
 

 

CASE STUDY 

Psychology in Forensic 
Examination 

Overview  
When we watch shows like CSI, about crime scene investigation, the specialists seem so 
determined to pursue “the truth.” The truth however is that many Forensic Experts do not 
recognise when their impartiality and objectivity are compromised by exposure to biasing 
contextual information, or by working backwards from a suspect to the evidence. 

When a cognitive neuroscientist identified this issue, he wanted to help minimise bias and 
reduce error in forensic work. He used his understanding of psychology to develop 
cognitively informed workplace training that not only changed the thinking of many Forensic 
Experts but also changed the law. 

Challenge 
Forensic Examiners present themselves to the courts as impartial experts. Indeed, they are 
required by the United Kingdom’s Rule 33.2 of Criminal Procedure to give "unbiased" 
opinions.  

Forensic Experts are often exposed to a great deal of extraneous contextual information 
however, such as whether a suspect has confessed, or was identified by witnesses, and 
what the detective thinks. Nevertheless, they regard themselves as impartial. Because 
Forensic Experts do not typically understand the science of human psychology and 
cognition, they may believe they are immune from being affected by irrelevant contextual 
information. So, they do not take steps to minimise factors that bias their perception, 
interpretation and decision-making. These problems have been highlighted by research 
(Dror, et al., 2013). 

Furthermore, criminal cases where innocent people have been identified by biased forensic 
work highlight the problem. However, such cases are largely considered to be exceptions, 
rather than representative of a systemic problem.  

Business Psychology provides relatively simple solutions that can resolve many of these 
problems. These derive from well-established effects of top-down contextual information, 
motivation, confirmation bias, conformity, expectations, self-fulfilling prophecies, allegiance 
to teams and a whole host of cognitive and psychological influences caused by extraneous 
contextual information.  

Due to the absence of insight into these issues, within the Forensic Expert community, there 
were two challenges. First, to convince forensic organisations that their Experts may have a 
problem with bias and contextual effects. Second, to provide training that would effectively 
address the issues. 

Creating a Platform 
The greatest challenge was to convince the various stakeholders that psychology was 
relevant and important to forensic work. This was particularly challenging as Forensic 
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Examiners, the courts, and the public, tended to believe that these Experts were impartial, 
objective and unbiased. 

Furthermore, because Forensic Examiners worked within an adversarial legal system, any 
weakness revealed could be used against them in court. So, there was naturally resistance 
to the very idea that Forensic Experts may be compromised by basic human psychology and 
cognition. 

No one had raised these issues or this potential solution to the forensic organisations before. 
Being the first to do so meant it was a challenge for the Business Psychology Consultants to 
convince stakeholders. The Consultants considered two important requirements to win 
support to address this challenge. Concurrently they built trust with stakeholders in forensic 
organisations and presented compelling evidence. 

They presented an analysis of criminal cases, where forensic work was biased and led to 
wrong conclusions, which helped increase the awareness of stakeholders. Developing 
illustrations, to demonstrate how context affected forensic work, eventually convinced the 
various stakeholders.  

Furthermore, they worked hard to demonstrate they were not focused on showing the 
weaknesses of these forensic organisations or seeking to discredit them. Rather, they 
wished to deliver a solution to a problem that did exist, helping them perform better.  

Once forensic organisations were more open to consider the issues, straightforward 
Business Psychology solutions could be used in training, to minimise biases and improve 
results in the work of Forensic Examiners. 

Approach  
Before the training, the Consultants visited the forensic organisation to see how their 
Forensic Examiners worked. That allowed them to learn about the real world of forensics 
and to establish trust.  

During the actual training, they began by introducing relevant psychological theory, showing 
the Experts how it related to real-world experience. Once they had demonstrated its impact 
in other domains, they made the connection to the world of forensic work. The Consultants 
showed the Experts exactly how the psychology was relevant to their work.  

During the training, a range of interactive exercises demonstrated the specific problems in 
forensic work, so the Experts could experience them first-hand. Then, after the training, the 
Consultants visited the forensic organisations and helped them implement the psychological 
solutions that were suggested during the training.  

Psychology Applied  
The Consultants' ability to understand, as well as explain, the cognitive factors that bias 
Forensic Experts was underpinned by a variety of psychological concepts and research. 
These included, for example, issues of perception, judgement, interpretation, and decision-
making.  

“The most basic concept was that the human mind is not a camera and hence does not 
passively take on bottom-up information; it is highly dependent upon and affected by top-
down processes.” – Itiel Dror 

The training also included concepts from Social Psychology and cognition, feeding into 
Business Psychology on factors affecting taking in information and then using it to reach 
conclusions. For example: 
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• Escalation of commitment: a behaviour pattern in which an individual or group facing 
increasingly negative outcomes nevertheless continue the behaviour, instead of 
altering course. Individuals maintained behaviours that were irrational, but aligned to 
previous decisions and actions (Staw, 1997) 

• Wishful thinking: decision-making and the formation of beliefs based on what might 
be pleasing to imagine, rather than on evidence, rationality, or reality; a product of 
resolving conflicts between belief and desire (Bastardi, Uhlmann & Ross, 2011) 

• Tunnel vision: a metaphor for an individual’s reluctance to consider alternatives to 
their preferred line of thought, especially applied to individuals predisposed to a 
favoured outcome. Related research includes representative realism (Lehar, 2000) 

• Decision momentum and confirmation bias: a cognitive response that involved 
favouring information that confirmed existing beliefs or biases (Nickerson, 1998) 

• Primacy, recency and anchoring effects: the order and sequencing of information 
influenced what was most remembered due to the nature of human memory and 
cognitive load (Englich, Mussweiler & Strack, 2006) 

Teamwork and group dynamics were also addressed. 

Other practical demonstrations of the issues of bias in the judicial system were presented, 
such as studies demonstrating that length of sentencing has been affected by whether crime 
photos were presented in black and white or in colour (Oliver & Griffitt, 1976), or by the 
attractiveness of suspects (Stewart, 1980 and Stewart, 1985). 

Measuring Success 
First and foremost, it was a significant success that the Consultants were able to get the 
forensic organisations to agree to provide such training to their Forensic Examiners. The 
mere acceptance that such training was relevant and needed demonstrated progress had 
been made.  

Once training was delivered, success would be judged on participating Forensic Examiners’ 
acceptance that they were vulnerable to bias, by contextual information. Given that they 
typically regarded themselves as impartial and objective, somewhat immune to 
psychological effects, the success of the training would be measured by the Participants 
acknowledging their vulnerabilities and weaknesses (as measured by post-training 
questionnaires).  

Further, success would be measured on actions taken by the Forensic Examiners, and their 
organisations, in dealing with the psychological issues of bias and contextual effects. This 
would be measured by adoption of best practices and changes to their operating 
procedures. An additional measure for the success would be changes in the way Forensic 
Examiners testified and presented their evidence in court (e.g. that fingerprinting is not 
'infallible'). 

Outcome 
Participant Feedback 
Training was delivered to various forensic organisations. The training was very well received 
and found to be highly valuable by the participating Forensic Examiners. Participants 
consistently ranked the training as 4.5 and higher on a five-point scale and provided 
comments on how they better understood and acknowledged issues of bias in their work. 
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Furthermore, many Fingerprint Examiners no longer claimed that they are objective or 
infallible.  

For example, a cohort of Participants trained at the FBI in Quantico were asked to rate the 
training. They were asked to respond to six questions on a five-point scale (1 = very low, 2 = 
low, 3 = average, 4 = high, and 5 = very high). The mean score of ratings received were: 

• How well were the subjects explained? 4.44 

• How relevant were the subjects to your work? 4.62 

• How interesting did you find the workshop? 4.53 

• How do you rate the instructor's delivery? 4.38 

• How do you rate the Instructor's knowledge of the subject matter? 4.88 

• Overall satisfaction with the workshop. 4.64 

The majority of answers, across all the Participants across all questions, were the maximum 
possible score. The grand mean (means of means) was 4.58. 

Organisational Impact 
The mere fact that the Consultants were able to convince more than half a dozen forensic 
organisations that they needed psychological bias training was a huge success in its own 
right.  

It took many months of work, but when support was received it included forensic 
organisations around the world. First, in the United Kingdom (e.g. London Metropolitan 
Police, Sussex, Surrey, Cambridgeshire, Hertfordshire and Bedfordshire Police forces) and 
then also abroad (Australia, the Netherlands, and a variety of organisations in the United 
States including the FBI, Los Angeles Police Department and New York Police Department). 

On an organisational level, forensic institutions have adopted new best practises and 
procedures to minimise the effects of bias. 

Broader Impact 
The legal justice system has taken these psychological issues onboard. The senior judiciary 
solicited training on these issues for Judges of the High Court and Court of Appeal. These 
have also been brought up in court cases.  

The issue has also been recognised by the Forensic Regulator and the Criminal Case 
Review Commission.  

As these Consultants were the first and only Psychologists to apply Business Psychology to 
the issue of bias in the work of Forensic Experts, influencing associated stakeholders and 
delivering relevant training, they can be somewhat confident that it has been their 
interventions that have had this impact. Furthermore, forensic organisations have also 
directly attributed new best practices to this work, giving these Consultants credit for the 
changes. 

Lessons Learned 
The training enabled the Consultants to interact with many Forensic Examiners and to 
debate these issues. This not only benefited the Forensic Examiners doing their work, but 
the Consultants learned a great deal about the pragmatic reality of the real world; allowing 
them to better understand how to apply Business Psychology in that context. For example, 
balancing the need for good communication between investigating Police Officers and 
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Forensic Examiners with the need to blind the Forensic Examiners from irrelevant 
extraneous contextual information that could bias their work. 
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