1 was to examine whether eyewit-
ness age, familiarity, and eyewitness confidence influ-
enced mock jurors’ judgments. Study 1 was identical to
that of Vallano et al. (2018) with the exception of it being
a Canadian sample. We predicted that when the eyewit-
ness reported seeing the defendant many times prior to the
commission of the crime, there would be more guilty ver-
dicts for the defendant. Additionally, when the eyewitness
reported being highly confident in her identification deci-
sion, we predicted there would be more guilty verdicts for
the defendant. Lastly, we predicted that confidence would
play more of a role in jurors’ judgments when the eyewit-
ness and defendants were strangers. Specifically, that
when the eyewitness identified a stranger with high con-
fidence, it would be more influential compared to when a
stranger identification was made with low confidence.
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Method

Participants

Undergraduate students (N = 542; 71.2% female) were recruit-
ed from a psychology participant pool at a university in
Eastern Ontario, Canada. Participants’ ages ranged from 18
to 70 years old (M = 20.48, SD = 5.62). The majority of par-
ticipants were identified as White/Caucasian (69.7%), with a
considerable amount identifying as Asian (12.8%), and small-
er amounts identifying as Black/African Canadian (8.5%),
Latin American (1.1%), Aboriginal-Canadian (1.5%), and
mixed or other (6.3%). Participants received course credit
for their participation.

Design

The present study utilized a 3 (eyewitness age = 15 vs. 45 vs.
75 years) × 2 (confidence = sure vs. unsure) × 3 (familiarity
with the defendant: seen many times before vs. seen once
before vs. never seen before) between-subjects factorial de-
sign resulting in 18 conditions.

Materials and Procedure

Data were collected through the online survey tool Qualtrics.
Participants were provided with the link to the study materials
(see below) upon signing up for the study.

Trial Transcript Eighteen versions of a seven-page criminal
trial transcript were created that were identical except in re-
gard to eyewitness age, confidence, and familiarity with the
defendant. Each transcript began with instructions from the
judge, followed by excerpts from the trial which involved a
murder at a bus stop including testimony from four witnesses
(i.e., a police officer, the eyewitness, defendant’s girlfriend,
and defendant). The transcript concluded with closing state-
ments from the lawyers and legal guidelines and instructions
to the jury members.

Juror Questionnaire Participants then rendered judgments
concerning the dependent variables: the accuracy of the eye-
witness’ identification, whether the defendant was the shooter,
and defendant guilt. Next, participants rated several aspects of
the eyewitness’s witnessing experience: view, attention,
length of exposure to the perpetrator, and the amount of dis-
tance between the eyewitness and perpetrator (e.g., 1 = poor
view, 7 = good view). Participants also rated the certainty,
credibility, and honesty of the eyewitness’s identification
(e.g., 1 = not credible, 7 = very credible). Finally, participants
completed several questions regarding the general effects of
certain estimator variables on eyewitness identification

accuracy (e.g., the presence of a weapon). Embedded within
these questions were items that specifically assessed partici-
pants’ beliefs about the accuracy of familiar compared to
stranger identifications.

Upon completion, participants were debriefed and thanked
for their participation.

Results and Discussion

Dichotomous Responses There were two primary questions of
interest: (1) do you think that the defendant is guilty of the
murder (yes/no) and (2) do you believe that the eyewitness’
identification of the defendant is accurate (yes/no). Two sep-
arate sequential logistic regressions were conducted with eye-
witness age, eyewitness confidence, and familiarity in the
model to assess independent and combined effects on mock
jurors’ dichotomous decisions.

Model 1 included only the main effects, Model 2 included
the main effects and two-way interaction, andModel 3 includ-
ed the main effects, two-way interactions, and three-way in-
teraction. When examining whether mock jurors believed the
defendant was guilty of the murder, Model 1 was significant
(χ2(5) = 29.49, p < 0.001). Additionally, Models 2 and 3 were
significant (χ2(13) = 32.62, p = 0.002 and χ2(17) = 34.65,
p = 0.007, respectively). There were no significant effects in
Model 3, and as such, Model 2 was retained. Only a signifi-
cant effect of eyewitness confidence emerged (B = 0.78, SE =
0.40, p = 0.05). Mock jurors were more likely to believe the
defendant was guilty when the eyewitness was confident (vs.
not confident) in her identification. The remaining effects
were not significant.

When examining whether mock jurors believed the eyewit-
ness’ identification of the defendant was accurate, Model 1
was significant (χ2(5) = 41.43, p < 0.001). Additionally,
Models 2 and 3 were significant (χ2(13) = 44.18, p < 0.001
and χ2(17) = 44.68, p < 0.002, respectively). There were no
significant effects in Model 3, and as such, Model 2 was
retained. Only a significant effect of eyewitness confidence
emerged (B = 0.79, SE = 0.40, p = 0.05). Mock jurors were
more likely to believe the defendant was guilty when the eye-
witness was confident in her identification. The remaining
effects were not significant.

Continuous Responses There were four primary questions of
interest: (1) how likely is it that the defendant is guilty of the
murder, (2) do you believe that the defendant is the shooter,
(3) how likely is it that the defendant is the shooter, and (4)
how likely is it that the eyewitness’ identification of the de-
fendant was accurate. Given that all four dependent variables
were significantly correlated (p < 0.001), a multivariate anal-
ysis of variance (MANOVA) was conducted to determine
whether eyewitness age, eyewitness confidence, and
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eyewitness familiarity with the defendant influenced mock
jurors’ perceptions. Using Wilk’s λ, there was a significant
multivariate effect of eyewitness confidence (F(4, 495) =
6.50, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.05). Univariate effects indicated
significance for all dependent variables [the likelihood of
guilt, F(1, 498) = 19.13, p < .001, partial η2 = 0.04, the belief
that the defendant was the shooter, F(1, 498) = 17.94,
p < .001, partial η2 = 0.05 = .04, the likelihood the defendant
was the shooter, F(1, 498) = 16.60, p < .001, partial η2 = 0.03,
and the likelihood of the eyewitness’ identification of the de-
fendant being accurate, F(1, 498) = 24.89, p < 0.001, partial
η2 = 0.05 (see Table 1 for descriptives). Increased eyewitness
confidence influenced jurors to believe that the defendant was
guilty, the defendant was the shooter, and an increased likeli-
hood that the defendant was the shooter and the eyewitness’
identification was accurate. Using Wilk’s λ, there also was a
significant multivariate three-way interaction between eyewit-
ness age, eyewitness confidence, and eyewitness familiarity
with the defendant (F(16, 1512.88) = 1.76, p = 0.03, partial
η2 = 0.01). However, none the univariate effects were
significant.

Perceptions of the Eyewitness A series of questions were
asked regarding the certainty, credibility, reliability, and hon-
esty of the eyewitness’ identification on 1 (not at all) to 7
(very) Likert-type scales. As all four questions were signifi-
cantly correlated (p < 0.001), a composite scale was created
(α = 0.82). An analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted
to determine whether eyewitness age, confidence, and famil-
iarity influenced mock jurors’ perceptions of the eyewitness’
identification. Only a significant effect of confidence emerged
(F(1, 499) = 298.81, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.38). When the
eyewitness was confident in her identification decision, she
was perceived more favorably (M = 5.07, SD = 1.04) com-
pared to when she was not confident (M = 3.43, SD = 1.11).
The remaining effects were not significant.

Perceptions of Familiarity Similar to Vallano et al. (2018), the
current study examined whether mock jurors believed that
prior exposure corresponded with familiarity. Mock jurors
responded to two post-manipulation questions: (1) do wit-
nesses who have seen a person before make more accurate
identifications than those who have not seen a person before
and (2) do witnesses who have seen a person many times

before make more accurate identifications than those who
have seen a person once before? Given that mock jurors an-
swered this question on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree,
7 = strongly agree), we classified responses from 1 to 3 as in
disagreement with the proposition, responses from 5 to 7 as in
agreement with the proposition, and a response of 4 as equiv-
ocal (the midpoint of the scale).

Overall, 54.2% of participants agreed that witnesses who
have seen a person before make more accurate identifications
than those who have not seen the person before (M = 4.61,
SD = 1.46). A bivariate linear regression was then conducted
to determine whether mock jurors’ familiarity perceptions
were associated with mock jurors’ judgments on all four con-
tinuous variables. An increase in mock jurors’ beliefs regard-
ing the accuracy of familiar identifications corresponded with
an increase in the likelihood of defendant guilt (B = 0.35,
SE = 0.05, t = 7.68, p < 0.001), belief that the defendant was
the shooter (B = 0.45, SE = 0.05, t = 8.78, p < 0.001), the
likelihood the defendant was the shooter (B = .36, SE = 0.05,
t = 7.56, p < 0.001), and the likelihood the eyewitness’ iden-
tification was accurate (B = 0.35, SE = 0.05, t = 7.58,
p < 0.001).

Overall, 68.6% of mock jurors agreed that witnesses who
have seen a person many times before make more accurate
identifications than those who saw the person only once before
(M = 5.14, SD = 1.46). An increase in mock jurors’ beliefs
regarding the accuracy of familiar identifications
corresponded with an increase in the likelihood of defendant
guilt (B = 0.23, SE = 0.05, t = 4.95, p < 0.001), belief that the
defendant was the shooter (B = 0.31, SE = 0.05, t = 5.89,
p < 0.001), the likelihood the defendant was the shooter
(B = 0.25, SE = 0.05, t = 5.03, p < 0.001), and the likelihood
the eyewitness’ identification was accurate (B = 0.24,
SE = 0.05, t = 5.07, p < 0.001).

The results of Study 1 are in correspondence with previous
research that has found increased confidence in more persua-
sive to jurors (e.g., Brewer and Burke 2002; Cutler et al. 1988;
Sporer et al. 1995) in addition to previous research that has not
found familiarity, defined as increasing exposures, to be influ-
ential (e.g., Pozzulo et al. 2014). Given that the current study
stated that the witness had only seen the defendant before, the
lack of interaction may be one factor jurors took into account.

Study 2

Similar to previous research (e.g., Pozzulo et al. 2014;
Vallano et al. 2018), the number of exposures of familiar-
ity did not influence mock jurors’ judgments. Bruce et al.
(2001) examined participants’ ability to identify familiar
and unfamiliar faces from CCTV clips and suggest that an
additional component in addition to exposure must be
present (i.e., interaction) in order for familiarity to be

Table 1 Mock jurors’mean perception ratings (SD) by confidence level

Low confidence High confidence

Likelihood defendant is guilty 3.80 (1.56) 4.40 (1.57)

Belief defendant is shooter 3.53 (1.76) 4.20 (1.84)

Likelihood defendant is shooter 3.76 (1.62) 4.37 (1.70)

Likelihood identification is accurate 3.45 (1.47) 4.15 (1.67)
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established. Given that Sheahan et al. (2018) found that
when the eyewitness saw the defendant eight times in a
convenience store and found an effect of familiarity,
Study 2 added a prior interaction between eyewitness
and perpetrator to determine whether this created an en-
hanced perception of familiarity. Previous research has
found that adding more contextual information to the ba-
sis of familiarity can enhance that sense of familiarity and
be influential (e.g., Vallano et al. 2018). Additionally,
eyewitness age was dropped for Study 2 as no effects
were found in Study 1. Given the findings of Study 1,
we again predicted that confident eyewitnesses would be
more influential than low confident witnesses. We also
predicted that eyewitnesses who reported seeing the de-
fendant many times (and thus interacting with the defen-
dant many times) would produce more guilty verdicts
than when the eyewitness and defendant were strangers.
Lastly, we predicted there to be an interaction between
confidence and familiarity such that there would be more
guilty verdicts for the defendant when the eyewitness re-
ported being more familiar with a confident identification
of the defendant compared to when the eyewitness report-
ed the defendant was a stranger and an identification
made with no confidence.

Method

Participants Undergraduate students (N = 169; 66.9% fe-
male) were recruited from a psychology participant pool
f rom a univers i ty in Eas te rn Ontar io , Canada .
Participants’ ages ranged from 18 to 51 years old (M =
19.91, SD = 4.02). The majority of participants identified
as White/Caucasian (69.8%), with a considerable amount
identifying as Asian (14.2%) and smaller amounts identi-
fying as Black/African American (6.5%), Latin American
(0.6%), Aboriginal-Canadian (3.0%), and those that iden-
tified themselves as mixed or other (5.9%). Participants
received course credit for their participation.

Design The present study utilized a 2 (confidence: sure vs.
unsure) × 3 (familiarity with the defendant: seen many
times before with interaction vs. seen once before with
interaction vs. never seen before) between-subjects facto-
rial design.

Materials and Procedure The materials and procedure were
identical to that of Study 1 with the exception of the
removal of eyewitness age in the trial transcript and the
addition of the prior interaction between eyewitness and
alleged perpetrator and how many times the eyewitness
saw the defendant prior to the crime.

Results and Discussion

Dichotomous Responses There were two primary questions of
interest: (1) do you think that the defendant is guilty of the
murder (yes/no) and (2) do you believe that the eyewitness’
identification of the defendant is accurate (yes/no). Two sep-
arate sequential logistic regressions were conducted to deter-
mine whether eyewitness confidence and familiarity influ-
enced mock jurors’ dichotomous decisions. When examining
whether mock jurors believed the defendant was guilty of the
murder, Model 1 was not significant (χ2(3) = 5.14, p = 0.16),
as such Models 2 and 3 were not examined given their inabil-
ity to add to the overall model. When examining whether
mock jurors believed that the eyewitness’ identification of
the defendant was accurate, Models 1 and 2 were significant
(χ2(3) = 11.78, p = 0.008 and χ2(5) = 12.44, p = 0.03), respec-
tively. However, no significant effects were obtained inModel
2 thus suggesting the included variables did not account for a
significant amount of the variance in defendant guilt. As such,
Model 1 was retained. Similar to Study 1, only a significant
effect of confidence emerged (B = 0.86, SE = 0.33, p = 0.008).
Mock jurors were more likely to believe the eyewitness’ iden-
tification was accurate when she exhibited high (vs. low) con-
fidence. The remaining effects were not significant.

Continuous Responses There were four primary questions of
interest: (1) how likely is it that the defendant is guilty of the
murder, (2) do you believe that the defendant is the shooter,
(3) how likely is it that the defendant is the shooter, and (4)
how likely is it that the eyewitness’ identification of the de-
fendant was accurate. Given that all four dependent variables
were significantly correlated (p < 0.001), a MANOVA was
conducted to determine whether eyewitness confidence and
familiarity influenced mock jurors’ perceptions. Only a signif-
icant multivariate effect of confidence emerged usingWilk’s λ
(F(4, 145) = 4.08, p = 0.004, partial η2 = 10). All univariate
effects were significant: the likelihood of guilt (F(1, 148) =
8.91, p = 0.003, partial η2 = 0.06), the belief that the defendant
was the shooter (F(1, 148) = 4.44, p = 0.04, partial η2 = 0.03),
the likelihood the defendant was the shooter (F(1, 148) = 4.63,
p = 0.03, partial η2 = 0.03), and the likelihood of the eyewit-
ness’ identification of the defendant being accurate (F(1,
148) = 11.97, p = 0.001, partial η2 = 0.08) (see Table 2).
Mock jurors were more apt to believe that the defendant was

Table 2 Mock jurors’mean perception ratings (SD) by confidence level

Low confidence High confidence

Likelihood defendant is guilty 3.57 (1.48) 4.35 (1.57)

Belief defendant is shooter 3.57 (1.68) 4.21 (1.79)

Likelihood defendant is shooter 3.75 (1.57) 4.33 (1.60)

Likelihood identification is accurate 3.18 (1.34) 4.04 (1.62)
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guilty and the shooter when the eyewitness’ confidence was
high (vs. low); moreover, the likelihood that the defendant
was the shooter and the eyewitness’ identification was accu-
rate when her confidence was high (vs. low).

Perceptions of the Eyewitness A series of questions were
asked that pertained to the certainty, credibility, reliability,
and honesty of the eyewitness’ identification on 1 (not at
all) to 7 (very) Likert-type scales. All four questions were
significantly correlated (p < 0.001), and as such, a composite
scale was created (α = 0.76). A two-way ANOVA was con-
ducted to determine whether eyewitness confidence and fa-
miliarity influenced mock jurors’ perceptions of the eyewit-
ness’ identification. Similar to Study 1, only a significant ef-
fect of confidence emerged (F(1, 144) = 78.15, p < 0.001, par-
tial η2 = 0.35). Mock jurors were more likely to hold positive
perceptions of the eyewitness’ identification when she was
confident (M = 4.81, SD = 1.10) compared to not confident
(M = 3.33, SD = 0.90).

Perceptions of Familiarity When examining mock jurors’ re-
sponses to familiarity in general, 55.6% agreed that witnesses
who have seen a person before are more accurate than those
who have not seen the person before (M = 4.64, SD = 1.57). A
bivariate linear regression was then conducted to determine
whether mock jurors’ familiarity perceptions influenced mock
jurors’ judgments on all four continuous variables. An in-
crease in mock jurors’ beliefs regarding the accuracy of famil-
iar identifications corresponded with an increase in the likeli-
hood of defendant guilt (B = 0.24, SE = 0.08, t = 2.97,
p = 0.003), belief that the defendant was the shooter
(B = 0.26, SE = 0.09, t = 2.93, p = 0.004), the likelihood the
defendant was the shooter (B = 0.27, SE = 0.08, t = 3.36,
p = 0.001), and the likelihood the eyewitness’ identification
was accurate (B = 0.22, SE = 0.08, t = 2.90, p = 0.004). We
then examined their perceptions of seeing a person many
times and 72.2% of mock jurors agreed that witnesses who
have seen a person many times are more accurate than those
who saw the person only once (M = 5.37, SD = 1.38). An
increase in mock jurors’ beliefs regarding the accuracy of
familiar identifications corresponded with an increase in the
belief that the defendant was the shooter (B = 0.21, SE = 0.10,
t = 2.09, p = 0.04), the likelihood the defendant was the shoot-
er (B = 0.25, SE = 0.09, t = 2.75, p = 0.007), and the likelihood
the eyewitness’ identification was accurate (B = 0.19,
SE = 0.09, t = 2.15, p = 0.031); however, no effect was found
for the likelihood of defendant guilt.

Study 3

Studies 1 and 2 revealed that vaguely stating the number of
exposures between the eyewitness and defendant prior to the

crime was not enough to influence jurors’ judgments. Perhaps
the vagueness of the description of familiarity was too subjec-
tive to individual mock jurors. Given that the current study
stated that the witness was described as seeing and interacting
with the defendant once or many times before the commission
of the crime, the lack of specificity may be why familiarity
was not influential. Therefore, the purpose of Study 3 was to
examine whether explicitly stating that the eyewitness had
seen the defendant 10 or 20 times prior to the crime was
influential. Only one study, to date, has found that a high
number of exposures, explicitly stated, influenced jurors’
judgments (e.g., Sheahan et al. 2018). Given that seeing some-
one 20 times is something that a juror may be able to better
conceptualize, rather than a vague sense of familiarity, we
predicted that explicitly stating this would be more influential.

Method

Participants Undergraduate students (N = 179; 63.1% female)
were recruited from a psychology participant pool from a uni-
versity in Eastern Ontario, Canada. Participants’ ages ranged
from 18 to 46 years old (M = 19.87, SD = 3.91). The majority
of participants identified as White/Caucasian (66.5%), with a
considerable amount identifying as Asian (16.2%) and smaller
amounts identifying as Black/African American (7.3%), Latin
American (1.7%), Aboriginal-Canadian (2.2%) and those that
identified themselves as mixed or other (6.1%). Participants
received course credit for their participation.

Design The design was a 2 (confidence: sure vs. unsure) × 3
(familiarity with the defendant: seen 20 times before with
interaction vs. seen 10 times before with interaction vs. never
seen before) between-subjects factorial design.

Materials and Procedure The materials and procedure were
identical to that of Study 2 with the exception of the prior
interaction between eyewitness and the defendant added in
addition to how many times the eyewitness saw the defendant
prior to the crime in numerical format.

Results and Discussion

Dichotomous Responses There were two primary questions of
interest: (1) do you think that the defendant is guilty of the
murder (yes/no) and (2) do you believe that the eyewitness’
identification of the defendant is accurate (yes/no). Two sep-
arate sequential logistic regressions were conducted to deter-
mine whether eyewitness confidence and familiarity influ-
enced mock jurors’ dichotomous decisions. When examining
whether mock jurors believed the defendant was guilty of the
murder, only Model 1, including only the main effects, was

J Police Crim Psych (2019) 34:351–361 357



significant (χ2(3) = 10.74, p = 0.01). Only a significant effect
of confidence emerged (B = 0.92, SE = 0.32, p = 0.004); mock
jurors were more likely to believe the defendant was guilty
when the eyewitness was confident in her identification.
When examining whether mock jurors believed the eyewit-
ness’ identification was accurate, both Models 1 and 2 were
significant (χ2(3) = 8.49, p = 0.04 and χ2(5) = 14.65, p = 0.01,
respectively). Therefore, Model 2 was retained. There was a
significant effect of confidence onmock jurors’ beliefs that his
identification was accurate (B = 1.80, SE = 0.60, p = 0.003);
mock jurors were more likely to believe the identification was
accurate when the eyewitness was confident in her decision.
Additionally, there was a significant effect of familiarity
(Wald = 5.91, df = 2, p = 0.05). Mock jurors were more likely
to believe the identification was accurate when the eyewitness
reported seeing the defendant 10 times prior to the crime com-
pared to never (B = 2.86, SE = 1.21, p = 0.02). The remaining
effects were not significant; no influence of seeing the defen-
dant 20 times prior to the crime influenced jurors’ judgments.

This omnibus test also produced a significant Confidence ×
Familiarity interaction (Wald = 6.04, df = 2, p = 0.05). Follow-
up analyses revealed that mock jurors were more likely to
believe the eyewitness’ identification was accurate when the
eyewitness saw the defendant 20 times prior to the crime and
was confident in her decision (0.58) compared to not confi-
dent in her decision (0.32), χ2(3, N = 65) = 4.34, p = 0.04,
Cramer’s v = 0.26). Additionally, when the eyewitness had
never seen the defendant prior to the crime, mock jurors were
significantly more likely to believe the identification was ac-
curate when the eyewitness reported being confident in her
decision (0.63) compared to not confident (0.22) (χ2(1, N =
57) = 9.75, p = 0.002, Cramer’s v = 0.41).

Continuous Responses There were four primary questions of
interest: (1) how likely is it that the defendant is guilty of the
murder, (2) do you believe that the defendant is the shooter,
(3) how likely is it that the defendant is the shooter, and (4)
how likely is it that the eyewitness’ identification of the de-
fendant was accurate. Given that all four dependent variables
were significantly correlated (p < 0.001), a MANOVA was
conducted to determine whether eyewitness confidence and
familiarity influenced mock jurors’ perceptions. Using
Wilk’s λ, only a significant multivariate effect of confidence
emerged (F(4, 154) = 3.25, p = 0.01, partial η2 = 08). Upon
analyzing the univariate effects, the likelihood of guilt (F(1,
157) = 10.97, p = 0.001, partial η2 = 0.07), the belief that the
defendant was the shooter (F(1, 157) = 7.71, p = 0.006, partial
η2 = 0.05), the likelihood the defendant was the shooter (F(1,
157) = 9.00, p = 0.003, partial η2 = 0.05), and the likelihood of
the eyewitness’ identification of the defendant being accurate
(F(1, 157) = 10.46, p = 0.001, partial η2 = 0.06) all were sig-
nificant (see Table 3). Mock jurors were more apt to believe
that the defendant was guilty and the shooter when the

eyewitness’ confidence was high (vs. low). Supporting
Studies 1 and 2, when the eyewitness was confident in her
decision, mock jurors’ believed there was an increased likeli-
hood that the defendant was the shooter and the eyewitness’
identification was accurate. The remaining effects were not
significant.

Perceptions of the Eyewitness All four questions were signif-
icantly correlated (p < 0.001); as such, a composite scale was
created (α = 0.82). An ANOVA revealed that there was a
significant effect of confidence (F(1, 159) = 60.21,
p < 0.001). Mock jurors were more likely to have positive
perceptions of the eyewitness when she was confident in her
identification (M = 4.88, SD = 1.18) compared to not confi-
dent (M = 3.51, SD = 1.13). There also was a significant effect
of familiarity (F(1, 159) = 3.04, p = 0.05). Follow-up post hoc
analyses revealed that there was no significance; however,
there was a trend for eyewitnesses to hold more positive per-
ceptions when the eyewitness had seen the defendant 20 times
prior to the crime (M = 4.48, SD = 1.42) compared to both 10
(M = 4.16, SD = 1.28) and zero times (M = 4.06, SD = 1.30).

Perceptions of Familiarity When examining mock jurors’ re-
sponses to familiarity in general, 54.2% agreed that witnesses
who have seen a person before are more accurate than those
who have not seen the person before (M = 4.52, SD = 1.61). A
bivariate linear regression was then conducted to determine
whether mock jurors’ familiarity perceptions influenced mock
jurors’ judgments on all four continuous variables. An in-
crease in mock jurors’ beliefs regarding the accuracy of famil-
iar identifications corresponded with an increase in the likeli-
hood of defendant guilt (B = 0.40, SE = 0.07, t = 5.95,
p < 0.001), belief that the defendant was the shooter
(B = 0.47, SE = 0.08, t = 6.08, p < 0.001), the likelihood the
defendant was the shooter (B = 0.44, SE = 0.07, t = 6.17,
p < 0.001), and the likelihood the eyewitness’ identification
was accurate (B = 0.46, SE = 0.07, t = 6.53, p < 0.001). We
then examined their perceptions of seeing a person many
times and 64.8% of mock jurors agreed that witnesses who
have seen a person many times are more accurate than those
who saw the person only once (M = 4.90, SD = 1.45). An
increase in mock jurors’ beliefs regarding the accuracy of
familiar identifications corresponded with an increase in the
likelihood the defendant was the shooter (B = 0.42, SE = 0.08,

Table 3 Mock jurors’mean perception ratings (SD) by confidence level

Low confidence High confidence

Likelihood defendant is guilty 3.79 (1.39) 4.55 (1.56)

Belief defendant is shooter 3.74 (1.60) 4.46 (1.79)

Likelihood defendant is shooter 3.88 (1.49) 4.61 (1.65)

Likelihood identification is accurate 3.63 (1.48) 4.38 (1.60)
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t = 5.42, p < 0.001), the belief that the defendant was the
shooter (B = 0.44, SE = 0.09, t = 4.91, p < 0.001), the likeli-
hood the defendant was the shooter (B = 0.45, SE = 0.08, t =
5.45, p < 0.001), and the likelihood the eyewitness’ identifi-
cation was accurate (B = 0.46, SE = 0.08, t = 5.53, p < 0.001).

General Discussion

Given that many cases involve at least one eyewitness being
familiar with the defendant in criminal trials (e.g., Flowe et al.
2011), it is important to understand how jurors perceive this
shared familiarity between an eyewitness and a defendant.
Also, the persuasiveness of eyewitness testimony in the court-
room has been well-established with stranger identifications;
however, the persuasiveness of familiar identifications has
received far less attention. The current studies are the second
in a program of research examiningmock jurors’ judgments of
familiar identifications where the eyewitness’ confidence also
is manipulated. When examining mock jurors’ dichotomous
guilt decisions, confidence was the only significant predictor.
These findings are not surprising as previous research has
consistently found that highly confident eyewitnesses are
more influential than non-confident eyewitnesses in stranger
identifications, thus providing support that this also extends to
familiar identifications. We also wanted to examine whether
eyewitness age and/or confidence influenced mock jurors’
judgments in relation to familiarity. The influence of eyewit-
ness age has produced mixed results in the literature, and
Study 1 found no effect in accordance with similar research
manipulating eyewitness age and familiarity (e.g., Pozzulo
et al. 2014; Sheahan et al. 2018), which may suggest that
familiarity does not impact jurors’ perceptions differentially
across the lifespan. Perhaps these effects are due to the strong
role of confidence on jurors’ judgments.

These findings do not explain the null results regarding
defendant culpability given that mock jurors generally be-
lieved that increased familiarity results in increased accuracy.
Across all three studies, a slight majority of mock jurors be-
lieved that familiar identifications are more accurate than
strange identifications. However, their beliefs did not translate
into their judgments in Studies 1 and 2. As mentioned previ-
ously, this may be due to the subjective nature in which famil-
iarity was portrayed. Increased exposure was defined as Bseen
many times^; however, this may mean something different to
each individual who took part in this study. Partial support is
found for this in Study 3 such that an explicit number of
exposures did influence jurors’ judgments. These findings
suggest that familiarity between a defendant and an eyewit-
ness needs to be properly defined before mock jurors utilize
familiarity in their decision-making. Another potential expla-
nation is that only a slight majority of the sample believed that
familiar identifications are more accurate—this could indicate

that laypeople do not know a lot about how memory works or
that they have an overconfidence in memory abilities (e.g., the
idea that BI would remember what happened to me^ ).

Interestingly, when the eyewitness had seen the defendant
10 times prior to the crime, mock jurors were more likely to
believe the identification was accurate compared to when the
eyewitness reported being a stranger to the defendant; howev-
er, there was no influence of familiarity at 20 times. These
results are similar to those of Vallano et al. (2018) who found
that minimal exposure between an alleged perpetrator and
eyewitness was more influential to mock jurors than greater
exposure. Perhaps jurors may think that 10 times is sufficient
to be familiar with an individual and not let other factors
hinder their identification of said individual. However, if you
see an individual many times mock jurors may perceive this as
being too familiar such that an individual may be overconfi-
dent in their identification, as can be seen in the case of Joseph
Abbitt. Future studies may want to include open-ended ques-
tions to ask mock jurors for their reasoning when including
evidence of familiar identifications.

When examining the role of familiarity in combination
with eyewitness confidence, the current study found a com-
bined influence such that mock jurors were more likely to
believe that an identification decision made by an eyewitness
was accurate when the eyewitness was described as seeing the
defendant 20 times prior to the commission of the crime, and
that they were highly confident in their decision. This finding
is not surprising, as eyewitness confidence has been found to
be highly persuasive to jurors, even when the eyewitness and
defendant are described as strangers (e.g., Brewer and Burke
2002). Specifically, mock jurors are likely to believe eyewit-
ness evidence when the eyewitness claims to be very confi-
dent in their decision. Additionally, familiarity influenced per-
ceptions of the eyewitness; however, follow-up analyses were
not significant but were in the expected direction. Specifically,
the more the eyewitness reported seeing the defendant, the
more positively she was perceived; as exposure increased, so
did perceptions. This suggests that familiarity does, in fact,
have the ability to influence mock jurors’ perceptions of the
eyewitness which previous research has failed to find (e.g.,
Pozzulo et al. 2014; Sheahan et al. 2018).

The current program of research also provided some in-
sight into how mock jurors perceive familiarity. For example,
approximately half of the participants across all studies (i.e.,
54.2% in Study 1; 55.6% in Study 2; 54.2% in Study 3) be-
lieved that familiarity between a defendant and an eyewitness
would increase identification accuracy compared to identifi-
cations made by stranger eyewitnesses. This suggests that ap-
proximately half of the participants did not believe that famil-
iarity would increase eyewitness identification accuracy,
which may explain why familiarity did not consistently im-
pact mock juror decision-making. It is possible that mock
jurors have a misperception about making an identification
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(e.g., that it would be easy to recognize someone after
witnessing a crime). For example, research has found that
people tend to be swayed by identifications of suspects com-
pared to other types of lineup decisions (e.g., rejecting the
lineup; Wright 2007), which may suggest that a decision from
a lineup is enough evidence for mock jurors, and familiarity
may not increase the persuasiveness of the eyewitness evi-
dence provided. More research examining familiarity and
mock jurors’ reasoning behind their decisions may be useful.

Limitations and Future Directions

Some limitations of this study should be addressed. First
is the use of undergraduates. There is some research sug-
gesting that student samples may differ from community
samples (e.g., Keller and Wiener 2011). However, a recent
meta-analysis found few consistent differences in defen-
dant culpability ratings between the two samples
(Bornstein et al. 2017). Future research should extend
the current research with a more representative sample
of the broader population, perhaps a deliberating mock
jury, as research suggests that deliberations may influence
verdict decisions (Nuñez et al. 2011).

More pertinent to familiarity itself, jurors’ perceptions
of familiar eyewitness identifications are relatively
understudied in the literature. As a result, there is not
yet a clear or common definition of Bfamiliarity^ to use
in the current program of research. In fact, familiarity
could be reasonably operationalized in a number of dif-
ferent ways (e.g., exposure, type of relationship between
the defendant and eyewitness). As a result, the findings
from this study cannot be applied to all familiar identifi-
cation cases, as Bfamiliar^ encompasses many different
dimensions. As a result, future research should examine
other operationalizations of familiarity to better under-
stand its role on mock juror decision-making.
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