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Major Sources of False Convictions

• Mistaken Identification 

• Tainted Lab Work/Junk Science

• False Confessions

• Confirmation Bias
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A P P L IC A T IO N  F O R  S E A R C H  W A R R A N T  
 

T h e  P eo p le , th ro u gh  L a u ra  M o o re , A ss is tan t S ta te ’s  A tto rn e y  o f U tica  C o u n ty , m o v e  th is  C o u rt 
to  issu e  a  sea rch  w arran t  fo r th e  re s id en ce  o f B ill B rig gs , 2 2 3 1  C aro lin e  S tree t, in  th e  C ity  o f U tica . 
P ro b ab le  c au se  ex is ts  to  b e liev e  th a t ev id en ce  o f th e  m u rd er an d  b u rg la ry  w ill b e  u n co v ered  in  th is
search . S p e c ifica lly , th e  P eo p le  seek  a  w arran t to  search  fo r th e  fo llo w in g  item s: 

1 . A  firea rm  o r firea rm s 
2 . T o o ls  th a t co u ld  b e  u sed  to  fo rce  en try  in to  a  h o u se  
3 . P ro ceed s  fro m  a  b u rg la ry  a t 2 1 1  S h ad yb ro o k  L an e , U tica .  S p ec ific a lly  

a . R ed  S o x  b aseb a ll ca rd s  
b . O th er b aseb a ll p a rap h ern a lia  

 
A n  a ffid av it in  su p p o rt o f  th is  ap p lica tio n  is  a ttach ed . 
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Investigator’s Report 
 
DATE:     October 14, 2004 
REPORTING OFFICER:   Det. Fred Holland 
INCIDENT NUMBER:  4826 
RE: Department of Motor Vehicles Search  
 

Cars Registered to Witnesses 
 
White 1996 Volkswagen Jetta—Registered to John Peter Roberts 
 
Black 2001 Ford Explorer—Registered to Diana Elaine Wright 
 
Tan 1994 Toyota Corolla—Registered to Chad Cody Rivers 
 
Dark Blue 1998 Ford pickup—Registered to Roger Hawley 
 
Sky Blue 1995 Honda Civic Hatchback—Registered to James Lee Huff  
 
Silver 1997 Ford Escort—Registered to William Michael Briggs 
 
Black 1994 Chevy Cavalier—Registered to Karen Marie Kelly
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Suggested lines of investigation 
that focused on the prime suspect

• Participants who 
were asked early in 
the investigation to 
state who committed 
the crime suggested 
more lines of 
evidence focused on 
the prime suspect at 
the end of part 2.  

• F(1, 104) = 5.64, p < 
.05
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Interpretation of Ambiguous 
Evidence

• Participants asked 
to state early who 
committed the 
crime interpreted 
ambiguous or 
inconsistent 
evidence in a way 
consistent with the 
prime suspect’s 
guilt.

• F(1, 104) = 9.61, p
< .05
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Study 2
Four conditions

• Participants just read the file (control)
• Participants named a suspect halfway through 

the file and discussed the evidence against him 
(same manipulation used in study 1)

• Participants named a suspect and discussed 
the evidence against him, but also discussed 
why that suspect might be innocent

• Participants named three suspects and 
considered the evidence for and against each



Suggested lines of investigation 
that focused on the prime suspect

• Two groups suggested 
more lines of evidence 
focused on the prime 
suspect at the end of 
part 2 (compared to 
control):
– Those asked early in 

the investigation to 
state who committed 
the crime

– Those asked to 
consider alternative 
suspects

• F(3, 105) = 2.72, p < 
.05 0
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Study 3
• All participants name a suspect halfway through
• 1. Process Accountability: Participants told that we would 

interview them to see how well their strategies matched 
those recommended by a top FBI consultant.

• 2. Outcome Accountability: Participants told that we 
would interview them about the match between their 
decision and that of the judge and jury.

• 3. Persuasion: Participants told that we would tape 
record their arguments for their choice and have others 
rate them for persuasiveness.

• 4. No accountability
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F (3, 119) = 2.97, p<.05
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Overview of Findings

What increased bias?
Naming a suspect
Listing the evidence for and against several 

suspects
Expecting to persuade others

What reduced bias?
Stating the reasons why a suspect might be 
innocent



Dependent Variables

• Choice of which lines if investigation to 
pursue

• Interpretation of ambiguous evidence
• Belief in validity of type of evidence 

consistent with suspect’s guilt (Dan 
Simon)



What didn’t work

• Independent variables
– Severity of victim’s injury
– Accountability for decision-making process
– Accountability for decision-making outcome

Dependent variables
Memory for suspect-consistent evidence


	Confirmation Bias in �Criminal Investigations
	Major Sources of False Convictions
	Study 1
	Suggested lines of investigation that focused on the prime suspect
	Interpretation of Ambiguous Evidence
	Study 2
	Suggested lines of investigation that focused on the prime suspect
	Study 3
	Overview of Findings
	Dependent Variables
	What didn’t work

