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Abstract 

 

Whilst research has suggested that experimenter effects, widely demonstrated 

throughout the social science literature, may manifest in the administration of 

investigative line-ups, administrator effects have yet to be disentangled other potential 

influences on eyewitness identification decisions. Limits in our understanding stem, at 

least in part, from an over-reliance on ‘mock crime’ paradigms in experimental research. 

A study was therefore conducted to examine the effects of administrator knowledge on 

simple selection decisions without any recalled event (rather, the selection of the 

individual most likely to be responsible for the Lockerbie bombing from the actual 

photospread used in the original investigation). In an initial experiment, six ‘Facilitators’ 

were told the location of the target within the photospread. They then each recruited two 

line-up ‘Administrators’; one who was told the location of the actual target in the 

photospread, and one who was kept blind. Administrators then each asked 240 naïve 

participants (‘Witnesses’) to make selections from the lineup. 25% of the witnesses 

selected the target in the ‘Administrator-Informed’ condition, but only 10.83% in the 

blind condition. In a subsequent experiment, using the same materials and procedures, 

four facilitators were told the location of a false target, and relayed this information to 

one of their administrators but not the other. In this second ‘Administrator – Informed’ 

condition, 26.25% of witnesses (N = 80) selected the (false) target, whereas in the second 

uninformed condition only 12.5% of witnesses (N = 80) selected the target. There were 

no significant differences in target selection rates amongst the ten facilitators, but highly 

significant differences between administrators in informed and uninformed conditions. 
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Results are therefore indicative of a ‘Fundamental Administrator Effect’: regardless of 

the contextual backdrop utilized, in situations where people are forced to make a 

selection decision with no prior knowledge to draw from non-blind administrators are 

highly influential. The notable implications of these findings, both theoretical and 

practical, are discussed in detail throughout. 

 

 

Key words: The ‘Fundamental Administrator Effect’; Experimenter Expectancy Effects; 

Eyewitness Identification; Lockerbie bomb 
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Introduction 

The generality of biasing and subjectivity effects have long been observed across 

social science disciplines. In particular social psychologists have made much reference to 

the ‘Experimenter Expectancy Effect’, (e.g. Rosenthal, 1979), whereby participant 

responses or experimental outcomes are influenced by the expectations, desires or beliefs 

of the experimenter and the subjective biases that these create. However, such effects 

remain largely unconsidered and unheeded within investigative contexts (Risinger et al., 

2002). 

One area in which such effects are likely to be particularly pertinent is in the 

administration of police line-ups (Canter, Hammond & Youngs, 2013). A mounting body 

of research has demonstrated that line-up administrator knowledge can influence the 

judgments and decisions made by ‘witnesses’ (as summarised by Clark, Marshall and 

Rosenthal, 2009). On this basis, it has been suggested that double-blind procedures, 

shown to effectively guard against such biases in other domains, should be implemented 

across the board in conducting line-ups (e.g. Wells et al., 1998; Greathouse & Kovera, 

2009).  

However, whilst administrator effects on witness choice have been noted, the 

strength of these effects have never been empirically assessed using an appropriate 

methodology where such effects are isolated from potential exacerbations (such as 

administrator motivation), and results are not confounded by memory issues (Canter et 

al., 2009). As such, the potential viability and value of double-blind methodologies as a 

means of combating expectancy and knowledge effects in investigative line-up 

administration remains unclear. 
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As Schachter et al. (2008) discuss, what are needed are disaggregated studies that 

focus specifically on the nature and extent to which administrators influence the choices 

made by witnesses, with direct consideration of blind versus double-blind conditions 

across the same simultaneous format. A study was therefore conducted to examine the 

effects of experimenter knowledge on simple selection decisions without any recalled 

event. Comparisons were made across informed and double-blind conditions using two 

administration levels (direct administrator and secondary administrator, or ‘facilitator’). 

This novel paradigm enabled the fundamental effects of administrator knowledge on 

witness choices to be examined. 

 

Background 

Experimenter Effects and Investigator Bias 

Nearly fifty years ago Rosenthal showed that results from apparently objective 

testing procedures could be distorted by the expectations of the experimenters (Rosenthal, 

1963).  In a series of studies, Rosenthal and his colleagues showed how these 

expectations could influence the measures obtained for general levels of performance, 

whether in rats’ learning behaviour or school children’s educational attainment (e.g. 

Rosenthal, 1967, 1973; Rosenthal & Fode, 1963; Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1966).  

Subsequent studies have illustrated the universality of these ‘Experimenter 

Expectancy Effects’, across a range of different contexts and domains (as summarized by 

Sheldrake, 1998). This is unsurprising, for – as Rosenthal (2004) discusses – expectations 

as to likely results of a test or experiment are virtually a constant in science, given that 
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research is generally conducted with the specific intention of examining and evaluating 

hypotheses or expectations about the nature of different phenomena or effects.  

Experimenter effects can be both non-interactional and interactional. Non-

interactional effects are those in which there is no direct effect of the scientist on the 

behaviour of the research participant, as they have no direct contact/do not interact 

directly. Interactional effects are those in which there is a direct effect of the scientist on 

the behaviour of the research participant, resulting from direct contact between the two 

parties. These can be either intentional or non-intentional (Rosenthal, 2002). 

 

Whilst there are many different types of experimenter effect (see Rosenthal, 2004, 

for a review), perhaps the most widely demonstrated form of experimenter expectancy 

effect is the ‘Experimenter Bias Effect’. This is where the experimenter and their own 

particular biases or knowledge orientations directly influence subject responses. This 

effect may be mediated in several ways: (a) the experimenter may intentionally or 

unintentionally reward his subjects verbally or nonverbally for expected or desired 

responses; (b) he may wittingly or unwittingly transmit his biases by paralinguistic cues, 

such as variations in his tone of voice (Barber & Calverley, 1964); or (c) he may 

intentionally or unintentionally communicate his biases by bodily movements or by facial 

movements, such as smiling or frowning - kinesthetic cues (Barber and Silver, 1968). Of 

all the different forms of experimenter effect, the experimenter bias effect is the most 

pertinent when considering likely administrator effects on investigative line-up 

administration. 
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 Experimenter Effects and Administrator Bias in Investigative Line-Up Administration 

Within the investigative domain, line-ups are typically administered by 

individuals involved in the case (frequently investigating officers), with a detailed 

knowledge of the contextual background to the identification. There is therefore certainly 

the potential for experimenter bias effects to manifest and impact upon the identifications 

made. As Canter et al. (2013) discuss, administrators with knowledge of the identity and 

location of the target within the line-up may provide cues for witnesses that will increase 

the likelihood that they will select the target suspect, either purposefully or inadvertently 

communicating to the witness which line-up member is the suspect, in line with their own 

personal hypotheses. 

A number of researchers have tested this; following Wells and Luus (1990), 

eyewitness researchers recognised that an experiment could be set up with a witnessed 

mock crime to study the potential influence of a police administrator in an eyewitness 

identification procedure during an investigation. A growing body of research has 

therefore emerged, evaluating the levels and degrees of administrator influence produced 

using different experimental conditions and manipulations. 

More recently, researchers have begun to explore how such biases might be 

avoided, for example by using double-blind testing – a method of safe-guarding against 

such bias effects used with considerable success within social science domains (e.g. 

Wells et al., 1998; Greathouse and Kovera, 2009; Canter et al., 2013). As Risinger et al. 

(2008) discuss in some detail, this is the simplest, most powerful and potentially useful 

procedure to protect against the distorting effects of unstated assumptions, collateral 

information, and improper expectations or motivations. 
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There are two forms of blind testing; in a single blind test participants are kept 

unaware of certain information that might lead to biases, either conscious or 

subconscious. In the case of line-up administration, a blind test would be if the 

participant/witness were kept ‘blind’ as to the context within which the identification was 

being made. In a double-blind test, both those doing the testing and those making 

judgments or selections are kept ignorant of which material is to be identified (so, in this 

instance, in the case of line-up administration both the administrator and the witness 

would be blind as to the background context of the identification). 

On the basis of early indications from empirical research, eyewitness researchers 

have called for mandatory uptake of double-blind procedures across the board (c.f. Canter 

et al., 2013). However, a number of issues have been identified with this, relating to both 

the practicality and feasibility of the use of such methods within the investigative context 

(see Wells et al., 1998, for a review).  

One big issue has yet to be addressed in detail is that the fact that it is impossible 

to have a scenario where no-one knows the identity of a target or suspect within a line up 

– that someone, somewhere down the line will have contextual information that could 

potentially cause biasing effects.  As such, questions arise as to whether those facilitating 

line-ups and instructing administrators may have an influence. 

To date, no research has explored in detail such potential secondary biasing 

effects, despite their notable implications for the objectivity at the very heart of 

investigative/legal processes and the validity of witness identification evidence. This, 

therefore, remains a critical question for empirical works to address. 
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The Challenge of Isolating ‘Fundamental Administrator Effects’ 

Levels of administrator influence reported in the previous literature have tended 

to vary greatly from study to study, with some works reporting very strong bias effects 

and others reporting none at all (Canter et al., 2013). 

The emergence of the effect appears to be contingent upon the experimental 

conditions. Greathouse and Kovera (2009) find evidence of bias at a level allowing 

‘double diagnosticity’, when comparing single-blind administration with double-blind 

administration. They report the greatest bias under conditions of biased initial instructions 

(stating that the target is present in the line-up) and simultaneous presentation format. 

Phillips et al. (1999) found investigator bias only under conditions of sequential 

presentation format and when an observer was present. Haw and Fisher (2004) explored 

the leading effect of administrator knowledge by comparing conditions of high and low 

contact between administrators and participants, rather than blind and double blind 

conditions. They showed that under conditions of low contact false identifications were 

reduced without any reduction in the hit rate of correct identifications.   

Other authors have failed to find any administrator effect. Russano et al. (2006) 

report two separate studies in which no investigator bias was found irrespective of initial 

instructions or presentation format or the use of administrators financially motivated to 

obtain accurate identifications (see Russano et al., 2006).  Most recently, in the Illinois 

study of ‘in the field’ identifications in police departments in Chicago and Minnesota, 

Mecklenberg, Baily and Larson (2008) found no evidence of the investigator bias 

reported in laboratory studies. Indeed, controversially, the Illinois study reports a known 

error rate of just 2.4 % in non-blind simultaneous presentation conditions compared with 
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a known error rate of 9.2% for double-blind administrators using the sequential 

presentation format recommended in the National Institute of Justice guidelines (Wells et 

al., 1998). 

Schachter et al. (2008) argue that such variations in levels of administrator 

influence are the result of the influence of a range of confounding factors. They highlight 

the need for disaggregated studies, which would allow administrator effects to be 

examined independent from the many factors and processes that might potentially impact 

upon eyewitness selection decisions, such as those outlined by Wells et al. (1998). 

 

However, the isolation of the fundamental administrator effect poses a number of 

challenges, and requires a carefully controlled experimental paradigm which takes into 

account a range of different issues (Canter et al., 2013). 

The first of these issues is the type of selection decision that is most appropriate 

for directly examining administrator influences. Traditionally, studies have relied upon a 

‘mock crime’ paradigm in evaluating the effects of administrator knowledge on 

eyewitness choices. Here, the identification decisions that witnesses are required to make 

will be based on their memory of a previously viewed, staged crime. However, when 

respondents are drawing on a memory their susceptibility will be influenced by the 

quality and distinctness of that memory. One possibility then is that the administrator’s 

influence is being confounded in these studies by variations in memory processes and the 

forms of malleability that memory has. As a result it remains unclear if there is a 

'fundamental administrator effect', independent of distorting memory, on the selection 

required in eyewitness identifications. 
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To establish the power of administrator knowledge as a fundamental process 

requires an experimental task in which respondents have no memory to draw on at all, 

although they believe a reasonable decision is possible and not necessarily random.  

Asking people who have had no contact with an investigation to pick the person they 

think is the most likely culprit of the crime in question constitutes one such straight-

forward selection decision. Here, particularly if the case is well-known, the task is a 

logical and realistic one for ‘witnesses’, in that they have some knowledge of the context 

and background for their selection decision. However, rather than drawing from a 

specific memory of an event or target, they are making a relative judgment of likely 

culpability - a judgment which is, in effect although not in appearance, arbitrary. As such, 

they are more likely to be subject to administrator influence than in tasks where their 

performance depends on the quality of a pre-possessed memory (Canter et al., 2013). 

 

Other challenges arise in terms of the experimental conditions and procedures that 

should be employed. Experimental methods employed by previous research have 

combined various administrative procedures with different levels of stake-holder 

commitment (e.g. different degrees of administrator-participant contact or varying levels 

of motivation towards a particular outcome). However, in the context of partial or vague 

memories, motivation is likely to have a confounding influence in studies of 

administrator bias. Attempted replications of real-world motivational conditions through 

a variety of experimental manipulations may impact upon levels of administrator 

influence, both directly and in interaction with memory variations. Specifically, 

motivational factors could impact fundamental administrator effects through two routes: 
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1. Differences in motivation or pressure on the ‘witness’ to identify - these can be the 

result of different initial instructions. Instructions that indicate that the target may not be 

present may be taken as cues to ignore the administrator (Greathouse & Kovera, 2009). 

2. Differences in the motivation of the administrator to obtain a given identification - 

these may be produced by the financial incentives to obtain a desired identification given 

in some studies. For example, Greathouse and Kovera (2009) told all administrators that 

they would receive a bonus of $20 if their witness successfully identified a suspect from a 

photo-spread. 

In order to evaluate fundamental administrator influences – that is, the basic 

influence of simple administrator knowledge on eyewitness identification decisions, 

conditions of minimal pressure, reduced experimental demand, and limited stakeholder 

commitment should be used. In addition, contact between administrator and witnesses 

should be limited, to reduce the likelihood of additional interaction processes and effects 

coming into play (Canter et al., 2013). 

Finally, in terms of procedure, scripts should be used to ensure consistent delivery 

of instructions to all administrators and participants, in order to remove potential 

confounding effects arising from variations in delivery protocol. 

 

Only with such a carefully constructed and controlled experimental paradigm can 

the fundamental effect that administrators have on witnesses choices be reliably 

established. Consequently, a set of experiments was devised, taking into account and 

controlling for the issues outlined above. These are presented below. 
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The Present Study 

The present study evaluated the nature and power of fundamental administrator 

effects on witness choices by employing an experimental paradigm in which: 

1) variations in memory processes drawn on to make identifications were removed by 

i) examining identification selection decisions without a mock crime event 

ii) comparing identification selection decisions across the same simultaneous 

presentational format.   

2) confounding influences of motivation on identification were removed by 

iii) Minimizing motivation by studying the effect with little stakeholder 

commitment. This removes any effect on subjects’ response to authority 

figure administrators (police officers) or other motivational ‘demand 

characteristics’ of a police investigation context.  

iv) Controlling the variations in motivations produced by different 

expectations about the presence of the target in the line-up (all line ups 

were target present) 

v) Providing no incentives to experimenters  

 

In addition, to assess the potential value of double-blind procedures as a means of 

combating administrator effects on witness identification decisions, a two-tiered 

methodology was employed, where administrators were themselves administrated by 

experimenters with differing levels of knowledge. 
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 Two different experiments were conducted. Both employed the same 

identification task (the selection of the individual thought most likely to be the person 

convicted of the Lockerbie bombing), and each had two main conditions; one in which 

the administrator was given information on the target and their location within the 

photospread, and one where the administrator was kept ‘blind’. However, where the 

experiments differed was in terms of the ‘facilitators’ of the experiments, and their 

knowledge of the nature of the experiment and the identity of the target: 

- In experiment 1, facilitators were told that the study was exploring administrator 

effects, and were told the correct location of the person convicted of the 

Lockerbie bombing, Al-Megrahi, in the photospread. 

- In experiment 2, the facilitators were told that the study was looking at gender 

differences in witness identification decisions, and were given incorrect 

information as to the location of the target, Al-Megrahi, in the photospread. 

This additional manipulation enabled variations in administrator effects in relation 

to facilitator knowledge to also be examined, essentially allowing evaluation of any 

‘administrator effects’ on administrators (‘Secondary Administrator Effects’). This was 

with the aim of establishing who, in the chain of administration events, needs to be kept 

‘blind’ in order to effectively safeguard against all administrator effects. 

 

Experiment A 

Methodology 

Design: 
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Six different ‘Facilitators’ ran this experiment. Each recruited and instructed two 

line-up ‘Administrators’ (12 Administrators in total). Each Adminstrator recruited and 

tested 20 participants or ‘Witnesses’ (240 Witnesses in Total). 

 

There were two different Facilitator-Administrator Conditions (numbers of 

participants in each are provided in brackets): 

- AI, in which both the individual facilitating the experiment (Facilitator) and the 

individual administering the line-up (Administrator) were informed of the identity 

and location of the target suspect P within the line-up (N = 120) 

- AU, in which the individuals facilitating the experiment (Facilitator) was 

informed of the identity and location of  target suspect P within the line-up but the 

individual administering the line-up (Administrator) was not (N = 120) 

(Figure 1. here) 

 

 

Procedure: 

Facilitators were post-graduate students on a professional training course. They 

had been schooled in the ethics of research and had all agreed to participate by following 

the guidelines as agreed within professional and ethical standards. It was emphasised to 

them that they needed to follow instructions carefully and not to indicate anything further 

to the administrators. There were no pressures on obtaining any particular results nor 

were there any rewards or tokens of any kind given for completing the data collection. In 

general they saw this as an exercise in collecting data.  
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Facilitators each recruited two administrators from contacts or associates, based 

on availability to undertake the task. The administrators were not aware of the overall 

purpose of the research.  

Administrators presented participants with a police photographic line-up and 

asked them to pick the person who they thought was most likely to be responsible for the 

Lockerbie bombing from the twelve possible options. The photographic line-up used (the 

actual line-up presented to a key witness, Anthony Gauci, during the original Lockerbie 

investigation) is shown Figure 2, with the target suspect (Al Megrahi, who was 

eventually convicted for the bombing) located in position number eight, on the far right 

of the middle row. 

(Figure 2. here) 

 

The study was carried out before any photographs of Gauci were in the press and 

at a time when the case was not a news item. Furthermore, the foils used were those from 

the original investigation that happened many years before the study was carried out. The 

picture of Gauci was therefore very different from the pictures that later emerged of him 

after he had been in prison for a number of years. However, to be sure that respondents 

were not inadvertently aware of what Gauci looked like all were asked initially if they 

had any awareness of the Lockerbie case. None did. 

Administrators carried out the research in various locations across the UK. They 

used opportunity sampling, participants being approached and questioned in public places 

such as coffee shops. They were taken aside and interviewed individually. Administrators 
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recorded the number of the line-up member that each participant selected, along with 

demographic information for that participant 

Clear and specific instructions were given for each stage of the experiment, and 

both facilitators and administrators were told to say exactly what was on the sheets. Post-

hoc, complete adherence to procedure was reported across the board. 

INSTRUCTIONS FOR FACILITATORS IN EXPERIMENT A 

‘You are taking part in an experiment examining line-up administrator effects on 

identifications made from a police photographic line-up. What we would like you to do is 

enlist two ‘line-up administrators’ – people to help you conduct this experiment. To the 

first, please give the instructions for condition ‘AI’ (below) and to the second the 

instructions for condition ‘AU’. They will each ask twenty ‘respondents’ (10 male and 10 

female) to pick the person that they think is most likely to be the man convicted of the 

Lockerbie bombing from a photographic line-up consisting of 12 pictures. They should 

do this using the instructions for respondents given below, so please make sure these are 

available to them.  

The individual who was actually held responsible for the bombing is the person in 

photo number 8, although only the line-up administrator in condition AI will know this. 

In condition AU the administrator will not be informed of the position of the target within 

the line-up. Each administrator will need a copy of the photographic line-up to use and 

the sheet for recording responses and participant information’. 

INSTRUCTIONS FOR ADMINISTRATOR IN CONDITION AI 

‘On the sheet that you have been given are photographs of 12 men, one of which 

is the man believed to be responsible for the Lockerbie bombing. This is the man in 
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position number 8. What we would like you to do is to ask 20 different people (10 males 

and 10 females) to look at the pictures and decide which of the people they think is most 

likely to be the man who did it, using the instructions specified. Please record the age and 

gender of each respondent and the number they pick as the most likely culprit on the 

sheet provided. Each respondent must make a selection.’ 

INSTRUCTIONS FOR ADMINISTRATOR IN CONDITION AU 

‘On the sheet that you have been given are photographs of 12 men, one of which 

is believed to be the man responsible for the Lockerbie bombing. What we would like 

you to do is to ask 20 different people (10 males and 10 females) to look at the pictures 

and decide which of the people they think is most likely to be the man who did it, using 

the instructions specified. Please record the age and gender of each respondent and the 

number that they pick as the most likely culprit on the sheet provided. Each respondent 

must make a selection’ 

 

INSTRUCTIONS GIVEN TO PARTICIPANTS (‘WITNESSES’) BY LINE-UP ADMINISTRATORS 

‘One of the men pictured here is thought to be the person responsible for the 

bombing of the plane over Lockerbie in Scotland, in 1988. Could you please look at all of 

the pictures and pick the one of the person that you think this is most likely to be?’ 

 

Sample: 

 

The sample utilised for Experiment A consisted of 240 ‘Witnesses’; 120 males 

and 120 females, with an average age of 33.86 (S.D. = 14.47; Min = 14; Max = 87). 

There were 120 ‘Witnesses’ in condition AI; 60 males and 60 females, with an average 

age of 34.59 (S.D. = 13.68; Min = 18; Max = 79). There were 120 ‘Witnesses’ in 
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condition AU; 60 males and 60 females, with an average age of 33.13 (S.D. = 15.24; Min 

= 14; Max = 87). 

In order to examine age effects on the selection decisions made by eyewitnesses 

the sample was divided into two groups, one classified as ‘Younger’ witnesses who were 

35 years of age or less (i.e. were aged below the average) and one classified as ‘Older’ 

witnesses who were aged 36 or over (i.e. were aged above the average). Overall, there 

were 157 younger witnesses and 83 older witnesses; 73 younger and 47 older witnesses 

in Condition AI, and 84 younger and 36 older witnesses in Condition AU. 

 

 

Results 

Frequencies of target selection in the informed and uninformed conditions (AI 

and AU) are presented in Table 1. On the basis of chance alone, we would expect the 

target to be selected in 8.3% (1/12, as a percentage) of cases. In condition AU the figure 

is close to this. However in condition AI the target was selected more than three times as 

often as would be predicted on the basis of chance. 

 

(Table 1. here) 

 

There was a significant difference between ‘administrator uninformed’ and 

‘administrator informed’ conditions in terms of the frequency with which the target 

(Number 8) was selected: X ² (1, N = 240) = 8.154, p < 0.01. There were no other 

significant differences in terms of frequency of selection between conditions AI and AU 

for any of the other foils in the line-up (Table 2). 
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(Table 2. here) 

 

There were no significant differences in frequencies of target selection in 

condition AI between males and females (X ² = 8.154; p > 0.5) or between younger and 

older witnesses (X ² = 0.840; p > 0.5). 

There were no significant differences in frequencies of target selection in 

condition AU between males and females (X ² = 0.275; p > 0.5) or between younger and 

older witnesses (X ² = 2.422; p > 0.5). 

 

Experiment B 

 

Methodology 

Design: 

Three key amendments were made to the experimental design employed in 

Experiment A for Experiment B: firstly, a different target was chosen for the second 

experiment, to ensure that it was not the position or particular physiognomy of the target 

that had influenced selection rates. Secondly, Facilitators were told that the study was 

exploring gender differences in witness selection decisions (whereas in Experiment A 

they had been told that the study was exploring administrator effects). This change was 

employed as a means of modifying the commitment of Facilitators to experimenter 

effects. Thirdly, an additional sentence was added to the instructions provided to 

Faciliatators which stated that the information that would be given to informed 

administrators as to the target or suspect photograph location (i.e. number 4) was 

incorrect. They were not told the correct location of the target. As such, Facilitators were 
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also ‘blind’ as to the location and positioning of the true suspect, Al Megrahi. This 

manipulation was used so that potential ‘Secondary Administrator Effects’ on witness 

selection decisions could be examined. 

The experimental procedure was exactly the same as before, only in this instance 

there were four Facilitators and eight Administrators, with a total of 160 respondents. The 

two Facilitator-Administrator conditions for this second experiment were therefore as 

follows (numbers of participants in each are provided in brackets); 

- BI in which both the individuals facilitating the study (Facilitator) and the 

individual administering the line-up (Administrator) were informed of the identity 

and location of the target suspect Q within the line-up (N = 80) 

- BU, in which the individual facilitating the study (Facilitator) was informed of the 

identity and location of the target suspect Q within the line-up but the 

experimenter administering the line-up (Administrator) was not (N = 80)  

(Figure 3. here) 

Procedure: 

Faciliators, Administrations, Participants and associated recruitment methods 

were all the same as in Experiment A. The only variation was in terms of the instructions 

provided; 

INSTRUCTIONS FOR FACILITATORS IN EXPERIMENT B 

‘You are taking part in an experiment examining gender effects on identifications 

made from a police photographic line-up. What we would like you to do is enlist two 

‘line-up administrators’ – people to help you conduct this experiment. To the first, please 
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give the instructions for condition ‘BI’ (below) and to the second the instructions for 

condition ‘BU’. They will each ask twenty ‘respondents’ (10 male and 10 female) to pick 

the person that they think is most likely to be the man convicted of the Lockerbie 

bombing from a photographic line-up consisting of 12 pictures. They should do this using 

the instructions for respondents given below, so please make sure these are available to 

them. The administrator in condition BU will not have any prior beliefs about who might 

be the ‘suspect’ - the person convicted of the bombing - but in condition BI the 

administrator will be told that it is the individual in position 4 in the line-up, even though 

it’s not. Each administrator will need a copy of the photographic line-up to use and the 

sheet for recording responses and participant information’. 

INSTRUCTIONS GIVEN TO LINE-UP ADMINISTRATORS IN CONDITION BI 

‘On the sheet that you have been given are photographs of 12 men, one of which 

is the man believed to be responsible for the Lockerbie bombing. This is the man in 

position number 4. What we would like you to do is to ask 20 different people (10 males 

and 10 females) to look at the pictures and decide which of the people they think is most 

likely to be the man who did it, using the instructions specified. Please record the age and 

gender of each respondent and the number they pick as the most likely culprit on the 

sheet provided. Each respondent must make a selection.’ 

INSTRUCTIONS GIVEN TO LINE-UP ADMINISTRATORS IN CONDITION BU 

‘On the sheet that you have been given are photographs of 12 men, one of which 

is believed to be the man responsible for the Lockerbie bombing. What we would like 

you to do is to ask 20 different people (10 males and 10 females) to look at the pictures 

and decide which of the people they think is most likely to be the man who did it, using 

 1 
 2 
 3 
 4 
 5 
 6 
 7 
 8 
 9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 
50 
51 
52 
53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 



The Fundamental Administrator Effect 

23 

 

the instructions specified. Please record the age and gender of each respondent and the 

number that they pick as the most likely culprit on the sheet provided. Each respondent 

must make a selection’ 

INSTRUCTIONS GIVEN TO PARTICIPANTS (‘WITNESSES’) BY LINE-UP ADMINISTRATORS 

As in Experiment A. 

 

Sample: 

The sample utilised for Experiment B consisted of 160 ‘Witnesses’; 80 males and 

80 females, with an average age of 35.27 (S.D. = 15.24; Min = 16; Max = 86). 103 were 

classified as ‘younger’ witnesses and 57 as ‘older’. 

There were 80 ‘Witnesses’ in condition BI; 40 males and 40 females, with an 

average age of 34.36 (S.D. = 14.08; Min = 16; Max = 79). 53 were ‘younger’ witnesses 

and 27 were ‘older’. 

There were 80 ‘Witnesses’ in condition BU; 40 males and 40 females, with an 

average age of 36.18 (S.D. = 16.35; Min = 18; Max = 86). 50 were ‘younger’ witnesses 

and 30 were ‘older’. 

The sample did not differ significantly from that used in experiment 1 in terms of 

either age (X ² = 0.000; p > 0.5) or gender (X ² = 0.727; p > 0.5). 

 

Results 

 

There was a significant difference between the ‘administrator uninformed’ and 

‘administrator informed’ conditions in terms of the frequency with which the target (in 

this instance, number 4) was selected: X ² (1, N = 160) = 4.811, p < 0.05. In condition BI, 
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as in condition AI in the previous experiment, the target was selected more than three 

times as frequently as would be expected on the basis of chance alone. In condition BU 

the selection rate of 12.5% was not much greater than chance (8.3%).  

 

(Table 3. here) 

 

 There were no significant differences between the informed and uninformed 

conditions in terms of the frequency of selection of any of the other foils (Table 4). 

 

(Table 4. here) 

 

There were no significant differences in frequencies of target selection in 

condition BI between males and females (X ² = 1.501; p > 0.5) or between younger and 

older witnesses (X ² = 0.033; p > 0.5). 

There were no significant differences in frequencies of target selection in 

condition BU between males and females (X ² = 1.114; p > 0.5) or between younger and 

older witnesses (X ² = 0.137; p > 0.5). 

 

Evaluation of Facilitator and Administrator Effects Across Experiments A and B 

 

 

 

Frequencies of Target Selection Across Different Conditions 

 

A Kruskall-Wallis test was used to make comparisons between the informed and 

uninformed administrator conditions in experiments A and B. Target photographs were 

selected significantly more frequently in the two conditions where administrators had 
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been informed by facilitators as to the identity and location of the target photograph (AI 

and BI) than in conditions where administrators were uninformed (AU and BU); X ² (3, N 

= 400) = 13.105; p < 0.05. 

There were no significant differences in target selection rates between the two 

‘Informed’ conditions (AI and BI) - X ² (1, N = 200) = 0.039; p > 0.5, or between the two 

‘Uninformed’ conditions (AU and BU) - X ² (1, N = 200) = 0.13; p > 0.5 

That there were no significant differences between rates of target selections in 

condition AI and condition BI suggests that neither variations in the instructions provided 

to administrators or the target photograph itself influenced target selection rates. Rather, 

the only notable influence was Administrator knowledge.  However, to examine 

administrator and experimenter effects in more detail, frequencies of target selection in 

both informed and uninformed conditions were compared across Facilitators. 

  

Evaluating Facilitator and Administrator Effects 

The frequency with which each facilitator’s administrator obtained a selection of 

the target in the informed and the uninformed condition is given in Table 5.  

(Table 5. here) 

  

The variation across administrators is clear. In some informed conditions as many 

as 35% of subjects selected the target.  Even in uninformed conditions there are two 

administrators for whom one in five subjects selected the target, more than twice the 

chance level of selection. Differences in frequencies of target selection between 

administrators were significant (X ² = 33.145; p < 0.05). However, there were no 
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significant differences between experimenters in terms of frequency of target selection in 

either Administrator Informed (X ² = 16.705; p > 0.05) or Administrator Uninformed (X ² 

= 15.373; p > 0.05) conditions. 

 

Discussion 

Two related experiments have been presented here. The first explored directly 

facilitator and administrator influences on witness choices. Although there was no 

indication that researchers did not follow instructions in this very low stake study, there 

was the possibility that making the study seem to be an exploration of line-up effects 

could have had an undue influence on how the research was conducted. Therefore a 

second experiment was conducted, in which the facilitators were not given any indication 

of the context of the research. In this second experimental paradigm a somewhat 

ambiguous explanation was given. To further reduce the influence of the context of the 

research, facilitators were given a quite different target – one which had not been part of 

the investigation from which the source material was drawn.    

Regardless of the experimental conditions employed, in conditions where 

administrators were given information on a target and its location within the photospread 

those targets were selected at a rate significantly above chance. Administrator knowledge 

had the same degree of impact on witness selections, whether or not the ‘Facilitator’ 

instructing administrators believed that the informed administrators were being given the 

correct information. In Experiment A, the Facilitator was told that the person responsible 

for the bombing was in position 8, but that only AI Administrators would know this and 

AU administrators would not. In Experiment B the Facilitator was told that BU 
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Administrators would not be told anything, whereas BI Administrators would be told that 

the target was in position 4, though this was incorrect.  

There were no significant differences between the two experiments in terms of 

frequency of target selection in either informed or uninformed conditions. Further, there 

were no significant differences between experimenters in terms of frequency of target 

selection in either Administrator Informed or Administrator Uninformed conditions. 

What the present findings therefore demonstrate is that administrators have a 

significant effect on witness choice. Evidence was provided for a ‘Fundamental 

Administrator Effect’, distinct from any identification-specific effects of witnesses’ 

actual memories or the contextual backdrop for the selection decision.  

Such an effect, whereby an administrator can influence the choice of a specific 

target rather than others among a range of alternatives, would represent a form of 

experimenter effect that has not been widely identified in the previous literature. It 

suggests a form of influence that is distinct from the general trends Rosenthal originally 

proposed in his studies of classroom performance (Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1966, 1968).  

The affect and effort-based processes he postulates as underpinning these effects include 

a warm, socio-emotional ‘climate’ and increased input when teachers have higher 

expectations of the pupils’ performance (Rosenthal, 1976, 1974). It is difficult to see how 

such processes could account for the increases in accurate identification decisions seen 

with administrator knowledge. Similarly, the processes of additional attention and 

observation he drew on to explain the improved performance of ‘brighter’ rats do not 

readily explain the selection by a subject of one target rather than others (Rosenthal & 

Fode, 1963). 
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The manifestation of such an effect, under the present conditions, suggests 

specific processes of influence. General expectancies may affect general performance 

trends through the recognised processes of unconscious data reinterpretation (Nisbett & 

Ross, 1980) and increased attention (Rosenthal 1973). However such processes are not 

sufficient to account for tasks where performance is not a function of effort and where 

choices are either right or wrong.   

Greathouse and Kovera (2009) identified a number of cues that administrators 

emitted to participants in their study of eyewitness identification. Verbal cues took the 

form of both instructions – for example, telling the witness to look more carefully, to take 

their time, to think of the perpetrator from a different angle – or implicit feedback (for 

example; calling attention to a specific photograph, asking if the respondent was sure 

about their identification, asking them to look again). Non-verbal cues included facial 

movements (frowning, raising eyebrows, smiling at a correct identification) and physical 

actions (such as removing the target photograph slowly after a non-identification). Some 

of these processes may underpin the results obtained here. Most, although not all, of the 

cues Greathouse and Kovera (2009) identify are intentional, implying motivated 

experimenters. Yet in the present study, no crime was witnessed and no incentive given 

to obtain accurate identifications.   

Unintentional forms of influence are required to explain the ‘Fundamental 

Administrator Effect’ found in the present study.  One hypothesis would be that these 

have their roots in what Grice (1975) has termed ‘conversational implicature’. Levinson 

(2001) describes generalized conversational implicative as ‘...a default inference, one that 

captures our intuitions about a preferred or normal interpretation’. Clark et al. (2009) 

 1 
 2 
 3 
 4 
 5 
 6 
 7 
 8 
 9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 
50 
51 
52 
53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 



The Fundamental Administrator Effect 

29 

 

have argued that conversational implicature processes allow mock witnesses to 

distinguish between target absent and target present line-ups. They argue that apparently 

innocuous statements such as “take your time” and “look at each photograph carefully” 

given after a few seconds, when a witness has failed to make an identification, encourage 

an identification because of the meaning (that this is a target present line-up) they carry in 

that context. The crucial point is that through conversational implicature, meaning and 

knowledge can be conveyed unintentionally. In any given situation, the particular terms 

used, and the linguistic context in which they are used, reveal biases and expectations in 

the speaker’s thinking. The listener’s receptiveness to these biases will depend on a 

shared understanding of the nature of the situation.  In the present study, this shared 

understanding may relate, for example, to the methods by which impartiality is retained. 

Both parties may share a common understanding that the administrator will not ask the 

respondent about the actual target first or directly, for example. This understanding 

provides then the backdrop against which subtle meanings in the speaker’s thinking and 

intentions are revealed.  An interactive process is implied, through which one individual’s 

expectations are transferred to another.  It suggests an exchange in which the recipient is 

able to identify biases by exploiting or presenting the shared understanding back to the 

speaker in some form. This is distinct from a process based on the simple emitting and 

receiving of cues. It is fundamentally interactive, relying on the effectiveness of the 

interpersonal communication between the two parties rather than simply on the skills of 

them as individuals. The possibility of an unintentional transference of cues to the correct 

response is supported by the remarkable finding of identification rates significantly 

greater than chance across all informed conditions.  
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In addition these notable implications for our understanding of the processes 

underpinning administrator influences on witness selection choices, the findings of the 

present study have considerable practical implications. The fact that there no secondary 

administrator (‘Facilitator’) biasing effects were observed provides useful insight as to 

the likely value of double-blind methodologies within investigative contexts.  

As discussed previously, there has been considerable support for adoption of 

double-blind procedures in the conduct of police identifications and line-ups (e.g. Canter 

et al., 2013). National Institute of Justice guidelines stop short of recommending that 

double-blind procedures be adopted universally only because of the practical challenges 

the implementation of this poses for police (Wells et al., 1998). 

The results presented here go some way towards addressing and negating 

challenges to the adoption of double-blind procedures, by demonstrating both the strength 

and universality of administrator effects. However, they also suggest that simply ensuring 

that just the individual directly conducting the line-up has no extraneous knowledge of 

the case or of the context within which the identification is being made is likely to be 

sufficient to safeguard against administrator bias effects (i.e. there is no need for 

secondary or even tertiary administrators to also be ‘blind’). This, even in small police 

stations with limited resources and manpower available to them, should be feasible. 

The effect found here also has direct implications for investigations in which 

'witnesses' have no memory at all of the event in question, raising the possibility that 

people can be influenced to  'recognise' suspects without any basis. Certainly work in the 

area of false memories does draw attention to the way in which under certain conditions 

people can report memories where no real memory exists (e.g. Barnier & McConkey 
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1992; Pope & Brown 1996; Spanos 1996).  The 'Fundamental Administrator Effect' 

would represent, then, a less extreme variant on a continuum of influence that ranged 

from the creation of these full false memories to the preparedness to  identify one target 

among a selection of choices given to the witness. The findings of the present study go 

some way towards unpacking and explicating how such effects are likely to manifest in 

these particular types of contexts, and – as such – offer a means of protecting against 

them, by demonstrating the potential value of keeping investigators blind regardless of 

the context or circumstances. 

Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

The effects found were significant and notable, but not overwhelming. When 

taken together with the fact that there was no great stake for either the administrators or 

facilitators in gaining any particular result, the scale of the results does indicate that 

researchers followed instructions to the best of their abilities. Of course, as in all 

research, it is possible that some data collection was not carried out as carefully as it 

should have been. Given the potential significance of the findings in the present study, it 

is recommended that future research monitors the procedure more closely, for example 

by recording all line-up administrations.   

The recording of all administrator-witness contacts would also facilitate the 

further delineation of the processes by which fundamental administrator effects manifest. 

For example, findings on individual differences in the present study point to the influence 

of a range of subtle interactive processes. Although only suggestive, this opens up a 

fascinating new area of enquiry exploring the interpersonal interaction that gives rise to 

the leading effect and the individual differences that will be pertinent to this interaction.  
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The present lack of any effect of age or gender on the results suggests that these 

interactive processes are routed in individual differences rather than social roles. This 

accords with the work of Kintz et al. (1965), which demonstrated personality differences 

in the receptiveness of experimental subjects to the processes of increased attention, 

socio-emotional warmth and effort, posited by Rosenthal (1973) as the basis for the 

general performance improvements. Future research should therefore focus more closely 

on the nature and types of interaction between administrator and subject, exploring 

degree of influence in relation to different personality combinations and other individual 

differences which may have a facilitatory effect. 

 

Whilst the present study makes considerable progress in unpacking and 

quantifying fundamental administrator effects on eyewitness identifications, many 

questions remain regarding the factors which may dilute or exacerbate such effects.  

One such factor is the type of line-up used. Mecklenburg’s (2006) field study finding of 

more accurate identifications using a simultaneous presentation and non-blind 

administration than the NIJ recommended sequential format and double blind conditions 

assumed to improve objectivity, challenged the assumptions of many. The present 

findings suggest that Mecklenburg’s findings may be indicative of a positive leading 

effect. Her results may have been produced by investigators with knowledge exploiting 

the simultaneous format to lead respondents more effectively to make correct 

identifications.  Future works could explore the mediating effects of presentation format 

on the fundamental effects of administrator knowledge. 
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 The present findings provide a valuable benchmark against which these – and 

many potential influences on the validity and accuracy of line-up identifications (c.f. 

Wells and Olson, 2003), can be assessed. 
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Figure 1: Conditions in Experiment A 
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Figure 2: Photographic Line-Up 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure 3: Conditions in Experiment B 
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Table 1: Frequencies of Target Selection in Conditions AI and AU 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Administrator Condition 

 

No. of Target Selections 

 

Informed (AI) 

 

30  

(25.00%) 

 

 

Uninformed (AU) 

 

13  

(10.83%) 

 



Table 2: Frequencies With Which All Photographs Were Selected in Experiment A 

 

 

Photograph Number 

 

Frequency (%) of Selection 

Condition AI 

 

 

Frequency (%) of Selection 

Condition AU 

 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

 

1 (0.8) 

5 (4.2) 

6 (5.0) 

13 (10.8) 

7 (5.8) 

8 (6.7) 

14 (11.7) 

30 (25.0) 

5 (4.2) 

7 (5.8) 

7 (5.8) 

17 (14.2) 

 

7 (5.8) 

6 (5.0) 

14 (11.7) 

14 (11.7) 

6 (5.0) 

15 (12.5) 

12 (10.0) 

13 (10.8) 

7 (5.8) 

7 (5.8) 

9 (7.5) 

10 (8.3) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 3: Frequencies of Target Selection in Conditions BI and BU 

 

 

Administrator Condition 

 

No. of Target Selections 

 

Informed (BI) 

 

21  

(26.25%) 

 

 

Uninformed (BU) 

 

10  

(12.5%) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 4: Frequencies With Which All Photographs Were Selected in Experiment B 

 

 

Photograph Number 

 

Frequency (%) of Selection 

Condition BI 

 

 

Frequency (%) of Selection 

Condition BU 

 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

 

0 (0) 

0 (0) 

8 (10.0) 

21 (26.3) 

2 (2.5) 

3 (3.8) 

7 (8.8) 

9 (11.3) 

5 (6.3) 

4 (5.0) 

6 (7.5) 

15 (18.8) 

 

3 (3.8) 

2 (2.5) 

8 (10.0) 

10 (12.5) 

9 (11.3) 

4 (5.0) 

10 (12.5) 

8 (10.0) 

7 (8.8) 

0 (0) 

6 (7.5) 

13 (16.3) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 5: Frequencies of Target Selection for Facilitators and Administrators Across 

Experimental Conditions 

 

 

Facilitator 

 

 

Administrator 

Informed                    Uninformed 

 

A (1) 

 

B (7) 

 

A (5) 

 

A (4) 

 

B (10) 

 

B (8) 

 

A (3) 

 

A (6) 

 

B (9) 

 

A (2) 

 

 

7 (35%)                       3 (15%) 

 

7 (35%)                       4 (20%) 

 

7 (35%)                       2 (10%) 

 

6 (30%)                       2 (10%) 

 

6 (30%)                       4 (20%) 

 

5 (25%)                       0 (0%) 

 

5 (25%)                       3 (15%) 

 

5 (25%)                       3 (15%) 

 

3 (15%)                       2 (10%) 

 

0 (0%)                          0 (0%) 

 



The following revisions have been made to this manuscript: 

 

1. The paper has now been given a new title (in response to the suggestions made by reviewer 1). 

 

2. The general content of the introduction was deemed to be suitable given the nature and scope 

of the study, as indicated by the comments made by the second reviewer. However, in line with 

the comments of reviewer 1, it has been re-organised and re-worked, so as to follow a more 

logical argumental flow. 

 

3. The discussion has also been substantially re-worked, in line with suggestions made by reviewer 

1. 

 

4. The entire manuscript has been thoroughly edited, in line with the recommendations of both of 

the reviewers. In particular, formatting and spacing has been extensively revised, and APA style 

headings are now used throughout. 

 

5. Conceptual clarity has been added through more detailed discussion of the need to explore 

facilitator effects on witness judgments as well as classic ‘administrator effects’, and of the 

rationale for the present experimental set-up/design (with greater reference to existing 

literature on experimenter effects in social psychological research). 

 

6. The reasons why the present method (getting participants to select a target with no actual 

memory to draw from) was used have been discussed in greater detail, and how this 

methodology improves upon standard crime simulation research for exploring these particular 

issues has been addressed. Rationale for the use of target and reasons as to why none of the 

participants could have previously been exposed to the target have also been provided, as a 

means of clarifying the issues raised by reviewer 2. 

 

7. The study is now presented as two distinct studies to make clearer the comparisons that were 

conducted between conditions. Each has been re-written and the different conditions in each 

are now outlined in detail.  

 

8. In addition, a third distinct section directly examines administrator and experimenter effects 

across the two experiments. 

 

9. The methodology section has been re-written, so as to make clearer the methods and 

procedures used. Data on the age and demographics of the sample has been included. 

 

10. In line with the observation made by reviewer 2, instructions provided to participants 

(‘Witnesses’) have now been included in the methodology section. 

 

11. During the revision process, we realised that an early version of the instructions provided to 

administrators had been included in error. This error has now been rectified. The actual version 

used in the experiment did not include the statement ‘Hopefully most people should correctly 

Response to Reviewer Comments (must NOT contain author information)



identify the suspect from the line-up’ (see comment made by Reviewer 2). We had removed this 

for the very reason that Reviewer 2 identified (i.e. its potential biasing/motivating effect). We 

apologise for this oversight in the original draft, but can offer assurance that this was a simple 

error that has now been rectified in the revised version of the paper. 

 

12. Addressing the comments of reviewer two, all statistical findings are presented for all 

between-condition and between-sample comparisons are now cited. The figures and statistics 

that were missing are now provided throughout. 

 

13. Tables have been added reporting the frequencies of selection of all photographs in the line-up 

for all of the experimental conditions, with accompanying discussion of implications of these 

findings for the fairness of the line-up (in line with comments of Reviewer 2). 

 

14. In relation to the comments made by reviewer two regarding the idea of ‘leaked’ knowledge, 

we have come to realise that the terminology we had been using and how we were articulating 

the idea meant that the intended argument had been misconstrued. We have therefore re-

written all discussion surrounding the influence of administrator (and, where relevant, facilitator) 

knowledge accordingly, and the misleading notion of knowledge ‘leaking’ has been removed 

from all discussion. 

 

15. Any repetitions (such as that on p. 28, line 41 identified by reviewer 2) have been removed in 

the revision of the manuscript, and the article has been carefully proof-read so as to ensure 

there are no such errors in the revised version. 

 

16. The table in which Reviewer 2 pointed out errors has been removed because of the breaking 

down of the original experiment into two experiments in the revised paper. However, all tables 

in the new version of the manuscript have been checked and cross-checked, and there should 

now be no such errors. 


