ATTITUDES AND SOCIAL COGNITION

Response Biases in Lineups and Showups

Richard Gonzalez, Phoebe C. Ellsworth, and Maceo Pembroke

The showup, or presentation of a single suspect to an eyewitness, is widely believed to be a more
biased and suggestive identification procedure than the lineup even though there has been no
empirical work on this issue. Results suggest, however, that witnesses at a lineup are less likely to
say “not there” than are witnesses at a showup. This tendency is seen in both live and photographic
identification procedures, in both laboratory studies and real-world identifications. Showups in
the lab resulted in no more mistaken identifications than lineups. Results also suggest that a
showup is not equivalent to a poor lineup (i.., a lineup witha functional size of 1). It is hypothesized
that a showup leads to an absolute judgment, whereasa lineup leads toa relative judgment, and that
the police pressures on witnesses are unlikely to be any greater for showup than for lineup identifi-

cations.

When a witness to a crime points to the suspect and says
“That’s the man” a crucial link in the prosecution’s chain of
evidence is forged. Police, prosecutors, and psychological re-
searchers agree with the Supreme Court’s conclusion that the
pretrial identification of a suspect is a “critical stage” in the
proceedings against the defendant, requiring particular scru-
tiny (US. v Wade, 1967). They disagree sharply, however, about
the value of different methods of identification.

Police officers commonly use the showup, a one-10-one con-
frontation between the witness and the suspect in which the
witness is asked whether the suspect is the person who commit-
ted the crime. Psychologists have argued that the showup is
overly suggestive (Levine & Tapp, 1973; Malpass & Devine,
1983; Sobel, 1985; Wells, Leippe, & Ostrom, 1979). A procedure
believed to be less biased is the /ineup, in which the witness is
asked to select the perpetrator from a group. In a recent survey
of psychological experts in the field of eyewitness testimony,
78% of the sample agreed that “the use of a one-person showup
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instead of a full lineup increases the risk of misidentification,”
and 65% felt that the evidence for this proposition was generally
reliable or very reliable (Kassin, Ellsworth, & Smith, 1989). The
source of this high level of consensus among the experts is
somewhat mysterious, however, as there is no empirical re-
search that compares patterns of identification in lineups and
showups.

Legal Arguments Regarding the Use of Showups
Police

The police are the strongest proponents of showups, and
their argument is largely practical. The police are called to the
scene of the crime, the witness describes the criminal, the po-
lice immediately initiate a search, and when they find someone
who fits the description they bring the witness to the spot and
ask him or her whether the suspect is the culprit. This sort of
showup is often called an in-field identification or a drive by. The
general rationale is that because of the short delay between the
event and the showup, memory will be relatively intact, and so
witnesses will be more accurate than they would if they saw the
suspect in a lineup hours or days later.

This argument in favor of the showup has nothing to do with
the basic task structure of lineups and showups, that is, the
number of options given to the witness. Rather, proponents are
relying on a variable that covaries with real-world showups: the
immediacy of the identification procedure. Consider, for exam-
ple, the showup in US v Wilson (1970):

Even though the confrontation is inherently suggestive because of
the presentation of a single suspect . . . we think the case is not
one of undue suggestiveness, in view of the countervailing consid-
erations that prompt, on-the-scene identifications are likely to
promote fairness, by enhancing reliability of the identifica-
tions, and permit expeditious release of innocent subjects. (pp.
404-405)

Presumably, if a set of five other people who resembled the
suspect could be magically transported to the identification
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site, police would have no objection to conducting an “in-field
lineup.”

Courts

The relative suggestiveness of lineups and showups was first
considered by the United States Supreme Court in 1967 (US. v
Wade, 1967; Gilbert v. California, 1967; Stovall v. Denno, 1967).
The Court recognized that there are substantial risks of bias in
the conduct of both lineups and showups but considered the
dangers of suggestion to be greater in showups (Stovall v Denno,
1967, p. 302). Thus, the intuitions of the Supreme Court major-
ity coincided with those of the psychologists.

Despite their concerns about the validity of showup identifi-
cations, the Court let Stovall’s conviction stand, holding that
the acceptability of any identification procedure must be evalu-
ated in the context of the “totality of the circumstances
surrounding it” (Stovall v. Denno, 1967, p. 302). In Stovall’s case
both the suggestiveness of the showup and the surrounding
circumstances were extreme. The victim, Paul Behrendt, was
stabbed to death, and the only witness, his wife, was so severely
wounded that her survival was in doubt. Two days after the
murder, the police brought Stovall, in handcuffs, to Mrs.
Behrendt’s hospital room and asked her whether he was the
man. Quoting the Court of Appeals, the Court accepted the
identification because the police had no choice in the circum-
stances:

No one knew how long Mrs. Behrendt might live. Faced with the
responsibility of identifying the attacker, with the need for imme-
diate action and with the knowledge that Mrs. Behrendt could not
visit the jail, the police followed the only feasible procedure and
took Stovall to the hospital room. Under these circumstances, the
usual police lineup, which Stovall now argues he should have had,
was out of the question. (355 F2d, p. 735)

Since 1967, the Court’s definition of totality of circumstances
has been transformed from one emphasizing circumstances af-
fecting the necessity of the suggestive procedure to one empha-
sizing circumstances affecting the likely accuracy of the identi-
fication. In Neil v Biggers (1972), a rape victim identified her
attacker on the basis of a showup 7 months after the crime, and
the Court let the conviction stand because she had spent “up to
half an hour” with the man, she had been under great stress, she
was very confident, and she had not identified anyone in pre-
vious lineups or showups. In Manson v. Brathwaite (1977), the
Court reaffirmed this new view of the totality of circum-
stances, holding that a single-photograph showup was accept-
able because the initial contact lasted for 2 min, the identifica-
tion was made only 2 days later, and the witness was a trained
police officer. Thus, although the Court has continued to de-
scribe showups as unnecessarily suggestive, and to regard the
lineup as a superior procedure, it has rarely found a showup to
be so impermissibly suggestive as to warrant reversal of a crimi-
nal conviction.!

Psychological Arguments Regarding the Use of Showups

Most researchers in the area of eyewitness testimony have
been forceful in their criticism of the showup (e.g., Malpass &
Devine, 1983; Wells et al., 1979; Yarmey, 1979). There are two
quite different lines of criticism, which are often confused in

the literature. It is important to keep them separate if scholars
are to think clearly about the relative merits of lineups and
showups. The first is a structural, formal problem concerning
the nature of the two tasks. It involves problem solving and
identification decision strategies and the sort of variables typi-
cally studied by cognitive and social-cognitive psychologists.
The second is an interpersonal, social, even ethnographic set of
considerations involving the state of mind of a real witness, the
role of the police in creating situational pressures, the forensic
uses of the two procedures, the witness’s attributions of beliefs
and motives to the police, and the consequences of various
types of mistakes for the innocent suspect. These consider-
ations are no less “psychological” than the structural consider-
ations, but they suggest different research methods and differ-
ent sources of data.

Most research on eyewitness identification has involved
compromise designs intended to maintain control over the vari-
ables affecting the problem-solving strategies, while introduc-
ing various features designed to mimic real-world identifica-
tion settings. Studies vary enormously in their emphasis on
highly controlled abstract tasks, or more engrossing tasks high
in experimental realism, or tasks and settings aimed at mirror-
ing the natural context (high in “mundane realism,” see Aron-
son, Ellsworth, Carlsmith, & Gonzales, 1990; Malpass & De-
vine, 1981a, 1981b). The highly controlled studies can easily be
criticized for failing to capture the nature of the eyewitness’s
task as it actually occurs in the real world; the studies that
attempt to bring in real-world elements can frequently be criti-
cized for confounding conceptually distinct variables. These
issues are not unique to research on eyewitness testimony; they
are standard fare in many research methods books and an inevi-
table debating point in arguments over basic versus applied
research. However, they are particularly troublesome in discus-
sions of the response biases in showups and lineups because
there are arguments about biases inherent in the abstract struc-
ture of the tasks—biases that would exist whether the stimuli
were faces, sentences, shapes, or works of art—and there are
also arguments about biases inherent in the concrete interper-
sonal task involving an eyewitness, a suspect, a police officer,
and usually other people. The bottom line of both arguments
has typically been that showups are far more suggestive than
lineups, but the arguments themselves are quite distinct.

In this article, we describe three studies comparing lineups
and showups—two experimental simulation studies and a field
study of actual lineups and showups. In introducing the first
two studies, we focus on the abstract formal properties of the
lineup and showup tasks. In introducing our third study, de-
signed to see whether the pattern of results obtained in the
police department resembles that found in the laboratory, we
discuss the additional sources of bias that may affect an actual
eyewitness faced with a lineup or showup.

Formal Task Properties of Lineups and Showups

One structural argument against showups involves the psy-
chometric properties of the one-person identification (e.g., Elli-

! For a lower court example where the totality of the circumstances
test failed and the showup was found to be unreliable see Smith v
Coiner, 1973.
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son & Buckhout, 1981; Malpass & Devine, 1983). Because the
witness responds with a yes-no answer, the showup, with only
one choice option, makes it difficult to catch guessers (or wit-
nesses who simply want to have someone “put away”). The
greater number of options in the lineup decreases the probabil-
ity that the suspect may be selected by chance (ie., 1/k, where k
is the number of choice options). In this sense, the showup is
analogous to a true-false question and the lineup to a multiple-
choice question.

Malpass and Devine argued (1983) that a “lineup is in princi-
ple more fair than a showup because it distributes the probabil-
ity of identification of an innocent suspect across the lineup
foils, reducing the risk of an identification error” (p. 85). Two
types of error have been identified: misidentification and fail-
ure to identify the actual perpetrator (see Levine & Tapp, 1973;
Malpass & Devine, 1981a, 1981 b; Wells & Lindsay, 1980). These
errors correspond to false positives and false negatives, respec-
tively. The mistaken identification of a known foil helps to
identify “witnesses who do not possess very good information
about the identity of the offender but who feel they must at-
tempt an identification” (Malpass & Devine, 1984, p. 87). Ina
showup, the only available option for such witnesses is to iden-
tify the suspect; the mistaken identification of a foil is impossi-
ble. The common assumption is that there is considerable situa-
tional pressure on the witness to make an identification.

A second structural argument is that the presence of foils
who resemble the suspect causes the witness to exercise greater
caution: The witness is less likely to choose a man because he
generally resembles the suspect if he is surrounded by others
who also generally resemble the suspect. Thus, it is generally
believed that witnesses are more likely to make a positive iden-
tification—to respond yes—when the suspect is presented
alone than when the same suspect is presented along with sev-
eral foils, assuming that the foils plausibly fit the description of
the suspect.

These arguments may be undercut, however, by a difference
in the decision-making strategies elicited by the lineup and
showup tasks. Lineups call for comparative, or relative, strate-
gies because the witness selects from several alternatives. Sho-
waups elicit absolute strategies because the witness must decide
if the suspect is or is not the perpetrator. This difference in
strategy suggests the opposite prediction—a higher frequency
of “no” responses in the showup.

Both lineups and showups are essentially tests of recognition
memory. Many theories of recognition memory propose that
people decide whether a test stimulus matches an original item
on the basis of a judgment along a familiarity dimension, that
is, whether it is an “old” or a “new” item (see, for example,
Bower, 1967; Gillund & Shiffrin, 1984; Kintsch, 1967, 1970).
We hypothesize that at a showup the witness attempts to find a
match between the memory trace of the perpetrator and the
person presented. If the match between the memory trace and
the suspect meets or surpasses some criterion level then the
witness responds yes, otherwise no. The showup, then, isa type
of absolute judgment (cf. Blumenthal, 1977). This similarity
judgment between the memory trace and a physical stimulus
has been termed ecphoric similarity (Tulving, 1981).

The number of alternatives in the memory test, however,
may influence decision making along the familiarity dimen-
sion. When there are several options the witness searches the

lineup for the person who most resembles the memory trace of
the perpetrator. “The witness often may treat the [lineup task]
as one of identifying the individual who best matches the wit-
ness’ recollection of the culprit even if that match is not perfect,
rather than as one of identifying the true criminal” (Woocher,
1977, p. 986). Furthermore, once the witness has successfully
accomplished the task (choosing the best match), he or she may
lose sight of the fact that there is a second task: deciding
whether the best match is good enough. Thus, the lineup is
conducive to a comparative judgment (Wells, 1984; Woocher,
1977). We hypothesize that the process of finding the best
match (comparative judgment) is more likely than an absolute
judgment to result in a positive identification. Thus, we predict
more yes responses to the lineup than to the showup. This
analysis parallels the well-known finding in the perception liter-
ature that the threshold is lower in k-alternative forced-choice
discriminations than in yes-no discriminations. The former
procedure produces a higher frequency of yes responses (se¢
Blackwell, 1953, for a review).

We conducted three studies to examine the widely believed
but never-tested assumption that witnesses are more likely to
make an identification in a showup than in a lineup. Given the
surprising findings of the first study, we conducted a second
study as asomewhat more rigorous replication, includingacom-
parison of showups with lineups of different functional sizes.
The third study was designed to discover whether a similar
pattern of results would emerge in actual lineups and showups
conducted by a local police department, where all sorts of real-
world social pressures are added to the formal task properties.

Study 1
- Overview

The purpose of the first study was to provide an initial empir-
ical test of response differences in showup and lineup proce-
dures. Following a staged purse-snatching incident in an under-
graduate psychology and law course, subjects were shown either
a showup or a lineup. The actual perpetrator was presented in
half of the lineups and in half of the showups.

Method
Subjects

Sixty-three students in a psychology and law course at Stanford Uni-
versity observed a staged crime. After the incident the instructor in-
formed the students that the crime was staged as part of an experiment
on eyewitness identification. Three students declined to continue with
the experiment, and 1 subject did not have time to complete it, leaving
a total of 59 subjects.

Perpetrator and Lineup Construction

A group of seven African-American male Stanford undergraduates,
matched for height, weight, age, color, and facial hair, were selected to
pose in the identification procedure. One of them volunteered to be
the perpetrator. He was in his early 20s, weighed 140 1b, and was 5 ft 9
in. tall. During the identification procedure all lineup and showup
members wore the same clothes: Stanford basketball warmups, dark
blue jeans, and white tennis shoes.
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Procedure

Fifteen minutes after the beginning of the class the perpetrator en-
tered the classroom and sat in the back row. After 1 min, he stood up
and walked slowly down the stairs toward the lecturing instructor. On
reaching the front of the classroom he stood in profile view to the class
and looked at the instructor for a few seconds. The instructor asked
“Can I help you?” Without answering, the perpetrator walked to the
side of the instructor’s desk and grabbed her purse; he turned around,
looked toward the class, and then ran all the way across the front of the
classroom and out an exit door. As he was going out of the door, a
female student began to run after him—she was stopped by the in-
structor (this attempt to catch the thief was not part of the planned
incident). The perpetrator was in the classroom for 79 s.

Immediately after the incident, the instructor informed the students
that the crime was staged as part of a class demonstration on eyewit-
ness identification and asked them not to discuss the incident with
other students until the class was over.? Subjects then received a con-
sent form and a questionnaire. The experimenter, another African-
American male undergraduate, read the consent form to the class.
Following completion of the consent form he said,

You are about to take part in an identification procedure very
similar to those used by police today. Please bear in mind that
your decision may have an impact on future police identification
procedures, so please take this task seriously.

Next, he asked subjects to fill out the pre-identification question-
naire. The questionnaire contained (a) open-ended questions asking
subjects to describe the incident and the perpetrator; (b) questions
asking subjects to identify specific characteristics of the perpetrator
such as age, height, weight, and hair color; and (c) five true-false and
three four-alternative forced-choice items (e.g., “Was the perpetrator
wearing a jacket?”).

Subjects then went to the identification task in randomly assigned
groups of 8. A second experimenter (a European-American male) con-
ducted the identification procedure. The instructions were as follows:

You are being asked to look at a suspect [lineup ]. The fact that this
suspect [lineup] is being shown to you should not influence your
judgment. You should not conclude or guess that this suspect
[someone in the lineup] committed the crime. You are not obli-
gated to identify anyone.

These instructions were taken verbatim from the standard forms
used by a local police department.? Subjects read a printed copy of the
instructions while the experimenter read them aloud. The experi-
menter asked subjects not to talk to other witnesses and not to indicate
to others whether they made an identification.

Subjects were shown either a live lineup or a live showup. These two
procedures were crossed with the presence (or absence) of the actual
perpetrator, creating four conditions. In the valid showup condition
subjects saw the actual perpetrator alone; in the valid lineup condition
they saw the actual perpetrator along with five foils (six lineup
members in all). In the perpetrator-absent conditions, a seventh man,
matched in physical appearance to the other six, replaced the real
perpetrator. In the blank showup condition he was presented alone; in
the blank lineup condition he took the perpetrator’s place in the line
with the same five foils.

In the lineup conditions the six men stood in a straight line facing
the witnesses. The numbers 1 (left) to 6 (right) were posted over their
heads. The perpetrator or his substitute appeared in Position 2. The
foils maintained the same serial position across all lineups.

Subjects were given three options: (@) They could make a positive
identification of the perpetrator (in the lineup condition they also
indicated the perpetrator’s position in the lineup), (b) they could indi-
cate that the perpetrator was not there, or (¢) they could indicate that

they did not remember the perpetrator well enough to make a decision
either way. We refer to the three options as yes, no, and I don’t know
respectively. We allowed an I don’t know option because previous re-
search on lineups suggests that the inclusion of such an option might
lower the false-alarm rate (e.g., Kohnken & Maass, 1988).

Results and Discussion

The study had a 2 (identification procedure) X 2 (presence or
absence of the actual perpetrator) between-subjects design.
There were no main effects or interactions for the subjects’ (a)
estimates of the duration of the incident (in seconds); (b) esti-
mates of the perpetrator’s age, height, or weight; or (c) propor-
tion correct on the objective portion of the pre-identification
questionnaire (all 5 < 1.43). Because these items were assessed
before the identification procedure, we conclude that there
were no initial group differences on these variables.

The primary purpose of this study was to examine differ-
ences in positive and negative responses across showup and
lineup identification procedures. Thus, the dependent variable
of interest was whether the subject said the perpetrator was
there or not there, not whether the subject made an accurate
identification. We computed the proportion of positive (yes)
and negative (no) responses given that the subjects made a defi-
nite response (i.e., the conditional probabilities P{yes/yes or no|
and P[no/yes or no]).* Limiting analyses to subjects who made a
definite decision allows a simple, clear presentation of the re-
sults and a more rigorous test of the hypotheses (see Wickens,
1989, for a similar procedure using logits). This constraint is
also forensically relevant because definite yes or no responses
on the part of the witness have important consequences for the
suspect. The merits of yes rates (or, equivalently, no rates) to
assess response bias are reviewed by Macmillian and Creelman
(1990). However, a direct application of standard response bias
measures was not possible in this context because, among other
things, each subject contributed only one data point and hit or
false-alarm rates must be computed between subjects. Results
on accuracy rates are presented after the response bias data.

Response Bias

The results presented in Table I show a striking tendency for
subjects to respond no to the showup but yes to the lineup.
Collapsing over valid and blank identification procedures, 4 of
22 subjects (18%) who made a definite response in the showup
conditions responded yes, whereas 17 of 22 subjects (77%) in the

% As in most studies of eyewitness identification, subjects knew they
were participating in a research study. There is some evidence that such
knowledge may inflate the rate of choosing (K6hnken & Mass, 1988).
To have affected the results of the present study, this inflation would
have had to occur only in the lineup conditions. Whether this is a
plausible alternative explanation is an empirical question.

3 This was the same police department that was examined in Study 3,
so the instructions were the same in the lab and field research reported
here.

* There were no significant differences across the experimental con-
ditions in the proportion of I don’t know responses. Furthermore,
computing proportions of responses over all three response categories
(i.e., so that P[yes] + P[no] + P[I don’t know] = 1) does not affect the
pattern of statistical significance.
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Table 1

Frequency of Choice as a Function of Identification Procedure Jor Study 1

Choice (%) Conditional proportions (%)
Identification
procedure Yes No I don’t know P(y/y or n) P(n/y or n)
Showup
Valid 21 50 29 30 70
n 3 7 4
Blank 7 73 20 8 92
n 1 11 3 Marginal 18 82
n 4 18
Lineup
Valid 64 0 36 100 0
n 9 5
Blank 50 31 19 62 38
n 8 5 3 Marginal 77 23
n 17 5

Note. y= yes;n=no.

lineup conditions responded yes (p = .0002 by Fisher’s exact
test.’

The same response bias was observed whether the actual per-
petrator was present or not. When shown the actual perpetrator
in a showup, only 3 of 10 subjects responded yes; the other 7 said
he was not the right man. When shown the actual perpetrator
in a lineup, all 9 of those who were sure enough to make a
definite response said yes. This difference is significant at p =
.003 by Fisher’s exact test. Similarly, when confronted with the
wrong man in a showup, only 1 of 12 subjects mistakenly re-
sponded yes, whereas 8 of 13 subjects (62%) mistakenly re-
sponded yes when presented with the blank lineup (p=.011 by
Fisher’s exact test).

Accuracy

How did accuracy differ in the lineup and showup condi-
tions? First, consider the procedures that included the actual
perpetrator. In the valid showup, 3 of 10 subjects (30%) correctly
identified the perpetrator, whereas in the valid lineups, 6 of 9
subjects (67%) correctly chose the perpetrator. Thus, the lineup
yielded a higher proportion of correct identifications than did
the showup.

A complete assessment of accuracy, however, must also in-
clude an examination of correct “not there” answers. In the
blank showup, 11 of 12 subjects (92%) correctly stated that the
man was not the perpetrator. In the blank lineup, 5 of 13 sub-
jects who made a choice (38%) correctly stated that the perpe-
trator was not there. Thus, the showup yielded a higher rate of
correct rejections than the lineup. The differential pattern of
correct identifications and correct rejections reflects the base-
rate response pattern in the showup and in the lineup.

This response bias, in turn, results in different kinds of errors
in lineup and showup identifications. That is, the tendency to
respond no when faced with a showup produces a high miss rate
(70% of the subjects who were sure enough to make a decision
when faced with the actual perpetrator said he was not the
man). Similarly, the bias to respond yes when faced with a
lineup leads to a high false-alarm rate (62% of the subjects who
were sure enough to make a decision incorrectly selected some-

one from the blank lineup). If these results apply to real-world
identifications, the consequences for showups are fairly clear:
Many criminals are not identified, but relatively few innocent
people are misidentified. The consequences for lineups are
much more complicated. In the blank lineup condition, 2 sub-
jects selected the perpetrator substitute, and the remaining 6
were split, 4 and 2, between two of the foils. The person we
arbitrarily selected as a substitute for the perpetrator was se-
lected no more often than would be expected by chance. Had
we happened to select the foil most often picked to be our
perpetrator substitute, however, he would have had a 31%
chance of being misidentified (or a 25% chance if we include the
don’t knows in the calculation).®

Did the presence of the actual perpetrator in the identifica-
tion procedure have any effect on the subjects’ responses? Obvi-
ously, there should have been a higher frequency of no re-
sponses in the perpetrator-absent procedures than in the perpe-
trator-present procedures. Unfortunately, the effect was not
clear. Not one subject responded no to the valid lineup, but 5 of
13 subjects in the blank lineup (38%) responded no (p=.054 by
Fisher’s exact test). However, within the showup conditions the
proportion responding no to the valid showup (70%) did not
differ statistically from the proportion responding no to the
blank showup (92%; p = .293 by Fisher’s exact test), although
the trend was in the right direction: higher rates of “no” re-
sponses in perpetrator-absent conditions.

Study 2

The results of Study | suggest that people respond differently
to lineups and showups. In particular, people appear to be
much more cautious about making an identification when con-
fronted with one individual. Because these results fail to con-

5 All significance levels reported in this article, including Fisher’s
exact test, are two-tailed.

A reviewer argued that this different foil would also have been
picked more often in a showup, most likely 25% of the time. However,
because the real perpetrator was only picked 21% of the time in Study 1
and 0% of the time in Study 2, this seems unlikely.



530 R. GONZALEZ, P. ELLSWORTH, AND M. PEMBROKE

firm the generally accepted notion that witnesses are more
likely to falsely identify an innocent suspect in a showup than in
a lineup, we carried out a second study designed to test the
same hypothesis using a different crime, a different modality,
and a different perpetrator. In particular, we felt that subjects in
Study ! might have been reluctant to accuse a lone African-
American man for fear of appearing racist, so we wanted to see
if the results would replicate with a European-American perpe-
trator.”

A second goal of Study 2 was to examine the effects of the
similarity of the foils to the suspect, which has been an issue of
concern in the construction of lineups (e.g., Doob & Kirshen-
baum, 1973; Lindsay & Wells, 1985; Malpass & Devine, 1983,
1984; Wells et al., 1979). A lineup is considered fair if all lineup
members fit the general description of the perpetrator equally
well. In a fair lineup each lineup member should have an equal
chance of being selected as the perpetrator by someone who did
not witness the crime but is simply selecting on the basis of a
verbal description of the suspect.

Researchers frequently use a mock-witness procedure to as-
sess the fairness of a lineup (e.g., Doob & Kirshenbaum, 1973).
Mock witnegses are given a brief description of the perpetrator
(e.g., “brown hair, brown eyes, and chubby”) and asked to select
the lineup member who best fits the description. If all lineup
members are selected at equal rates the lineup is considered fair.
In the extreme, if only one lineup member is chosen by the
mock witnesses the lineup is considered biased (i.e., the evi-
dence suggests only one lineup member fits the description). A
simple measure of lineup fairness, called functional size, is the
reciprocal of the proportion of mock witnesses who select the
suspect (see, for example, Wells et al., 1979). For example, if the
nominal size of a lineup is six and 25% of the mock witnesses
choose the suspect, the lineup is assigned a functional size of
four (ie., 1/0.25).

Some researchers have argued that a showup is the equivalent
of a lineup with a functional size of one (Malpass & Devine,
1983; Wells et al., 1979). The argument rests on the assumption
that if the foils in a lineup can easily be eliminated from consid-
eration then that lineup is equivalent to presenting the suspect
alone (cf. Wall, 1965). However, to the extent that a showup
leads to an absolute judgment and the lineup leads to a relative
judgment, the responses to the two procedures may differ.

To compare people’s responses to showups with their re-
sponses to lineups of various functional sizes, we created three
lineups: one in which the foils closely resembled the perpetrator
(high similarity), one in which they bore a moderate resem-
blance to him (moderate similarity), and one in which everyone
in the line had blond hair and blue eyes except for the brown-
haired, brown-eyed perpetrator (low similarity). Half of the
time the perpetrator was present in the lineup (valid lineup)
and half of the time another brown-haired, brown-eyed man
was substituted (blank lineup). Thus, there were six lineup con-
ditions, forming a 2 (presence or absence of the perpetrator) X 3
(similarity of foils to the perpetrator) factorial design.

Identification rates in these six lineup conditions were com-
pared with three showup conditions: (a) a valid showup condi-
tion in which the person shown was the actual perpetrator, (b)a
high similarity showup in which the person shown closely re-
sembled the perpetrator, and (¢) a moderate similarity showup
in which the person shown, though fitting the general descrip-

tion, did not closely resemble the perpetrator. Given the very
low rate of positive showup identifications in Study | we de-
cided that little would be added by running a low-similarity
showup.

The design of the second study allowed us to test the claim
that a showup procedure is equivalent to a lineup with a func-
tional size of one. We believe that in viewing a lineup, people
find the best match, and thus are making a comparative Jjudg-
ment rather than an absolute one. Hence, we predicted the
lineup with a functional size of one would produce a higher
frequency of positive identifications than the showup.

Method
Subjects

One hundred eighty subjects participated in this experiment. Ap-
proximately half the subjects received partial credit for their introduc-
tory psychology course, and the other half were paid $4 for their partic-
ipation. The paid subjects were recruited from several junior- and se-
nior-level dormitories at Stanford University. Paid and nonpaid
subjects were equally distributed across conditions.

Perpetrator and Lineup Construction

Perpetrator. The perpetrator was a European-American male un-
dergraduate in his early 20s with brown hair, brown eyes, and a stocky
build. A 4 X 6 color photograph of the perpetrator was used in the
identification procedures.

Selection of foils. Possible foils were approached at a shopping mall
and at Stanford University’s student union. To create varying degrees
of similarity between the perpetrator and the foils, three sets of five
foils were compiled, all photographed in the same format as the perpe-
trator.

The foils in the low-similarity condition were five blond, blue-eyed
male students who clearly did not match the description of the perpe-
trator. To select the foils for the high-similarity and moderate-similar-
ity lineups, we photographed 14 men in their early 20s with brown hair,
brown eyes, and a stocky build. Six independent raters judged the
similarity of the perpetrator to these 14 foils. The raters viewed the
photograph of the perpetrator for approximately 30 s. After a 10-min
distractor task (responding to 100 general knowledge questions) they
rated the physical similarity of each of the 14 photographs to the perpe-
trator. The photograph of the perpetrator was not presented a second
time. Thus, judgments of physical similarity involved the retrieval of
the perpetrator’s appearance from memory, or judgments of ecphoric
similarity. The photographs of the 14 men were presented individually
and in a different random order for each rater.

Similarity was rated on a 21-point scale with the anchors not ar all
similar (1) and very similar (21). The average rating for each of the 14
photographs was computed and converted to ranks. The two ranks in
the middle of the distribution (Ranks 7 and 8) were discarded, creating
two groups of 6 photographs: a high-similarity and a moderate-similar-
ity group. The second-ranked photograph in the high-similarity group
was used as the substitute for the perpetrator in the blank lineups and
in the high-similarity showup. The second-ranked photograph in the
moderate-similarity group was discarded, and the photograph ranking
fourth in the remaining set of 5 was used in the moderate-similarity
showup. The remaining two groups of 5 foils comprised the high-simi-
larity and moderate-similarity lineups.

7 Only a handful of the subjects in these studies were African-Ameri-
can, so it was impossible to conduct meaningful analyses of same-race
versus cross-race identifications.
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As a check on the reliability of this method, a second group of six
raters also judged the similarity of the 14 foils to the perpetrator, with
both the perpetrator’s photograph and the photograph to be rated pre-
sented concurrently, The same 21-point scale was used, and each rater
viewed a different random order of the 14. photographs. The two
groups of 5 foils generated from these raters were essentially identical
1o those derived from the first procedure.?

The five photographs for each lineup were placed on a poster board
in a 2 X 3 array. The first position in the second row (Position 4) was
reserved for a photograph of either the perpetrator or his substitute.
The position of the perpetrator and his substitute was held constant
because extensive pretesting showed that different arrays of the same
six photographs produced lineups of different functional size (Gonza-
lez & Ellsworth, 1993), and it was important to hold functional size
constant to assess the effects of similarity. Thus, rather than counterbal-
ancing the position of the perpetrator (or his substitute) within Study 2,
we simply varied the position across studies by selecting a different
position from that used in Study 1.

Lineup assessment. We also assessed the functional size of the
high-similarity and moderate-similarity perpetrator-present lineups.
One hundred and twenty-four raters (or mock witnesses) were shown a
lineup and told that the suspect was accused of stealing a purse. The
perpetrator was described to them as a man with dark hair, brown
eyes, and a chubby build. The raters were then asked to select the
photograph of the person who best fit the description. The functional
size for the high-similarity valid lineup was 3.4, and the functional size
for the moderate-similarity valid lineup was 1.0. A similar procedure
was used for the two perpetrator-absent lineups—here the assessed
bias was toward the perpetrator substitute. The functional sizes were
6.5 for the high-similarity blank lineup and 1.2 for the moderate-simi-
larity blank lineup.

Procedure

Subjects witnessed a videotaped staged crime either individually or
in groups as large as 10. Before the tape was shown the experimenter
informed the subjects that they would watch a video recording of a
social interaction and then answer a few questions about it.

Thestaged crime took place ata food stand in the psychology depart-
ment. The videotape begins with a view of the food counter from the
perspective of the clerk. Two undergraduate women walk to the
counter and order food. While the women are talking to each other the
perpetrator enters the scene and grabs the purse of one of the women.
While grabbing the purse, the perpetrator is in full view of the camera
for about 2 5. He then runs out of sight. The victim does not realize her
purse has been stolen until 4 s later, when she reaches over for her
wallet to pay for the food, looks around frantically and yells, “Where’s
my purse?”

Subjects were told that the interaction they had just witnessed was a
staged crime and that in a few minutes they would be asked a few
questions about the incident. They were then given a 10-min distractor
task consisting of general knowledge questions (e.g., What is the capital
of Colombia?). At the end of the distractor task any group of subjects
larger than 5 was divided into two groups. Thus, no group larger than 5
entered the identification phase of the experiment. Subjects were told

Earlier you witnessed a staged crime on videotape. You will be
asked to make an eyewitness identification and answer some ques-
tions about your memory for the staged crime. The identification
procedure is very similar to those used by police today. Bear in
mind that your decision may have an impact on procedures of
future police identifications, so please take this task very seri-
ously.

Subjects were then given a pre-identification questionnaire contain-
ing (@) two open-ended questions asking for free descriptions of the

incident and the perpetrator, (b) eight specific questions about particu-
lar characteristics of the perpetrator such as age, race, weight, and so
forth; and (c) nine yes—no questions, such as “Was the victim wearing
eye glasses?”

When subjects had completed the pre-identification questions they
read the identification instructions. The identification procedure
(lineup or showup) was described, and subjects were instructed not to
discuss their choice with others in the room or to indicate whether they
had made an identification. Following local police practice, we in-
cluded the following caution in the instructions:

The photograph[s ] you are viewing may or may not depict the hair
style or the facial hair similar to that of the person who committed
the crime, since hair style, beards, and moustaches are easily
changed. Note also that the true complexion of a person is not
always depicted in photographs; the individual may be lighter or
darker than shown.

The fact that a suspect [lineup] is being shown to you should not
influence your judgment. You should not conclude or guess that
the person shown to you [someone in the lineup] committed the
crime. You are not obligated to make an identification.

The experimenter reviewed the instructions with the subjects and
explained the response categories. Subjects had three response op-
tions: (a) to state that the perpetrator was present and, in the lineup
conditions to indicate which lineup member he was, (c) tostate that the
perpetrator was not present, or (¢) to indicate that they could not re-
member the appearance of the perpetrator well enough to recognize
whether his photo was present. Subjects were then presented with the
photographs and given as much time as they needed to make their
identification. There were three showup and six lineup conditions.
The three showup conditions consisted of (@) the perpetrator, (b) a
high-similarity foil, and (c) a moderate-similarity foil. The six lineups
resulted from crossing the presence or absence of the perpetrator with
the three levels of similarity.

Subjects were then given a postidentification questionnaire that
consisted of four items. The first item asked subjects for a confidence
rating (“How confident are you in the identification decision you
made?”). The second item assessed their willingness to volunteer to
testify in court (“Would you volunteer to testify in court regarding
your identification decision?”). The third item attempted to assess
prior expectations that the true perpetrator would be present in the
identification procedure. We asked, “Before you actually saw the pic-
ture[s], did you think the perpetrator’s picture would be included?”®
The fourth item assessed subjects’ estimates of how much weight
would be given to their identification decision in actual legal proceed-
ings (“If evidence of your identification decision were presented in
court do you think the suspect would be convicted?”). All four of these
items involved ratings on 9-point scales.

8 We computed the reliability of the ratings by converting each
rater’s responses into ranks and then, within each set of six raters,
calculated the average rank for each picture. The correlation between
the two sets of average ranks was .83. The correlation between the
average of the ratings (raw scores) for the two sets of raters was .85.

? We checked the data on this question after running half the sub-
jects and discovered an insignificant trend suggesting that lineup sub-
jects were more likely than showup subjects to believe that there was a
better than even chance that the true perpetrator would be shown (p=
.19 by median test, with p computed through Fisher’s exact test). The
remaining 90 subjects were told that there was a 50% chance that the
real perpetrator would actually be shown, and the trend disappeared.
The change in instructions produced no differences in choice fre-
quencies.
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Results and Discussion

Response Bias

Response frequencies as a function of identification proce-
dure and presence or absence of the perpetrator are shown in
Table 2. Because similarity had little effect on the response
patterns, descriptive statistics are collapsed across similarity
conditions. Choice frequencies were analyzed through linear
contrasts because we had specific predictions involving more
than two proportions, and thus Fisher’s exact test could not be
used. We used the arcsine transformation method to test the
contrasts (Gonzalez, 1993; Langer & Abelson, 1972; Mosteller
& Tukey, 1969). Computing the contrasts on the raw (untrans-
formed) proportions using the method recommended by Ro-
senthal and Rosnow (1985) or through logit analysis (Wickens,
1989) did not affect the pattern of results. As in Study !, there
were no significant differences across conditions in the fre-
quency of I don’t know responses, and statistical analyses were
conducted on conditional probabilities (.g., P[no/yes or no]).

The results show the same response bias as in the first study
—more subjects said no when viewing a showup than when
viewing a lineup. When the real perpetrator was shown, the
proportion of no responses to the showup differed from the
proportion of no responses to the three valid lineups, contrast
={3,1,1,1); z= 3.59, p <.001. All 10 subjects who saw the
perpetrator alone responded no, whereas, 10 of the 25 subjects
(40%) who saw him in a lineup responded no. The results were
similar when the showup was compared with the three lineup
conditions (high, moderate, and low similarity) separately. The
three pairwise comparisons between the valid showup and
each of the valid lineup conditions (i.c., the three levels of foil
similarity) were also significant, the three (1, 1) contrasts
yielded zs > 2.70, p < .007.

If we look at the number of positive identifications elicited by
each procedure, none of 10 subjects who saw the actual perpe-
trator in a showup responded yes. However, 15 of 25 subjects
who saw him in a lineup responded yes. Surrounding the pho-
tograph of the perpetrator with pictures of other people in-
creased the chance that a witness would say he was there.

Table 2

A similar response bias occurred when the perpetrator was
not shown. The two perpetrator-absent showups (high- and
moderate-similarity foil) produced a higher rate of “no” re-
sponses (12 of 13 subjects, or 92%) than the three blank lineups
(19 of 31 subjects, or 61%), contrast= (-3,-3, 2, 2,2);z=2.39, p
<.017. With one exception (described in the next section), the
pairwise comparisons between the blank showups and blank
lineups exhibited a similar pattern.

Showups Versus Lineups With a Functional Size of One

A major purpose of Study 2 was to compare the showup with
a lineup with a functional size of one. When confronted with
the perpetrator alone (valid showup) none of the 10 subjects
identified him. However, when the same man was surrounded
by implausible foils (low-similarity lineup), 6 of 9 subjects who
were sure enough to make a definite response identified him.
Thus, in the valid conditions a showup was not equivalent to a
lineup with a functional size of one. The presence of foils who
could easily be eliminated from consideration changed the na-
ture of the response in a manner consistent with the distinction
we proposed between absolute and comparative judgments.

When the perpetrator was not shown, however, the response
to the low-similarity lineup was the same as the response to the
showup: In both situations 12 of 13 subjects sure enough to
make a definite choice correctly said that the perpetrator was
not there. In general, subjects confronted with lineups of low
functional size performed appropriately: They were more likely
to make an identification when the true perpetrator was shown
than when he was not shown (z = 2.68, p <.01). In the showup
conditions there were no differences in the responses of sub-
jects who saw the right man and subjects who saw the wrong
man. Thus, the data from this study suggest that in general
showups are not like bad lineups. Showups create a response
bias to say no whether or not the actual suspect is shown; bad
lineups lead to the rejection of the wrong person but not of the
right one. The yes response bias characteristic of our other
lineups disappeared in lineups with a functional size of one.

Frequency of Choice as a Function of Identification Procedure for Study 2

Choice (%) Conditional proportions (%)
Identification
procedure Yes No I don’t know P(y/y or n) P(n/y or n)
Showup
Valid 0 50 50 0 100
n 10 10
Blank 2.5 30 67 8 92
n 1 12 27 Marginal 4 96
n 1 22
Lineup
Valid 25 17 58 60 40
n 15 10 35
Blank 20 32 48 39 61
n 12 19 29 Marginal 48 52
n 27 29

Note. y= yes;n=no.
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Accuracy

Moving from the question of response bias to the question of
accuracy, the results resemble those found in Study l—correct
identifications are more frequent in the lineups, but correct
rejections are more frequent in the showups. When confronted
with the actual perpetrator in a showup, not one of the subjects
correctly identified him; when asked to choose the actual per-
petrator from a lineup, 32% of the subjects sure enough to make
a definite response correctly identified him. When confronted
with the wrong man in a showup, 92% of the subjects who were
sure enough to make a definite response correctly stated that he
was not the perpetrator; faced with a blank lineup, 61% of the
subjects correctly stated that the perpetrator was not there (col-
lapsing across foil similarity).

The rate of false positives in the valid lineup was 28%. That is,
7 of 25 subjects sure enough to say either yes or no incorrectly
selected a foil instead of the actual perpetrator. In the blank
lineups 39% of the subjects identified someone even though the
real perpetrator was not there. Five of these subjects (42%) se-
lected the perpetrator substitute.

Confidence Measures

After testing half the subjects it became apparent that the
confidence measure, as worded, would not be useful because
only 1 subject in the showup condition had made a positive
identification. Thus, we changed the format of the confidence
measure for the remaining subjects. Subjects in the second half
of the experiment rated the likelihood that the person shown to
them was the actual perpetrator on a 9-point scale with the
anchors definitely not the perpetrator (1), even chance he is or is
not the perpetrator (5), and definitely the perpetrator (9). Subjects
in the showup conditions rated the person shown to them; sub-
jects in the lineup conditions rated all six lineup members.
Note that the change in procedure occurred after the subject
had made the identification and hence could not affect the
identification data.

Do the number and similarity of the foils affect the likeli-
hood rating for the actual perpetrator? A one-way analysis of
variance of the likelihood ratings for the actual perpetrator in
the valid showup and lineups (over the three levels of foil simi-
larity) revealed no treatment effect (F < 1). The mean likeli-
hood rating for the perpetrator in the valid showup was 5.4 (SD
= 2.06). The mean ratings for the perpetrator in the three valid
lineup conditions were 4.3 (SD = 1.95), 4.6 (SD = 2.27), and
5.13 (SD = 2.13) for the high, moderate, and low levels of foil
similarity, respectively. Mean likelihood judgments in lineups
were inversely related to the similarity of the foils, with the
showup producing the highest level of confidence. Clearly, the
small sample sizes (approximately 10 per cell) do not provide a
powerful significance test. However, power analysis revealed
that, given our sample estimates, the sample size would have to
be at least 80 per cell to approach acceptable levels of power (8
=.20).

The result that the average likelihood rating for the perpetra-
tor did not differ statistically across conditions is interesting in
light of the data on actual choices. It appears that subjects be-
lieved the suspect was as likely to be the real perpetrator when
they saw him alone as they did when they saw him in a lineup.

However, they were substantially less willing to make a positive
identification in the showup. This inconsistency between the
likelihood rating and the identification response is consistent
with the absolute—comparative distinction, suggesting that the
decision-making strategies used in the showup and the lineup
involve different criteria.

Discussion of Study 1 and Study 2

Contrary to the common assumption of legal and psychologi-
cal experts (but consistent with the views of the police), our
results suggest that the formal task structure of a one-person
showup does not create an unacceptable increase in the risk
that an innocent suspect will be identified as the perpetrator.
Across both studies, only 2 subjects (3.7%) identified an inno-
cent suspect in a showup as the perpetrator, whereas 7 subjects
(9.2%) picked an innocent suspect from a six-person lineup.
The protection afforded by embedding the suspect among five
innocent foils is largely dissipated by the much greater willing-
ness of the witness to select a lineup member than a lone sus-
pect. Subjects confronted with six men were fairly likely to
“find” the man they had seen. Subjects confronted with one
man were highly unlikely to say that he was the one they had
seen. The same pattern of results was found for both live and
photographic identification procedures and for African-Ameri-
can and European-American suspects. This response bias also
produces differences in the types of errors observed. The
showup has a relatively high rate of misses, whereas the lineup
has a relatively high rate of false positives.

These results are consistent with our idea that lineups and
showups elicit different processing strategies. The structure of
the lineup elicits comparative strategies because the witness
must select one member from several alternatives. In the lineup
the witness must first select the member who best matches the
perpetrator. If a best match is found, the witness must then
decide whether that person is the perpetrator, that is, whether
the best match is good enough. The problem is that the initial
process of finding a best match may bias the witness to make
an identification. This bias may involve both motivational and
cognitive processes. The witness may feel a sense of accom-
plishment at having found a best match, or the process of elimi-
nating lineup members may increase the salience of the best
match. The presence of five people who look less like the per-
petrator may make the match appear better than it actually is.
Confirmatory biases may also result from attempts to explain
why the particular lineup member is the best match. In the
showup the only task of the witness is to decide if the suspect
presented is or is not the perpetrator; there can be no biases
resulting from finding a best match.

The effects of such processing differences become evident
when comparing a showup with a lineup that contains only one
plausible choice (i€., a lineup with a functional size of one).
Researchers in the field have made the intuitively plausible ar-
gument that a lineup that surrounds the suspect with foils who
do not resemble him or her is equivalent to presenting the sus-
pect alone (a showup). Lineup members who do not fit the
general description of the perpetrator can be rejected from con-
sideration, effectively transforming a lineup into a showup.
However, the results of Study 2 show that the lineup consisting
of one plausible member led to a different response pattern
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than the showup. Witnesses were still more likely to identify
someone from a lineup than from a showup. The process of
eliminating foils appears to influence the identification re-
sponse. We take this as evidence that the two procedures elicit
different processing strategies, a comparative strategy in the
lineup and an absolute strategy in the showup (Shafir, Osher-
son, & Smith, 1989, used similar concepts in the context of
decision making under risk).

The claim that lineups lead to comparative judgments is not
new (Cutler & Penrod, 1988; Lindsay & Wells, 1985; Wells,
1984). For example, Lindsay and Wells attempted to reduce the
comparative nature of judgments in lineups by means of a se-
quential lineup, in which the witness observes the lineup
members one at a time and is asked to make a yes-no decision
for each one. The sequential lineup eliminates spatial proxim-
ity. The witness is not informed of the exact number of judg-
ments he or she will make (though in the study by Lindsay &
Wells subjects saw the stack of 12 photographs they would
Jjudge). Lindsay and Wells found a higher percentage of “no”
responses in the sequential lineup (0.48 and 0.65) than in the
traditional simultaneous lineup (0.30 and 0.42, for perpetrator-
present and perpetrator-absent lineups, respectively). Thus, by
presenting one person at a time, the sequential lineup mini-
mizes the opportunity for comparative judgments that exists
when a witness observes all lineup members simultaneously,

Although Lindsay and Wells (1985) did not include an I don’t
know option, their data parallel the present results. The re-
sponse pattern in the sequential lineup is similar to the pattern
we observed in the showup. Both the sequential presentation of
lineup members and the forced yes-no decision for each
member suggest that the sequential lineup leads to an absolute
judgment. A more appropriate name for the sequential lineup
may be multiple showup. The sequential lineup, then, may be
one solution to the biases stemming from the comparative na-
ture of lineup judgments.

Eyewitness Identification and Recognition Memory

Although eyewitness identification procedures are basically
tests of recognition memory, with the showup analogous to a
yes—no test and the lineup analogous to a k-alternative forced-
choice test, fundamental differences between the task require-
ments of a laboratory memory test and the requirements of a
police lineup limit our ability to generalize from one to the
other. Paradigms used in memory research separate the act of
selecting from the act of deciding. That is, in a yes—no test the
subject decides whether the new item is the same as the old item
(as a witness does in the showup); in a forced-choice memory
test the subject knows the old item is present in the set and must
decide which one it is. The police lineup confounds these two
processes. Because the police do not know whether the suspect
is the actual criminal, the lineup is not a true forced-choice test.
The task of the witness who observes a lineup is twofold: (a) to
select someone from the lineup and (b) to decide if he or she is
the perpetrator. Also the eyewitness identification paradigm is
not conducive to the standard analyses performed in memory
research. Measures of sensitivity and bias (such as & and B)
cannot be computed because each witness provides only one
data point.

These differences limit the direct application of the findings

and techniques of memory research even to the formal prob-
lems involved in the eyewitness identification task. Neverthe-
less, signal detection theory may provide a useful framework to
explore and test the absolute-comparative distinction. Indeed,
our analysis of error rates, suggesting that false negatives are
more frequent in showups but false positives are more frequent
in lineups, is a step in this direction. Models and experimental
paradigms used in the study of categorization and perception
may also be useful (e.g., Ashby & Gott, 1988; Warren, 1985). A
signal detection model, for example, suggests that the differ-
ence between absolute and comparative judgment strategies is
not the only possible explanation for our results. Malpass and
Devine (1984) pointed out that signal detection theory also di-
rects attention to the possibility of differences in the payoff
matrix associated with the particular response alternatives. It is
possible, for example, that the risks of false identification are
more obvious to the witness in showups than in lineups, lead-
ing to different estimates of values and subjective probabilities
and ultimately to the bias against saying yes we observed in
showups.'?

A different view of recognition memory (as opposed to mod-
els that incorporate a familiarity dimension) is that people
make similarity judgments between features of the new stimu-
lus and the old stimulus. In the context of eyewitness memory
this model suggests that the witness judges the similarity be-
tween the suspect and his or her memory of the perpetrator. In
similarity judgments it is useful to distinguish the subject from
the referent (see Tversky, 1977). Judgments of the form “assess
the degree to which A [subject] is similar to B [referent]” do not
always lead to the same judgment as “assess the degree to which
B is similar to A” (Tversky, 1977, p. 333). That is, the similarity
relation is asymmetric.

The showup and the lineup may differ on whether the sus-
pect is the subject of the similarity judgment or the referent.
Because the showup presents one person to the witness, a natu-
ral strategy for the witness is to treat the lone suspect as the
subject and his or her memory trace of the perpetrator as the
referent (i.e., comparing the suspect with the memory trace). On
the other hand, in the lineup the natural strategy is to treat the
memory of the perpetrator as the subject to which each lineup
member is a referent (i.e., comparing the memory trace with the
lineup members). This yields an efficient strategy for finding a
best match among several alternatives. Recent research sug-
gests that features of the referent are more mutable than fea-
tures of the subject (Houston, Sherman, & Baker, 1989; Kahne-
man & Miller, 1986); if these results generalize to the domain of
eyewitness memory, sources of distortions and biases may be
different in lineups and showups. The lineup may lead to selec-
tive attention to the features of the lineup members, whereas
the showup may lead to selective recall of the features of the
perpetrator. It is not clear that the subject-referent distinction
explains the response pattern observed in the present studies,
but the distinction in the context of eyewitness identification
may be useful and is worth further investigation.

Study 3

Do these surprising laboratory results have any applicability
to real-world lineups and showups? Perhaps the showup’s repu-

1% This idea was suggested to us by Roy S. Malpass.
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tation for impermissible suggestiveness has nothing to do with
the fact that one person is shown but with the police’s behavior
and the witness’s state of mind. The witness, still shaken by the
recent crime, is confronted by a frightened or hostile suspect
restrained by the police, who are very much hoping to catch the
perpetrator and close the case quickly. Although the formal
properties of the lineup and showup tasks do not support the
idea that showups lead to a greater willingness to make an
identification, perhaps these task properties are of trivial im-
portance in the interpersonal context of an actual encounter
between a witness and a suspect in the presence of the police.

Although arguments about the highly suggestive nature of
police showups have been expressed with great confidence by
both psychological researchers and Supreme Court Justices, it
is important to point out that these arguments, like the argu-
ments about task properties, are based entirely on intuition and
anecdote. There are no empirical studies of identification pat-
terns in actual lineups and showups, just as there were none of
simulated lineups and showups. There are, of course, examples
of egregiously suggestive showups, like Stovall’s (Stovall v.
Denno, 1967) hospital room confrontation, but there are also
plenty of examples of egregiously suggestive lineups where the
suspect is the only plausible choice or is singled out for special
attention (Loftus, 1979). There is in fact no actual evidence of
the relative suggestiveness of lineups and showups.

Assuming that appropriate foils are chosen, how could a
lineup possibly be more suggestive than a showup? Even given
strong pressure to cooperate with the police, there is only a one
in six chance that a witness will choose the perpetrator, and
other choices are usually harmless. However, there are perhaps
more different ways to bias a lineup than a showup, without the
bias becoming blatant: choice of foils, placement of the suspect,
timing, subtle forms of extra attention to the suspect, reinforce-
ment or nonreinforcement of tentative answers, and so on.

Probably most important, by the time the police conduct a
lineup, they are usually convinced that they have the right per-
son and are looking for confirmation. Often an eyewitness
identification is essential to go forward with the prosecution,
for example, if the evidence against the suspect consists of the
statements of an informant, illegally seized evidence, or an in-
admissible confession (Gross, 1987). In such a situation all the
hypothesis-confirming biases identified by Rosenthal (1966)
are likely to operate in full force as the police communicate
their hypothesis to the witness.

When the police stop someone on the street and conduct an
in-field showup, they do not know whether it is the right per-
son. In this context they sincerely want information, not confir-
mation, from the witness. Therefore police pressure on the wit-
ness to make an identification may be considerably less in the
typical showup than in the typical lineup.

Thus, there are arguments and anecdotes on both sides. An
important first step is to find out how often real witnesses
actually make identifications in lineups and showups. To this
end, we enlisted the aid of a police detective in a town near
Stanford and asked him to keep track of all the identifications
he was involved in, both lineups and showups, until he reached
50 lineups.'! The notes for each case included a description of
the crime, the arrest, the identification procedure, the suspect
(or suspects), the witness (or witnesses), and the outcome.
Usually the detective also added a few comments or reactions.

All of the lineups were photo lineups, almost all of the 172
showups involved showing the actual suspect to the witness.'2
The lineups were conducted from 3 hr to 3 weeks after the
crime (mode = about a week), showups from 15 min to 2 days
after the crime (or a later police contact; mode = within 2 hr).
Showup suspects were usually located on the basis of witnesses’
descriptions of the person or clothing, sometimes on the basis
of “suspicious behavior” such as fleeing or jettisoning incri-
minating objects. Lineup suspects were located (in order of fre-
quency) because the description matched that of someone al-
ready known to the police, because car owners were tracked
down from descriptions of the car or license plate, because of
tips from informants, because of other descriptions, or because
the police arrested them for another crime. In showups, the
witness was usually taken to the place where the police had
stopped the suspect. In lineups, either the witness was brought
to the police station or (less frequently) the photo array was
taken to the witness’s home or workplace. The data must be
regarded as approximate because some of the lineups involved
multiple witnesses, some involved the same witness viewing
multiple lineups, and some involved both, so the observations
are not independent. Nonetheless, the data provide an initial
check on whether our counterintuitive laboratory findings are
totally at odds with what goes on in real identifications. If there
were many more positive identifications made in showups than
in lineups, for example, we would have to conclude that the
differences we have identified in judgment processes are over-
shadowed and reversed by other influences in the real world.
Our task would then be one of identifying the suggestive inter-
personal and situational forces at work.

Table 3 shows that in this sample, as in our two experimental
studies, witnesses were more likely to make positive identifica-
tions of suspects in lineups than in showups (56% vs. 22%) and
were far more likely to assert that the suspect was not there in
showups than in lineups (31% vs. 6%). If we limit the data to
only those lineups that we can be sure were completely indepen-
dent (ie., different suspect, different foils, and different wit-
ness), positive identifications were made in 18 of 24 lineups
(75%). All 29 of the witnesses who identified a member of the
lineup as the perpetrator chose the suspect. None of the foils
was ever misidentified as the culprit.

These field data also address two possible criticisms of the
laboratory studies. First, in our own discussion with colleagues
unfamiliar with criminal investigation we are frequently asked
“Why would anyone care about the difference between show-
ups and lineups since a showup would never occur in the real
world?” (television and movies almost always portray lineups).
In our sample showup identifications were over three times
more common than lineups, and follow-up research currently
underway in Washington and Michigan suggests that showups
are frequently used. The second criticism concerns the high rate
of I don’t know responses observed in the two studies. The I

"' We are grateful to James Zboralski for collecting these data. There
were actually 52 lineups because the last case investigated by Zbo-
ralski involved several lineups.

2 This confound reflects reality. Live lineups are rarely used any
more in this jurisdiction. Photo lineups are less trouble, and there isno
right to counsel at photo lineups.
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Table 3
Frequency of Choice as a Function of Identification
Procedure for Field Study

Choice (%)
Identification
procedure Yes No I don’t know Total
Showup 22 31 47
n 38 54 80 172
Lineup 56 6 38
n 29 3 20 52

don’t know response rate in the field data is comparable with
that observed in Study 1 and not far off from the rate in Study 2.
The rate of I don’t know responses observed in our laboratory
studies may not be unrealistic.

Although the data in Study 3 are consistent with our hypoth-
esis, it would be wrong to base any strong conclusions on them.
We conducted this study simply to find out if data on identifica-
tion procedures in the real world would falsify our hypothesis,
in Popper’s (1959) terms. That the hypothesis is not falsified
does not mean that it is confirmed. Much more needs to be
known about real-world identification procedures to truly as-
sess their suggestibility. We need to know, for example, the rea-
sons why lineups and showups are conducted, the witnesses’
beliefs about these reasons, the methods of selection of the
target (and foils), and the typical time lapse between the crime
and the identification procedure. In addition, we speculate that
by the time the police conduct a lineup they are more likely to
have the right person, so the base rates of target-present lineups
are higher than for target-present showups.

General Discussion

Our studies provide no evidence that one-person showups
are more suggestive than full lineups. Instead they suggest that
lineups may provide less protection against misidentification
and showups less danger of misidentification than is com-
monly believed. People appear to approach showups more
cautiously; they are more reluctant to say that the person they
see is the perpetrator, even when he or she is. This reluctance
was also apparent in our field data, suggesting that any social or
situational pressures to make a showup identification are insuf-
ficient to overcome witnesses’ hesitation. In both the labora-
tory and the field, witnesses are far more likely to pick out a
member of the lineup than they are to identify a lone suspect.

Both task factors and real-world factors may contribute to
this bias. As we have discussed earlier, witnesses faced with a
lineup may choose the person who most resembles their mem-
ory of the perpetrator. Having identified the best match, they
name him or her, without addressing the additional task of
deciding whether in absolute terms the best match is good
enough. In the showup, witnesses are forced to make an abso-
lute judgment—is this the same person?

Contrary to popular belief, we also hypothesize that police
pressures to make an identification—the “right” identification
—may be greater in the lineup than in the showup. When the
police conduct a showup, typically they have no great confi-

dence that they have the right person—they’ve picked up some-
one who seems to fit the description, or who seems out of place
in the neighborhood or who is running—and they honestly
need information. A no answer from the witness is as accept-
able as a yes answer. Usually by the time the police present the
witness with a lineup they are no longer looking for informa-
tion; they are looking for evidence that can be used to compel a
plea or persuade a jury (Gross, 1987). The person conducting
the lineup knows who the suspect is and often “knows” that the
suspect is guilty. If psychological researchers, presumably com-
mitted to objectivity, can communicate their expectations to
subjects and bias the data toward their hypothesis (Rosenthal,
1966), so can police officers. Some of the comments of the
detective who collected our field data provide anecdotal sup-
port for our intuitions about the conduct of lineups: “We took
another photo, and once again the suspect was not identified.
Without any other leads to pursue . . . the investigation was
stalled at this point. We never did solve the case which really
made us mad because we know we had the right crook.” “We
got a photo and showed our 3 victims the lineup. Two of them
identified the suspect; one did not. The woman who did not ID
the suspect was quite nervous and embarrassed and didn’t want
to get involved. I think she purposely didn’t identify the sus-
pect”

The fact that every person who made a lineup identification
identified the suspect may provide some further evidence of
pressure and bias in the lineup. Certainly, it suggests that the
odds against a mistaken identification of the suspect in a lineup
are not what they appear to be. It is often argued that most
mistaken identifications in lineups are harmless because they
are identifications of foils known to be innocent; thus, lineups
provide protection against overeager but unreliable witnesses
that showups do not afford. In our sample there were no harm-
less mistaken identifications; if there were any mistaken identi-
fications, they were mistaken identifications of the suspect.

Is it possible that this particular police department conducts
laughably poor lineups? We were able to examine three of the
photo lineups; they looked quite good to our somewhat experi-
enced eye, and informal tests for functional size did not suggest
that the suspect was particularly likely to be chosen. Thus,
there are two possible explanations for the fact that the suspect
was always chosen. First, the police may have arrested the right
person in all 29 cases, and the witnesses recognized him or her.
Second, subtle and not-so-subtle pressures in the identification
procedure may have biased witnesses to choose the suspect. It is
probably the case that by the time the police conduct a lineup
they usually have the right person (Gross, 1987), and it is proba-
bly also the case that their strong belief that they have the right
person substantially increases the risks of misidentification
when that belief is unfounded.

Obviously, these hypotheses about the psychology of police
officers and witnesses are mere speculations at this point. They
seem plausible to us, implausible to some of our colleagues. It is
somewhat astonishing that after 20 years of intensive research
on eyewitness identification, we know next to nothing about
actual practice. Our current research is designed to explore po-
lice officers’ assumptions about the identification procedures
they use, their purposes, and the circumstances surrounding
the choice and conduct of lineups and showups.
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