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Perceptions of familiar and unfamiliar ear- and eyewitnesses

Madison B. Harveya, Kaila C. Bruerb and Heather L. Pricec

aDepartment of Psychology, Simon Fraser University, Burnaby, BC, Canada; bDepartment of
Psychology, Luther College at the University of Regina, Regina, SK, Canada; cDepartment of
Psychology, Thompson Rivers University, Kamloops, BC, Canada

A witness’s relationship with a defendant is frequently discussed in criminal trials, yet
investigations into perceptions of this relationship have been scarce. Further, an exploration
of witnesses other than eyewitnesses has been missing from the literature. The present
studies explored how witness type and familiarity with a defendant impact the perceived
credibility of a witness. In Study 1, a familiar earwitness was perceived as more credible
and honest than a stranger earwitness but the same was not found for eyewitnesses. Results
from Study 2 suggest an eyewitness was seen as more credible and believable than an
earwitness, and that a familiar witness was seen as more reliable than a stranger, but not
than an acquaintance. There was no impact of familiarity or witness type on legal decisions.
The present studies indicate that the prior definitions of familiarity might only capture a
restricted range of potentially familiar relations.

Key words: Earwitness; eyewitness; familiarity; perceived credibility; witness type.

Particularly when there is little or no physical
evidence, witness evidence can become a cen-
tral element in building a criminal case. As a
result, the perceived credibility and reliability
of witnesses become crucial in both investiga-
tive and prosecutorial decisions, as well as
potentially in determining the outcome of a
trial. Witnesses are assessed not only at trial
by triers of fact, but also at various stages
through the legal process. Witnesses might be
assessed by police officers and lawyers, such
as when they decide whether enough evidence
is available to prosecute or when they deter-
mine which witness will be put on the stand.
As such, understanding witnesses’ perceived
credibility is essential in understanding how a
range of legal decisions are made. There are
several factors that may impact perceptions of
witness credibility; the present focus is on the

familiarity between a witness and a defendant.
Many crimes are committed by perpetrators
that are unknown to a witness, but many per-
petrators are also familiar (Bruer et al., 2017).
In either case, identifying who committed the
crime is critical to establish guilt. Accurately
recalling the details of the crime may be of lit-
tle use if the perpetrator is not identified.
Witness recognition of a perpetrator can be
based on visual exposure during the commis-
sion of a crime (i.e. eyewitness), as is most
commonly studied in the witness literature
(e.g. Fitzgerald & Price, 2015). However, wit-
nesses without visual exposure during the
crime might be able to identify another aspect
of the perpetrator, such as their voice (i.e. ear-
witness). It is important to note that there may
be different types of voice identification such
as layperson earwitnesses, police earwitnesses
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and experts using the methods such as voice
spectrography (see Morrison et al., 2016).
Here, we focus on layperson earwitnesses.

Although explored substantially less fre-
quently in the literature, earwitnesses can, and
do, play an important part in the identification
of perpetrators and can contribute to similar
miscarriages of justice to those for eyewit-
nesses. For example, in the United States, at
least 17 cases of wrongful convictions were
due, in part, to earwitness evidence (Sherrin,
2015). As the (mis)use of voice identification
can have dire consequences, it is important to
explore the nature of these identifications and
the impact they might have on the perceived
credibility of a witness and subsequent
legal decisions.

Familiarity

Witness familiarity with a suspect is among
the most discussed factors by triers of fact
when assessing a witness’s credibility, who
use this in determining likely identification
accuracy (Sherrin, 2015). However, what con-
stitutes a familiar witness–perpetrator relation-
ship for both ear- and eyewitnesses is
currently unclear. Familiarity may be concep-
tualized in a variety of ways. For example,
familiarity has previously been defined as the
relationship between two individuals, the
degree of previous interaction or the number
of previous exposures (see Pozzulo et al.,
2019, for a comprehensive review). As dem-
onstrated by Moreland and Beach (1992), for
instance, an increase in the number of times an
individual is exposed to someone can increase
their feelings of familiarity towards that per-
son, even without any interaction, a phenom-
enon known as the mere exposure effect. In
the present study, familiarity is defined in
terms of frequency of interactions.

Despite the relative lack of attention in the
empirical literature to suspects that are familiar
to witnesses (but see Vallano et al., 2019),
many legal cases involve a witness who is
familiar to the accused. For example, in an

analysis of Canadian judicial decisions in
which eyewitness evidence was discussed,
Bruer et al. (2017) found that approximately
20% of cases involved a witness who was
familiar with the defendant. The nature of
prior relationships can range widely, from wit-
nesses who have known the accused for years
(e.g. R. v Saddleback, 2013), to others who
have only met once before (e.g. R. v Gillis,
2008). Thus, without a clear definition of
familiarity, any contact between the witness
and perpetrator, whether a single instance or
repeated encounters, could be characterized as
familiar. As this fluid definition of familiarity
may vary on a case-by-case basis, it is import-
ant to understand how differing levels of
familiarity influence perceptions of witnesses.

While the precise rates of familiar versus
unfamiliar voice identifications are currently
unknown, the understanding of how familiarity
influences credibility in the legal system seems
to vary widely. In one Canadian criminal case,
a judge considered an individual to be familiar
enough to make a credible identification after
having spoken briefly to the accused earlier in
the evening of the robbery (R. v Roberts,
2016). Other judges have suggested that know-
ing someone for several years and speaking to
them on a regular basis is considered familiar
enough to make a credible identification and
overcome other concerns regarding identifica-
tion evidence (R. v Anderson, 2014). Thus,
there is substantial discretion, and therefore
plenty of room for bias or influence of extrane-
ous factors, regarding just how much familiar-
ity is enough to make a reliable voice
identification. As such, it is important to
understand how familiar and unfamiliar faces
and voices are perceived by potential triers
of fact.

Identification accuracy

It is generally accepted that identifying a
familiar face is easier than identifying a face
of a stranger; a familiar face is processed in a
fundamentally different way than an
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unfamiliar face (see Johnston & Edmonds,
2009, for review). Although the identification
of familiar faces may be more resistant to fac-
tors that can negatively impact identification
(e.g. different angles; Bruce, 1982), identifica-
tion of a familiar face is not necessarily accur-
ate. For example, a change in lighting between
initial viewing of a face and identification can
have a similar negative impact on familiar and
unfamiliar faces, dropping accurate identifica-
tion rates significantly (Hill & Bruce, 1996).
Such results demonstrate that prior exposure is
not the only factor that drives the influence of
familiarity on identification.

Like eyewitnesses who have previously
seen the perpetrator, the familiarity of a voice
to an earwitness may increase their identifica-
tion accuracy (Abberton & Fourcin, 1978).
Yarmey et al. (2001) asked participants to lis-
ten to potentially familiar voices and make a
decision about whether or not they knew who
the voice belonged to. Voices that were mod-
erately to highly familiar were identified more
accurately than voices that were low-familiar
or unfamiliar voices. Additionally, unfamiliar
voices were mistakenly identified more than
any other level of familiarity, where a mis-
taken identification was defined as identifying
the voice as familiar but attributing it to the
wrong individual. Of course, in identifications
of familiar voices, false identifications still
happen, even for those who have known each
other for a long period of time. Yarmey et al.
(2001) found that, although fewer incorrect
identifications were made with familiar voices,
false identification rates still ranged from 5%
(high familiar) to 23% (low familiar).
Similarly, Foulkes and Barron (2000) asked
participants to identify a single voice of a close
friend with whom they were currently living
and found that 10% of identifications were
mistaken. False identification rates for less
familiar individuals are even more substantial
(Yarmey et al., 2001). Thus, although wit-
ness–perpetrator familiarity is a contributor to
witness credibility, current research suggests

that it should not be the sole indicator in
assessing identification accuracy.

Perceptions of witnesses

Although there has been some research exam-
ining the effect of witness–perpetrator famil-
iarity on the perceived credibility of
eyewitnesses, a gap in knowledge exists
regarding perceptions of familiar and unfamil-
iar earwitnesses. When looking to the eyewit-
ness credibility literature, most explorations of
familiarity have used criteria related to number
or duration of previous visual exposures.
Lindsay et al. (1986) found no impact of
familiarity (defined as 5-s exposure, 30-min
exposure or 30-min exposure with conversa-
tion) on mock juror verdict decisions.
Similarly, Pozzulo et al. (2014) manipulated
number of prior exposures to a defendant
(never seen before, 3 prior exposures, 6 prior
exposures) and found no effect on verdict
decisions, guilt ratings or perceptions of the
eyewitness. When a witness had either zero or
eight prior exposures, however, Sheahan et al.
(2018) found a significant effect of familiarity
on verdict decisions and guilt ratings. These
findings suggest that a larger number of expo-
sures may be required to classify a defendant
as familiar enough to a witness to make a dif-
ference in identification accuracy.

Vallano et al. (2018) also examined the
accused–witness relationship on the perceived
credibility of a witness, defining familiarity in
terms of both number of recent exposures and
the recency of a previous exposure (i.e. saw a
few hours ago, a few months ago). Vallano
et al. (2019) found that both the number and
recency of prior exposures had a small impact
on participants’ ratings of the defendant’s like-
lihood of guilt, with a familiar witness result-
ing in higher guilty ratings than a stranger.
However, an increase from somewhat familiar
(i.e. seen once before, months before) to
highly familiar (i.e. seen many times before,
hours before) did not influence guilt ratings,
demonstrating no benefit of a more familiar
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witness. Pica et al. (2018) further explored
familiarity of a defendant, defining familiarity
in terms of the relationship between the wit-
ness and defendant. Participants were pre-
sented with a witness who had a familiar
relationship (i.e. a former teacher), an
acquaintance relationship (i.e. a former lunch
monitor) or a stranger relationship with the
defendant. When a defendant was familiar to
the witness, participants assigned the defend-
ant a significantly higher guilt rating than
when the witness was a stranger. These incon-
sistent findings in the familiarity required to
increase perceptions of witness credibility, and
contribute to higher judgments of guilt, dem-
onstrate a need to investigate further conceptu-
alizations of familiarity.

Given that the prior research exploring
witness–perpetrator familiarity has focused on
eyewitness identifications, it is also important
to examine whether and how the observed pat-
terns will extend to other forms of identifica-
tion, like earwitnesses. In one of very few
studies examining the perceived credibility of
different witness types, McAllister et al.
(1993) presented participants with three types
of line-up (audio, visual and audio-visual),
along with a control condition. No differences
in verdict decisions were found across line-up
conditions, suggesting that participants viewed
these varied forms of identification similarly.

Present studies

Although eye- and earwitnesses may be more
accurate when identifying a familiar perpetra-
tor than an unfamiliar perpetrator, familiarity
does necessarily result in accurate identifica-
tions, and what comprises a familiar relation-
ship is unclear. The extant literature indicates
that potential triers of fact may perceive wit-
nesses who are familiar with the perpetrator as
more credible, which results in an increased
perception of guilt, at least for eyewitness
identifications. However, these findings have
been somewhat inconsistent. Additional
research is required to more clearly define

what makes a witness familiar enough with
the suspect to benefit from the enhanced cred-
ibility evaluations associated with identifying
a familiar person. Additionally, the under-
standing of familiarity must be extended to
other types of witnesses, like earwitnesses,
who may also be tasked with identifying a
familiar perpetrator, and who may fall victim
to the same biases as those observed in eyewit-
ness identifications. The present studies aim to
increase the body of knowledge on familiar
ear- and eyewitnesses, with a particular focus
on perceived credibility.

Study 1

Method

Participants

Two hundred and forty-four adult participants
took part in Study 1. Forty-four participants
were excluded from the final analyses as they
did not complete the study or failed one or
both manipulation check questions, resulting
in 200 viable participants. Participants were
recruited through social media, as well as from
undergraduate psychology courses from two
different institutions (online: N¼ 153, under-
graduate: N¼ 90). Both an online community
sample and an undergraduate sample were uti-
lized to broaden the generalizability of the cur-
rent research (see Bornstein et al., 2017; Hanel
& Vione, 2016, for further explanation).
Participants were between the ages of 18 and
67 years (Mage ¼ 24.56 years) and mainly
female (N¼ 150). Participants were primarily
Caucasian (61.20%), South Asian (14.0%) and
East Asian (11.50%). Participants received
compensation in the form of course credit or a
$5 Amazon gift card. Assignment to condi-
tions was quasi-random with initial partici-
pants randomly selecting a letter
corresponding to a survey condition, and the
remaining selected to fill conditions. This
study was a 2 (witness type: earwitness, eye-
witness) � 2 (familiarity: familiar, stranger)
between-subjects design. Participants were
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assigned to one of four conditions: earwitness/
familiar (N¼ 50), eyewitness/familiar
(N¼ 49), earwitness/stranger (N¼ 49), eye-
witness/stranger (N¼ 52).

Procedure and materials

Data collection took place online, on the sur-
vey platforms Survey Monkey and Qualtrics.
After providing consent, participants were
asked to take on the role of a juror and were
instructed to read a mock trial script. The
mock trial described a case of breaking and
entering, and kidnapping of a child. The trial
began with opening statements from both par-
ties. Next, the primary witness, the child’s
mother, testified about the experience and her
subsequent identification of the defendant. The
mother testified either that she saw the man
who kidnapped her daughter in her apartment
(eyewitness), or that she was blindfolded but
heard him speak in her apartment (earwitness).
Through her testimony, participants were
given details about witness–perpetrator famil-
iarity; the witness either was familiar with the
defendant, as he worked at a coffee shop she
frequented several times a week (familiar), or
had never seen or interacted with him despite
working in a similar neighbourhood (stranger).
Two weeks after the crime took place, the wit-
ness made an identification of the defendant
via a photo line-up or voice line-up (matched
to the exposure described). The police officer
who administered the identification procedure
also testified, describing the details of the iden-
tification procedure, the possible problems
with the identification (i.e. delayed by two
weeks, impact of stress on the witness’s mem-
ory) and that the identification was the main
reason for charging the defendant with the
crime. Both the primary witness and the police
officer were questioned by the prosecution and
cross-examined by the defence. No other evi-
dence was discussed. Possible motives were
presented by both the prosecution and defence
in closing arguments. It was proposed by the
prosecuting attorney that the accused intended
to ask for ransom money as the mother’s

family was wealthy. However, the defence
presented the case that the defendant’s family
was wealthy and did not require ransom
money. The transcript ended with information
on the specific charge and possible consequen-
ces as set forth by the Criminal Code provided
by the judge.

After reading the mock trial transcript,
participants were asked to rate the witness
on a variety of factors on a 10-point Likert
scale (e.g. 1¼ not at all believable,
10¼ very believable). Participants rated the
witness’s reliability, accuracy, truthfulness,
believability, intelligence, understanding of
the event, honesty, confidence, likeability
and credibility, along with the likelihood
she fabricated the event. The primary varia-
bles of interest – and the focus of our anal-
yses – were ratings of credibility, honesty
and accuracy, based on Ross et al.’s (2003)
two-factor model of credibility, as well as
overall assessments of reliability and believ-
ability. Participants provided a dichotomous
verdict decision (guilty/not guilty), rated the
likelihood that the accused committed the
crime from 0% to 100% and rated confi-
dence in their verdict decision on a scale
from 0% to 100%. Beyond the legal infor-
mation described above, participants were
given no further judicial instructions. If they
made a guilty decision, participants were
asked whether they would like to provide
sentencing recommendations and, if so, to
determine the length of sentence that would
be appropriate before the accused would be
eligible for parole (from 5 to 25 years).
Participants were provided with judicial
instructions before deciding whether or not
to recommend a sentence, with information
from the judge on the standard sentence
and maximum possible sentence. In add-
ition, they were given the option to provide
their own sentence or fine, ignoring the
law, and were provided with possible
options and descriptions for sentences (e.g.
absolute discharge, imprisonment). To
ensure participants attended to the
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manipulations, two manipulation check
questions were asked regarding the level of
familiarity between the witness and accused,
and the way in which the witness identified
the accused. Finally, participants provided
demographic information (age, gender, pri-
mary language, nationality, occupation and
ethnicity). The order of questions was fixed
across conditions.

Results

To determine whether there were differences
between the social media recruitment and
undergraduate samples, a series of t tests were
conducted examining the impact of sample on
the dependent variables of interest (i.e. per-
ceived credibility, honesty, accuracy, believ-
ability, reliability, dichotomous verdict,
likelihood of guilt). No differences were found
in responses, ps > .24. As such, results were
collapsed across samples for analyses.

Perceived credibility

Five 2� 2 analyses of variance (ANOVAs)
were performed to investigate the impact of
familiarity (familiar, stranger) and witness
type (earwitness, eyewitness) on credibility,
honesty, accuracy, believability and reliability.
See Table 1 for all statistical analyses.
Descriptive data are provided in Table 2.
There were no significant impacts of the inde-
pendent variables on perceived accuracy or
reliability.

There was no statistically significant main
effect of familiarity or witness type on cred-
ibility ratings. There was, however, a statistic-
ally significant interaction between witness
type and familiarity. To investigate the inter-
action, we examined familiarity within each
witness type using one-way ANOVAs. For
earwitnesses, familiar eyewitnesses were rated
as more credible than stranger eyewitnesses,
F(1, 97) ¼ 5.43, p ¼ .02, gp

2 ¼ .05. However,
for eyewitnesses, no differences between
familiar and unfamiliar defendants were
observed, F(1, 99) ¼ 0.52, p ¼ .47, gp

2 ¼ .01.

Similar to credibility evaluations, there
were no statistically significant main effects
on honesty ratings. There was an interaction
between witness type and familiarity on partic-
ipants’ ratings of honesty. Follow-up one-way
ANOVAs on levels of familiarity for each wit-
ness type revealed a statistically significant
difference in the earwitness condition, F(1, 97)
¼ 4.04, p ¼ .047, gp

2 ¼ .04; however, no dif-
ference was found in the eyewitness condition,
F(1, 99) ¼ 2.88, p ¼ .18, gp

2 ¼ .02. Familiar
earwitnesses were rated as more honest than
stranger earwitnesses (see Table 2 for means).

There was no main effect of familiarity on
believability. However, there was a marginal
effect of witness type on believability, with
eyewitnesses rated as more believable than
earwitnesses. An interaction of familiarity and
witness type on ratings of believability was
statistically significant. Follow-up one-way
ANOVAs of familiarity at both levels of wit-
ness type uncovered a statistically significant
difference in the earwitness condition, F(1, 97)
¼ 5.04, p ¼ .03, gp

2 ¼ .05, but not in the eye-
witness condition, F(1, 99) ¼ 2.55, p ¼ .11,
gp

2 ¼ .03. Participants rated familiar earwit-
nesses as more believable than stranger
earwitnesses.

Legal decisions

Participants made a dichotomous decision
about the guilt of the accused (guilty/not
guilty). See Table 3 for descriptive data. We
conducted a binomial logistic regression, and
the overall model was not significant, v2(3) ¼
1.74, p ¼ .63, indicating no relationship
between familiarity or witness type and dichot-
omous verdict decision. Participants also rated
the likelihood that the accused committed the
crime. A 2 (familiarity; familiar, stranger) � 2
(witness type; earwitness, eyewitness)
ANOVA resulted in no significant findings
(see Table 1 for analysis and Table 2 for
descriptive data).

After delivering a verdict, participants
were asked to rate their confidence in their
decision. Two 2 (witness type; earwitness,
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eyewitness) � 2 (familiarity; familiar, stran-
ger) ANOVAs were conducted to examine
verdict confidence separately for convict
(n¼ 40) and acquit (n¼ 160) decisions. For
those who chose to acquit, there were no sig-
nificant main effects, nor a significant inter-
action of the independent variables on verdict
confidence. Similarly, for those who con-
victed, there were no significant main effects
or interactions present (see Table 1 for analysis
and Table 2 for descriptive data).

If participants determined the accused to
be guilty, they were asked whether they
wanted to make sentencing recommendations.
Only 10 of 40 participants who decided the
defendant was guilty chose to make a recom-
mendation for how long the defendant should
serve before being eligible for parole. The
mean amount of time before parole was
11.80 years (SD¼ 7.47).

Discussion

Study 1 resulted in a clear, albeit somewhat
unexpected, pattern of findings. As antici-
pated, across ratings of witness credibility,
honesty and believability, participants rated an
earwitness identifying a familiar voice as more
credible than an earwitness identifying an
unfamiliar voice. However, the same pattern
was not observed with eyewitnesses. For eye-
witnesses, there were no differences between
familiar and unfamiliar targets in any category.
One of the only fairly consistent findings
reported in the literature is that mock jurors
believe visually identifying a familiar target is
easier than identifying an unfamiliar target
(see Pica et al., 2018, for example). Thus, it
was puzzling to observe this pattern only for
earwitnesses and not eyewitnesses. Perhaps
the level of familiarity presented in Study 1
was not considered familiar enough by partici-
pants to result in a significant effect of famil-
iarity. Given the consistency with which
eyewitness–perpetrator familiarity has been
associated with enhanced witness credibility,
and our lack of observing a similar pattern des-
pite sufficient statistical power, we sought toT
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further explore this question by extending our
manipulation of familiarity. Thus, we
increased the levels of familiarity from two
(familiar, stranger) to three (familiar, acquaint-
ance, stranger) for the second study, with the
new familiar condition representing an
increase in frequency of interactions. This
allowed us to examine whether the nature of
the familiarity between the witness and the
perpetrator played a role in assessing witness
credibility.

Study 2

Method

Participants

Three hundred and sixty-one participants took
part in Study 2. Participants were recruited
from undergraduate psychology courses.
Thirty-six participants were excluded from
analysis due to not passing one or both
manipulation check questions (n¼ 28), not
completing the study (n¼ 6) or not meeting
inclusion criteria (i.e. under the age of major-
ity; n¼ 2), resulting in a total of 310 partici-
pants.1 Participants were primarily female2

(n¼ 203), between the ages of 18 and 34 years
(Mage ¼ 19.74 years, SD¼ 1.99). A large
number of participants were East Asian
(32.60%), Caucasian (25.50%) or South Asian
(24.50%). Participants received course credit
for compensation. Study 2 was a 2 (witness
type: earwitness, eyewitness) � 3 (familiarity:

familiar, acquaintance, stranger) between-sub-
jects design. Participants were assigned to one
of six conditions: earwitness/familiar (N¼ 56),
eyewitness/familiar (N¼ 52), earwitness/
acquaintance (N¼ 53), eyewitness/acquaint-
ance (N¼ 50), earwitness/stranger (N¼ 49),
eyewitness/stranger (N¼ 50).

Procedure and materials

Study 2 followed the same procedure as
that of Study 1, with minor changes to the
mock trial script. It is possible that the
lack of an effect of eyewitness familiarity
and the uneven conviction decisions
observed in Study 1 were due to the case
materials presented (e.g. motive was not
believable). As such, the materials were
altered for Study 2. The level of familiarity
was increased from two levels to three.
The witness was depicted as having inter-
acted with the accused almost every day in
a local coffee shop where he worked
(familiar), interacted 2–3 times a week
while ordering coffee (acquaintance) or not
interacted at all (stranger). When the wit-
ness was familiar or an acquaintance,
details about their interactions were pro-
vided (e.g. did not speak much but spoke
about their families). The depth of inter-
action did not increase across conditions;
only the frequency did. The frequency of
interactions in the acquaintance condition in
Study 2 was equivalent to the familiar con-
dition in Study 1. To increase the believ-
ability of the prosecution’s case (i.e. that
the accused would kidnap the witness’s
daughter), it was noted that in the familiar
conditions, the accused had also previously

Table 3. Study 1 frequencies of guilty verdicts.

Familiar (n¼ 99) Stranger (n¼ 101) Total (n¼ 200)

Earwitness (n¼ 99) 13 (.26) 10 (.20) 23 (.23)
Eyewitness (n¼ 101) 8 (.16) 9 (.17) 17 (.17)
Total (n¼ 200) 21 (.21) 19 (.19) 40 (.20)

Note: Values denote number of guilty verdicts with proportion of total decisions in parentheses.

1An additional 15 participants were randomly selected
and excluded to obtain more equal sample sizes across
all conditions.
2One participant identified as non-binary, and one
participant identified as gender neutral.
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interacted with the child. Aside from the
comment on prior interactions with the
child, the motivation and arguments pre-
sented by either side (e.g. kidnapping with
intention to demand ransom money, defend-
ant came from a wealthy family and had
no need for money) remained the same as
those in Study 1 across conditions. The
manipulation check questions were updated
to reflect the new design. Finally, due to
an administrative error, the confidence rat-
ing was made on a 1–10 scale, rather than
a 1–100 scale as in Study 1.

Results

Perceived credibility

Five 3� 2 ANOVAs were conducted to inves-
tigate the impact of familiarity (familiar,
acquaintance, stranger) and witness type (ear-
witness, eyewitness) on the dependent varia-
bles of interest: credibility, honesty, accuracy,
believability and reliability. See Table 1 for all
statistical analyses. Descriptive data are pro-
vided in Table 4. There were no significant
findings with respect to perceived honesty
or accuracy.

There was no statistically significant main
effect of familiarity on ratings of credibility,
but there was a statistically significant main
effect of witness type. Participants found an
eyewitness to be more credible than an earwit-
ness (see Table 4). There was no statistically
significant interaction.

There was no main effect of familiarity on
participants’ believability ratings. However, a
statistically significant main effect of witness
type on witness believability was observed,
with participants rating an eyewitness as more
believable than an earwitness. An interaction
between familiarity and witness type on rat-
ings of believability, however, was not statis-
tically significant.

There was a statistically significant main
effect of familiarity on perceived accuracy of
the witness. Tukey’s post hoc analyses
revealed that there was a difference between
the highest and lowest level of familiarity, p ¼

.05, with participants believing a familiar wit-
ness to be more reliable than a stranger. The
acquaintance condition did not differ from
either the familiar witness (p ¼ .10) or the
stranger (p¼ .94). There were no other signifi-
cant differences. There was also no statistically
significant main effect of witness type on
accuracy, nor was there a significant
interaction.

Legal decisions

Participants made a dichotomous decision
about the guilt of the accused (guilty/not
guilty). See Table 5 for descriptive data. A
binomial logistic regression was conducted to
determine the impact of familiarity and wit-
ness type on dichotomous verdict decisions.
The overall model was not significant, v2(3) ¼
1.64, p ¼ .65. Participants also rated the likeli-
hood that the accused committed the crime. A
3 (familiarity; familiar, acquaintance, strang-
er)� 2 (witness type; earwitness, eyewitness)
ANOVA resulted in no significant effects or
interactions (see Table 1 for analysis and
Table 4 for descriptive data).

After delivering a verdict, participants
rated their decision confidence on a scale from
1 to 10. Two 3 (familiarity; familiar, acquaint-
ance, stranger)� 2 (witness type; earwitness,
eyewitness) ANOVAs were conducted separ-
ately on acquit and convict decisions. For both
those who decided to acquit (n¼ 235) and
those who decided to convict (n¼ 75), there
were no statistically significant findings (see
Table 1 for analysis and Table 4 for descrip-
tive data).

Participants were also asked whether they
wanted to make sentencing recommendations
for the accused. One hundred and twenty-six
participants chose to make a recommendation
for how long the defendant should serve
before being eligible for parole. The mean
amount of time before parole was
5.67 years (SD¼ 2.50).
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Discussion

There were several differences observed
between the two studies. While Study 1
resulted in no overall significant differences in
witness type, in Study 2 eyewitnesses were
rated as more credible and believable than ear-
witnesses. Additionally, Study 1 demonstrated
an effect of familiarity on earwitnesses’ cred-
ibility and believability, yet there were no
interactions between familiarity and witness
type in Study 2. Finally, in Study 2, a familiar
witness was viewed as more reliable than a
stranger, but not than an acquaintance,
whereas there was no impact of the independ-
ent variables on reliability in Study 1. There
was no impact of familiarity or witness type
on verdict decisions or verdict confidence in
either study.

General discussion

The present studies explored the impact of
familiarity on different types of witnesses’ per-
ceived credibility. Previous research has exam-
ined the impact of witness–perpetrator
familiarity, defining it in terms of relationship,
frequency and recency of encounter, but has
focused solely on eyewitness testimony.
Exploring the perceived credibility of different
types of familiar witnesses whose evidence
may be required in the legal system is integral
to understanding how the relationship between
a witness and perpetrator can influence percep-
tions of both eyewitnesses and earwitnesses.
As both earwitnesses and eyewitnesses are
relied upon for evidence in the justice system,
it is important to understand how both types of
witness are assessed.

In Study 1, there was an impact of wit-
ness–perpetrator familiarity among earwit-
nesses, but not among eyewitnesses. This
finding suggests that potential triers of fact
may have a different threshold at which famil-
iarity boosts credibility for earwitnesses than
for eyewitnesses. Voice identification may be
more novel to participants, and they might not
have determined the level of familiarity atT
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which they consider a witness to be credible.
Any level of familiarity might be enough to
boost the credibility of an earwitness, while
perhaps the same is not true for eyewitnesses.
However, the same effect of familiarity on the
perceived credibility of an earwitness was not
found in Study 2. The inconsistent findings
suggest a need for further examination of the
impact of familiarity on the perceived credibil-
ity of earwitnesses.

Despite the relatively consistent finding in
the literature that an eyewitness identification
of a familiar perpetrator will be perceived as
more credible than an eyewitness identifica-
tion of an unfamiliar perpetrator, we did not
observe this pattern in either of our experi-
ments. In our view, the most likely explan-
ation for why we did not observe this
seemingly intuitive and consistently observed
effect is that our particular manipulation of
familiarity may not have accessed the same
construct as prior literature. In the present
studies, all levels of familiarity were relatively
minor. The connection between the witness
and defendant was never stronger than a short
daily interaction, while previous research has
assessed longer and deeper relationships (e.g.
teachers). As there was only one significant
effect of familiarity of eyewitnesses across
both studies, it could be that participants did
not find the level of familiar relationship
described to be familiar enough to cross a
familiarity threshold. Some previous research
(e.g. Lindsay et al., 1986) has also demon-
strated that participants did not view a witness
who had familiarity with a suspect as more
credible than one who was a stranger.
Participants may have felt that the level of
interaction depicted in the current studies (e.g.
interaction with a barista at a coffee shop) was
not sufficiently familiar to boost the credibil-
ity of the witness beyond what they may nor-
mally be perceived to be. This points to an
important consideration that requires further
exploration. What a trier of fact might con-
sider familiar might be rather different from
how researchers (or lawyers) define familiar

relations. What familiar means must be
more clearly defined to align researchers’ ter-
minology with potential jurors’
conceptualizations.

It is also likely that there is no uniform
threshold that makes a witness familiar with a
perpetrator, but that there is instead a complex
interplay of factors that contributes to what
threshold is required, given a particular set of
circumstances. One can imagine that duration
of exposure to the perpetrator at the time of
the crime, the context under which familiarity
was established (including frequency, number
and quality of exposures), the time passed
since last exposure and even the severity of
the crime would all interact to influence how
potential triers of fact evaluate the impact of
witness–perpetrator familiarity on witness
credibility. These findings, we argue, contrib-
ute to the case that familiarity is not as simple
as frequency of exposure.

Finally, the present set of studies also
revealed a fairly consistent difference in the
perceptions of earwitnesses and eyewitnesses.
Where differences existed, participants viewed
eyewitness testimony more favourably than
they did earwitness testimony. This pattern
contradicts previous findings (McAllister
et al., 1993) that suggested that triers of fact
have similar confidence in earwitness and eye-
witness testimony. The previous research in
the area was conducted close to 30 years ago.
The present studies suggest that there could
have been a shift in the common knowledge of
triers of fact regarding eye- and earwitness
identifications; however, further research is
needed to explore this possibility further.

There was also no impact of familiarity or
witness type on legal decisions in either Study
1 or Study 2. In the present context, any impact
of familiarity or witness type on the perceived
credibility of the witness may not have been
substantial enough to influence verdict deci-
sions. As suggested by the relatively low num-
ber of conviction decisions (and moderate
continuous likelihood of guilt ratings), partici-
pants may have been cautious when applying
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the decision threshold of beyond a reasonable
doubt. The cases at hand may have left partici-
pants with enough doubt in the guilt of the per-
petrator that they were uncomfortable
rendering a guilty verdict decision. Therefore,
more work that varies case type is needed to
explore how familiarity impacts verdict.

Yet, understanding how familiarity and wit-
ness type impact witness credibility remains
important, regardless of the impact on legal
decisions. Witness credibility will be assessed
throughout the investigative and legal process,
from the first police interview, to decisions
about who should testify, above and beyond
legal decisions. Understanding how familiar
and unfamiliar ear- and eyewitnesses are per-
ceived allows for a better understanding of how
such witnesses are evaluated at any stage of the
journey through the justice system.

Limitations and future directions

If triers of fact have only a witness’s testimony
to rely upon in making their decision, any
helpful or hindering factor in perceived cred-
ibility can be critical in informing verdict deci-
sions. As witnesses and defendants may often
know each other (Bruer et al., 2017), it is
important to understand how this relationship
can impact how a witness is evaluated. Our
findings suggest that potential triers of fact
may have a high threshold for the level of
familiarity that they believe will increase the
accuracy of an eyewitness identification,
although this threshold may be lower for
earwitnesses.

Additionally, we observed impacts of the
independent variables on the perceived cred-
ibility of the witness, but not on legal deci-
sions. As noted above, the lack of legal
decision effects may be due to the nature of
the case presented; participants may not have
found the prosecution’s case strong enough to
convict, no matter the strength of the witness’s
testimony, as evidenced by the high number of
acquittals in Study 1. The argument presented
in the mock trial for Study 2 was designed to

help strengthen the case against the defendant
to help counteract this possible limitation, but
a similar pattern emerged. Future research
should explore the effect of additional evi-
dence or alternative motivations on verdict
decisions in a similar context.

Further, all participants were asked to
make credibility decisions, followed by legal
decisions. This order was intended to mirror a
real-world scenario in which triers of fact
make implicit credibility judgements during a
trial before rendering a verdict. Also, by ask-
ing for credibility ratings first, it allowed us to
explore the influence of familiarity on credibil-
ity independent of verdict decisions – which
may better reflect how other legal decision-
makers perceive witnesses (i.e. law enforce-
ment). Of course, to disentangle differential
influences on perceptions of credibility and
legal processes, one must counterbalance order
of these questions. Given the patterns observed
in the present studies, we believe such a disen-
tangling would be worthy of investigation in
future research. Further, investigating the
potential for perceived credibility to act as a
moderator or mediator for legal decisions may
be an exciting next step to take.

The lack of significant differences in cred-
ibility between familiar and unfamiliar wit-
nesses, except when interacting with witness
type, indicates that the relationship presented
here was not strong enough to increase eyewit-
ness credibility. After observing the lack of
familiarity effect on eyewitnesses in Study 1,
the familiarity of the case and materials were
strengthened in Study 2. Yet, similar results
were found. Further research exploring differ-
ent levels of earwitness familiarity, manipulat-
ing factors described earlier that could refine
understanding of familiarity, is required to
understand the impact on perceived credibility.
The present research is an important early step
in this important investigation.

Conclusion

The current research demonstrated that poten-
tial triers of fact might require a strong
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relationship between a witness and a suspect
to be considered familiar enough that their
identification increases in value.
Understanding the nature and quality of inter-
actions that contribute to perceptions of famil-
iar ear- and eyewitnesses is critical to
understanding how such evidence is evaluated
by potential triers of fact. The present studies
indicate that prior definitions of familiarity
might only capture a restricted range of poten-
tially familiar relations.
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