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SUMMARY

Recent research has demonstrated that verbal overshadowing occurs when a witness is forced to
provide details of the culprit that are not readily available, but the effect does not occur when the
witness is warned to provide only the information they are absolutely sure of (Meissner et al., 2001).
The present study attempts to replicate this effect and to further examine the instructional
manipulation in the development of a computerized identification system, PC_Eyewitness (PCE).
Among other things, PCE is designed to elicit verbal descriptions from witnesses. Overall, results
from this study replicate those found by Meissner et al. (2001) in demonstrating lower identification
performance for participants forced to provide descriptive details. However, no verbal overshadow-
ing was observed for the computerized feature checklist presented as either verbal features or
pictorial features. Implications for the development of a computerized system of eyewitness
identification are discussed. Copyright # 2002 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.

INTRODUCTION

Witnesses to a crime are at times repeatedly questioned and asked to provide verbal

descriptions of the perpetrator. The quality of descriptions are important because it is the

information that is used to see if the culprit can be located in the vicinity of the crime by

other officers, for officers to determine if the description fits offenders in other cases they

are (or have been) working on, for lineup construction (Luus and Wells, 1991), mock

witness lineup evaluation (Malpass and Lindsay, 1999; Corey et al., 1999; Valentine and

Heaton, 1999), construction of facial composites (Cutler et al., 1988; Koehn and Fisher,

1997), and/or to compare with the physical appearance of a suspect once apprehended.

While verbal descriptions can aid in the law-enforcement process, they have also been

shown to hinder subsequent recognition of the culprit. This effect, termed ‘verbal

overshadowing’, is characterized by decreased recognition rates following a verbal
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description of an individual. (Dodson et al., 1997; Ryan and Schooler, 1998; Schooler and

Engstler-Schooler, 1990; Schooler et al., 1997). While verbal overshadowing has been

found to be robust across many studies (see Meissner and Brigham, 2001 for a meta-

analytic review) the effect is small and some labs have failed to consistently find the effect

(Finger and Pezdek, 1999; Meissner et al., 2001).

The research presented here examines the development of a computerized system

designed to collect witness information, and to construct and administer lineups (MacLin

et al., under review). Specifically, we examine the aspect of the system that may be

susceptible to verbal overshadowing, namely the collection of the witness’s description of

the culprit. When developing a system to collect witness descriptions, there are several

methods one could use. The law-enforcement officer could interview the witness using a

procedure such as a cognitive interview (Finger and Pezdek, 1999; Fisher and Geiselman,

1992; Fisher et al., 1990). More simply, the witness could write the description down on a

pad of paper or be administered a facial feature adjective checklist (e.g. FFAL; Ellis,

1986). Another method used by the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) to elicit witness

descriptions to aid in the construction of facial composites is to show the witness pictures

representing facial characteristics similar to those that appear in the FFAL. Knowing how

the different methods of collecting descriptions of the culprit might affect a witness’s

ability to identify the suspect is important.

Additionally, it is important to understand how recall instructions provided to the

witness might affect the identification process (MacLin, this issue). In a recent series of

studies conducted by Meissner and his colleagues (Meissner et al., 2001; Meissner, this

issue) an instruction criterion was manipulated to determine its affect on verbal over-

shadowing. It was found that when participants were forced to provide a detailed

description of a culprit, compared to being warned to provide only the details they were

absolutely certain of, identification accuracy of the suspect decreased.

The manipulation of instructional criterion may be important because feature check-

lists, compared to self-generated descriptions, are more exhaustive. The FFAL contains 53

items where the ‘witness’ or participant rates individual facial features and shapes (Ellis,

1986). Even though feature checklists often have the option to respond with ‘Don’t Know’

or ‘Not Applicable’ the witness still has to read the verbal labels presented and thus be

exposed to covertly verbalizing and considering the feature. Therefore, the checklists, by

nature of the task, ‘force’ the witness to consider the feature and compare it to their visual

image of the culprit. Wogalter (1991) found that participants using a checklist to describe

faces performed poorer on a subsequent recognition task compared to participants in a

free recall condition (also see Wogalter, 1996). It was concluded that the irrelevant

descriptors contained in the checklist became incorporated into the participants’ repre-

sentation of the target face (Wogalter, 1996). Thus, an instruction that heightens the

participant’s criterion of responding on a checklist task may guard against this potential

for misinformation.

A pictorial inventory, similar to one used by FBI composite sketch artists (United States

Department of Justice, 1988), may also be presented to witnesses to extract their memory

for the culprit. The FBI’s feature inventory checklist (FIC) contains 13 facial feature

categories with a total of 60 unique features. Each of the 60 unique features is represented

on a page of the catalogue. Each page consists of 16 faces that have a similar appearance

for a particular feature (e.g. protruding ears, connected eyebrows).

The present study was designed to replicate the findings of Meissner et al. (2001) using

a different set of stimuli (video of a staged crime scene event and lineup) and varying the
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type of description tasks that were presented. In addition to the traditional self-generated

(recall) description task, subsets of participants were also administered either a feature

checklist task similar to the FFAL or a pictorial ratings task (based on the FIC). These

tasks differed from the traditional description task in that they were provided to

participants via a computerized program, consistent with our attempts in developing

PCE. As with Meissner et al., participants in each description condition were randomly

assigned to one of two instructional manipulation conditions: forced or warning. A no-

description control condition was also included to assess the influence of verbal over-

shadowing in the description conditions. All participants viewed a video of a staged theft

and completed a distracter task. Participants were then randomly assigned to one of the

description conditions, or to a no-description control condition. Finally, all participants

then completed the identification task.

Based on the findings of Meissner et al. (2001), we hypothesized that participants in the

warning condition would not show evidence of overshadowing while those in the forced

description condition would perform significantly worse than participants in the no-

description control condition. We also hypothesized that participants in the verbal recall

and the verbal FFAL checklist condition would show overshadowing while those in the

pictorial task would not. Pictorial cues used in the description task should reduce but not

eliminate the generation of verbal descriptions for the face in memory.

METHOD

Participants

Participants were 160 undergraduate students at the University of Northern Iowa. All

participants received class credit for their participation.

Materials

Crime scene video

The video portrayed two men and one woman studying in a college library. The woman

received a call on her cellular phone, exited the room, leaving her laptop computer behind.

After her exit, one of the males left his chair and casually walked towards the woman’s

belongings at which point he stole her laptop computer. The other male confronted the

thief before he left the room. The video lasted 1 minute and 30 seconds.

Digit search puzzle

The digit search puzzle was used for a distracter task. The puzzle consisted of two

worksheets of simple mathematical equations. One worksheet contained 39 addition

and subtraction equations with a space to provide an answer. The other worksheet was the

numerical equivalent to a word-search task. Mathematical equations were hidden among

numbers and operator signs. The puzzle contained both correct and incorrect addition

and subtraction equations appearing horizontally and vertically in a 16 rows by 29

columns digit array. Space was provided to circle the correct equations hidden within the

puzzle.
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Description recall

A paper and pencil recall task was designed to be similar to that used by Meissner et al.

(2001). Participants were presented with a response sheet containing lines numbered 1–25

for the participants to provide the verbal description.

Computerized checklist

Two versions of the computerized feature checklist were constructed: a verbal feature

checklist (Figure 1) and a pictorial feature check list (Figure 2). The verbal checklist was

loosely designed around the FFAL containing 31 facial features from 11 feature categories

(e.g. nose, eyes, etc.). Attributes of these features (e.g. short versus long) functioned as

anchors for a 5-point rating scale.

Analogous pictorial descriptions of those 31 features were used from the FIC to make

the computerized pictorial feature checklist (see Figure 2).1Images from the FIC were

used in place of the verbal anchors from the FFAL to create a pictorial feature checklist.2

Because the verbal checklist requires the addition of the feature category with the

Figure 1. Screenprint of the computerized verbal checklist condition-warning condition

1While it is conceivable that the anchor pictures for the scales differ along more than one dimension, pilot data
indicate approximately 85% agreement of feature dimensions across judges. These data have been reported
elsewhere (Tapscott and MacLin, presentation at the 14th Annual Meeting of the American Psychological
Society, New Orleans, June 2002).
2For example, the FFAL uses the adjectives ‘short’ and ‘long’ when rating the nose. Images of a face with a short
nose and faces with long noses replaced the anchors in the pictorial checklist.
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descriptors (e.g. eyes: wide-set versus close-set), an icon was added to the pictorial

checklist to indicate the feature category being examined (see Figure 1).

Two versions of each computer program were constructed so that both a warning and

forced condition were produced. The program for the warning condition contained the

addition of a ‘N/A’ (not applicable) and a ‘Don’t Know’ button in addition to the five

buttons to indicate a feature response (see Figure 1). The program for the forced condition

did not have the two additional buttons (see Figure 2).3

Lineup and response sheet

A target-present lineup was used in the study and constructed in a 2� 3 array. The

suspect’s position was counterbalanced in the lineup over all six positions to reduce

position effects. A response sheet accompanying the lineup included six boxes in a 2� 3

checkbox array. Participants were instructed to make a selection based on the position of

the suspect. An additional option of ‘target not present’ was included to allow participants

to reject the lineup. Only ‘target present’ lineups were used in this study because we were

Figure 2. Screenprint of the computerized pictorial checklist-forced condition

3A pilot study was conducted to examine how participants would use these additional buttons. Judges in the
pictorial warning condition used the used the ‘N/A’ option an average of 4.69 times (15.1%) and the ‘Don’t
Know’ option and average of 4.27 times (13.8%). Judges in the verbal warning condition used the ‘N/A’ option an
average of 8.96 times (28.9%) and the ‘Don’t Know’ option and average of 0.53 times (0.02%). Both the pictorial
and verbal warning judges used the combination of the ‘N/A’ and ‘Don’t Know’ button an equivalent number of
times (M¼ 8.96 and M¼ 9.11 respectively).
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attempting to replicate the results of Meissner et al. (2001) who only used target-present

lineups.

Design

A 2 (Instruction Criterion: forced versus warning)� 3 (Description Task: recall, verbal

checklist, or pictorial checklist) between-subjects design was used in which identification

accuracy was the dependent variable. A no-description control condition was also

included for comparison purposes.

Procedure

Participants were each tested at individual workstations in groups ranging in size from 1 to

12 participants per session. After filling out informed consent documents participants

viewed the crime video. They were instructed to pay close attention to the video played on

the workstation computer monitor, as they would be asked questions about it later.

Participants were then asked to complete the distracter task (digit search puzzle) for 5

minutes prior to being randomly assigned to one of the three experimental conditions. All

participants were given standard lineup instructions equivalent to Meissner et al. (2001).

The standard instructions provided to participants in both computer checklist conditions

are as follows:

In the spaces below, please describe in as much detail as possible the face of the culprit

you saw in the video. Use the lines below to provide details such that someone else

could identify him on the basis of the description. As describing a face is often a difficult

task, it is important that you concentrate and stay focused for the next few minutes.

In addition to the standard instructions given, participants in the warning condition were

told:

Prior research has also demonstrated the importance of striving for accuracy and

reporting only that which you are certain you can remember. You do not have to fill in

all of the lines, so be sure to report only those details you are confident of, and do not

attempt to guess at any particular feature.

Participants in the forced condition were given the following instructions accompanying

the standard instructions:

Prior research has also demonstrated the importance of reporting everything you can

remember about the culprit in the video. Try not to leave out any details about the face

even if you think they are not important. You must fill in all of the numbered lines below

with a description of the face, even if you start to feel that you are guessing.

Participants in the control condition were not asked to provide a verbal description of

the perpetrator. They completed the distracter task and then were given the recognition

task. Participants in the control condition were given extra time to complete the distracter

task (approximately 3 minutes).
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Once the descriptions were obtained, participants were given the lineup response sheet

and a folder containing the lineup. Participants were given fair lineup instructions

specifying that the target may or may not be present. They were then directed to check

the box corresponding to the suspect’s position in the lineup, or circle the ‘target not

present’ option. The study concluded and the participants were debriefed.

Results and discussion

Overall, participants in the warning condition had a higher rate of identifying the culprit

(61.4%) than those in the forced condition (37.9%) (�2(1, n¼ 136)¼ 7.607, p< 0.01).

Planned comparisons indicated that participants in the description recall condition

provided more accurate identifications when given the warning criterion than those with

the forced criterion (see Table 1; �2(1, n¼ 40)¼ 6.04, p< 0.01). A similar pattern was

evident with the pictorial checklist (�2(1, n¼ 48)¼ 5.33, p< 0.05); however, no signifi-

cant difference was found for the verbal checklist condition. Recognition performance was

54.1% for the control condition. Comparisons were also conducted for recognition

performance in the control group against the six experimental groups. Planned compar-

isons indicated that no significant differences existed between the control and the

experimental conditions.

Recognition was significantly less when participants were forced to recall more details

about the culprit’s description than when they were admonished to only provide the

information they are sure of. Meissner et al. (2001) found that the description conditions

significantly differed in the number of correct, incorrect, and subjective details produced

when describing the target face. Meissner et al. (2001) also observed that participants in

the forced condition not only provided more correct details than those in the warning

condition, but they also provided more subjective and incorrect details about the culprit

than did those in the warning condition. These results validate the idea that instructional

manipulations did significantly influence participants’ overall description accuracy, thus

affecting their subsequent accuracy in performing the identification task. While it is not in

the scope of this study to examine the content of the written descriptions, it should be

noted that participants in the forced condition provided a mean of 19.4 descriptions

compared to a mean of 7.1 for the warning group. These results replicate findings from

previous studies manipulating instructional criterion (Meissner et al., 2001; Meissner, this

issue).

Clearly, forcing the witnesses to provide verbal ratings for all of the features did not

affect recognition performance for the verbal checklist condition as hypothesized. It was

Table 1. Mean accuracy on identification task as a function of type of computerized task and type
of instruction criterion

Response criterion

Description condition Forced Warning Control

Recall 0.30 0.70*
Verbal checklist 0.46 0.46
Pictorial checklist 0.33 0.58*
Control 0.54

*Significant p< 0.05.
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expected that participants in the verbal forced checklist condition would perform similarly

to those in the verbal recall condition who were forced to provide a verbal description. It

has been demonstrated that when participants are forced to provide a description from

recall, they report erroneous details. Meissner et al. (2001) found the generation of

erroneous details as the major contributor to misidentification. However, when partici-

pants in the verbal checklist were forced to rate features they may have taken a

conservative strategy and reported a value in the middle of the scale. Data from the pilot

studies lend some support to this notion. The other question that remains is why there were

fewer correct identifications made in the pictorial forced checklist condition than in the

warning condition. If verbal overshadowing occurs as a result of converting a visual

mental image in memory to a verbal code, then why would a decrement in recognition

performance occur with pictorial stimuli? Sure, pictorial stimuli can be processed using

both imagery and verbalizations (Paivio, 1986), and the verbal component may account for

the overshadowing; however, no decrement was evident in the verbal feature checklist

when participants were forced to provide descriptions. A parsimonious explanation would

be that participants made errors when forced to rate the features in the pictorial task. These

errors may have possibly interfered with the original mental image. Consistent with such a

notion, it has been found that when witnesses view other facial images not belonging to the

culprit, errors in identification increase (Brigham and Cairns, 1988; Gorenstein and

Ellsworth, 1980).

When designing computer applications for use in law enforcement it is important to

understand how they might be affected by psychological variables such as verbal

overshadowing. Tasks involving descriptions should be designed to minimize interference

with a witness’s memory and subsequent ability to make a correct identification. At this

juncture, it appears that instructing witnesses’ to maintain a conservative output criterion

when generating their own descriptions results in higher subsequent identification

accuracy. However, this may be problematic given that participants in the warning recall

condition generated as few as 7.1 details on the average. Furthermore, Wells and Hryciw

(1984) found that participants often generated subjective details (e.g., personality and

occupation characteristics) about the culprit. This may aid in face recognition, but

subjective details constitute poorer verbal descriptions when used by a second party.

Additionally, research has shown that verbal descriptions for information not typically

verbalized, such as faces, are less accurate (Leibowitz et al., 1993). When verbal

descriptions are used by second-parties, such as law enforcement, the quality (and perhaps

quantity) of verbal descriptors becomes more important. To explore the use of verbal

descriptions by second-parties, we are currently examining the ability of a second party to

the crime to identify a suspect based on the descriptions provided from the witnesses’ free

recall, the verbal checklist, or the pictorial checklist. Additionally, we are developing the

pictorial checklist to use complete facial images, without the masking found in facial

pictures used by the FBI in the FIC. Our goal is to compare complete facial images with

masked images to examine the effects of verbal overshadowing.
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