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Objective: Prior research has reported a consistent negative impact of delayed disclosure on sexual assault
complainants’ perceived credibility. The present studies investigated the impact of delay in new contexts.
Hpypotheses: Only when a delay was a result of a witness’s actions would it negatively impact credibility.
Any delay would decrease convictions and guilt likelihood ratings. Method: Study la (N = 412; Mg, =
20.13 years; 60.00% women; 31.70% Caucasian; 3 [delay: 1 day, 2 years, 15 years] X 4 [report consistency:
consistent, contradiction, omission, reminiscence]) examined the impact of an investigation delay and report
inconsistencies on witness credibility in a physical assault case. Participants watched a witness’s report,
rated their credibility, and made legal decisions (e.g., verdict). Study 1b (N = 240; M, = 19.67 years;
71.55% women; 28.75% Caucasian; 2 [delay: 1 day, 2 years] X 3 [report inconsistency: contradiction,
omission, reminiscence]) partially replicated Study la. Study 2 (N = 200; M, = 33.94 years; 45.50%
women; 65.48% Caucasian; no reason—no delay, no reason-delay, witness-delay, investigation-delay) and
Study 3 (N = 363; M. = 34.65 years; 50.14% women; 53.17% Caucasian; 2 [delay: immediate, 2 years] X
3 [contextual information: no details, witness, investigation]) explored how the reason for the delay (i.e.,
witness or investigation) impacted credibility and legal decisions. Results: Studies la and 1b found no
impact of delay on witness credibility, but a delay resulted in reduced likelihood of guiltin Study 1a. Study 2
showed that only a witness-delay negatively impacted credibility. Any explained delay reduced guilt ratings
and, for an investigation-delay, convictions, relative to no delay. Study 3 demonstrated only an effect of
contextual information on honesty, suggesting negative views of witness reluctance at any delay. Any delay
led to fewer convictions. Conclusion: Witness behavior, regardless of delay, may negatively impact their
perceived credibility, whereas a delay outside of the witness’s control might not. Delays also impact legal
decisions. This work provides important new insight into how delays may be treated in the justice system.

Public Significance Statement

Delays are frequent in the justice system, but it might be that only when a delay is a result of a witness’s
actions does the delay negatively impact their perceived credibility. Delays as a result of police
investigations may not negatively impact the perceived credibility of a witness in the same way as delays
resulting from a witness’s actions. The present findings suggest that a delay that is a result of a witness’s
actions may bias decision makers (e.g., judges, juries) against them. Safeguards may be necessary to
help counteract such bias. Further, the present work offers insight for future researchers to build on by
challenging previously held assumptions about delays (i.e., that delays always negatively impact
credibility) and highlighting instances in which delays may not impact credibility and decision making.
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Witness testimony after a long delay is possible, as many jur-
isdictions around the world do not have a statute of limitations on
most crimes (Connolly et al., 2017). In delayed cases, a witness’s
testimony may be more likely than in timely cases to be the only
evidence presented at trial because of the loss of corroborating
evidence over time (e.g., biological evidence, video evidence).
When a report is delayed, there are factors that can influence the
perceived credibility of a witness, such as reasons for the delay.
Investigating how factors that contribute to delayed reports influ-
ence a witness’s perceived credibility is essential in furthering our
knowledge of how such cases may be perceived in the justice
system.

There are several reasons that a case may not be prosecuted until
after a long delay, including delays in reporting an offense and
delays in prosecuting a reported offense. Delayed reporting of some
types of offenses is very common; many victims of sexual assault do
not report until long after the alleged crime occurred, if at all
(London et al., 2008). A review of adults reporting child sexual
assault in Ireland revealed that a majority of cases were reported 11
or more years after the crime occurred (Bunting, 2014). Similarly,
Monroe et al. (2005) found that more than half of respondents who
had experienced sexual assault as an adult waited years before
disclosing. Other crimes may also lead to a delayed disclosure from
a witness or victim. Domestic violence victims may delay reporting
their experience, with one survey finding that only 62.8% of victims
had previously reported a violent incident (Birdsey & Snowball,
2013). Similarly, only approximately one quarter of fraud or at-
tempted fraud victims reported the crime to authorities or other
administrative entities (e.g., Better Business Bureau; Mason &
Benson, 1996). Witnesses of gang-related criminal activity may also
delay disclosing (Whitman & Davis, 2007).

Reasons for delayed disclosure of a crime are varied, including
feelings of responsibility or shame (Reich et al., 2022), fear of
negative reaction or failure to believe the report (Reich et al., 2022),
social stigma (Tsang et al., 2021), fear of the perpetrator (Mason &
Benson, 1996; Reich et al., 2022), a belief that the crime was not
serious enough to warrant a report (Birdsey & Snowball, 2013), or
not realizing that a crime even took place (Mason & Benson, 1996).
Although a central aim of most criminal justice systems is to
prosecute cases in a timely manner (see R. v. Jordan, 2016), crimes
may not be prosecuted until after a delay because of factors inherent
in the justice system (Euale & Turtle, 1999). These factors include
heavy caseloads, inadequate resources, complex cases that require
additional investigative time (Standing Senate Committee on Legal
and Constitutional Affairs, 2017), and failure to identify a suspect.

When evaluating the impact of delay on perceived credibility, we
may focus on perceptions of cognitive competence, honesty, and
suggestibility. Ross et al. (2003) suggested that cognitive competence
and honesty are two primary factors contributing to perceptions of
credibility. Cognitive competence references a witness’s ability to
understand and accurately remember an event and to understand and
appropriately respond to questions (Ross et al., 2003). Honesty refers
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to the likelihood that an individual believes they are telling the truth
(Ross et al., 2003). Kehn et al. (2016) have proposed a three-factor
model of children’s credibility, suggesting that evaluations of cred-
ibility rely not only on perceived honesty and cognitive ability but also
on perceived suggestibility—that is, how open a witness is to sug-
gestion from outside sources such as improper questioning techniques
and how likely the outside source can influence a witness’s report. Of
course, adults can also be suggestible (e.g., Eisen & Lynn, 2001); thus,
we focus on this three-factor model in the current work.

Research on the effect of delay on perceived credibility and
verdicts has primarily been conducted in instances of delayed
disclosure of sexual assault (e.g., Balogh et al., 2003; Ellison &
Munro, 2009; Franiuk et al., 2020). Generally, this research de-
monstrates that, when compared with an immediate report, a delayed
report decreases a witness’s perceived credibility and decreases
guilty verdicts (Balogh et al., 2003; Ellison & Munro, 2009; Franiuk
et al., 2020; Miller et al., 2022; Pozzulo et al., 2010; Thompson et
al., 2021). The impact of a delay on credibility and verdict decisions
has been investigated across a variety of intervals from less than a
year (e.g., Ellison & Munro, 2009; Miller et al., 2022) to up to 35
years (e.g., Fraser et al., 2022). However, this research has focused
on instances of delayed disclosure of sexual assault and sexual
misconduct; to our knowledge, there has been no investigation into
delays of nonsexual assault cases with adults (e.g., theft; see Danby
et al., 2022, for an investigation into delayed disclosure of child
physical abuse) or when the delay is a consequence of factors
inherent in the justice system. This is an important omission because
delays occur in many types of criminal cases, and there are many
reasons that a criminal case may not come to trial in a timely manner.
Because the extant literature has focused on sex-based cases when
the delay was the result of witness reluctance, conclusions about the
impact of delay on witness credibility more broadly cannot be
drawn. It might be that delays caused by factors other than witness
reluctance have a different impact on witness credibility.

It is also important to understand how other investigation features
might interact with delay. One common outcome of a delay is that
witnesses may be interviewed multiple times. These repeated in-
terviews can result in inconsistencies reported across a witness’s
statements, including contradictions, reminiscences, and omissions.
Contradictions are details that directly conflict with previous details
reported by the witness (Krix et al., 2015). Witnesses who provide
some contradictory details may not be inaccurate in all, or even
most, other details reported about the event (Brewer et al., 1999).
Reminiscent details are details that an individual did not report
initially but did report at a later date (Krix et al., 2015). Reminiscence
is common, and such details are often accurate (Gilbert & Fisher,
2006; Krix et al., 2015). Details that were reported in an early
interview but not in a later interview are known as omissions. As the
delay between interviews increases, more omissions are expected
(Peace et al., 2015), and omissions may occur more frequently with
peripheral details than central details (see Peterson & Whalen, 2001;
Wells et al., 2014). Omissions may be a result of forgetting and/or
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social reasons, such as a witness’s belief that the interviewer already
knows the information (Orbach et al., 2012).

Despite their low diagnostic value, inconsistencies in a witness’s
testimony are often seen as indicative of low credibility (Brewer et
al., 1999). In a mock juror study, Berman et al. (1995) demonstrated
that a single inconsistency on a central or peripheral detail
diminished the witness’s credibility. Inconsistencies are so well
known to be problematic for witness credibility that legal profes-
sionals have been advised to attempt to elicit inconsistent answers
from a witness in order to discredit them (Glissan, 1991).
Inconsistencies in witness testimony may also impact verdict de-
cisions. Berman and Cutler (1996) compared perceptions of con-
sistent testimony with contradictory and reminiscent testimony in a
mock juror study. Participants in the consistent witness condition
were more likely to convict (69%) than those in the reminiscent
(37%) or contradictory (20%) conditions. These results suggest that,
although any form of inconsistency can lower conviction rates,
contradictions might be the most damaging.

Potential jurors may not have the knowledge and contextual
understanding to evaluate memory-based testimony. Schmechel et
al. (2006) surveyed mock jurors and found that a large percentage
had misunderstandings about the way memory works. Many lay-
people believed that memory works much like a camera (52%), and a
witness could easily play back a memory in their mind (46%:; see also
Simons & Chabris, 2011). Simons and Chabris (2011) found that a
portion of potential jurors believed that memories will not change
after initial encoding (48%). Further, although the forgetting curve
has been established in research (Murre & Dros, 2015), it appears
that many potential jurors are unaware of its effect. In one survey of
more than 100 jurors, only roughly 30% agreed with the statement,
“The rate of memory loss for an event is greatest right after the event”
(Benton et al., 2006). Laypeople also appear to struggle to accurately
estimate how memory may decay over time. Oeberst (2012) com-
pared the results of a memory task with participants’ estimations of
how peers would perform on the task. Participants were given a brief
description of the task (i.e., recalling information after an hour, day,
and week) and sample graphs of how memory might decay.
Participants believed that memory performance would drop drasti-
cally over a period of time (up to a week), whereas actual memory
performance stayed significantly higher than estimations.

The Present Studies

The present studies explored perceptions of witnesses after varied
delays for a nonsexual crime (i.e., assault and theft). Studies 1a and
1b focused on a delay caused by the investigation. Study 2 compared
investigation and witness reasons for a delay. Study 3 further
compared investigation and witness reasons for a delay in a fully
crossed design.

Study 1a

This was a 3 (delay: 1 day, 2 years, 15 years) X 4 (report con-
sistency: consistent, contradiction, reminiscence, omission) between-
subjects design. Participants watched a portion of a mock interview
between a lawyer and a witness to an assault and theft (both actors)
that had occurred 1 day, 2 years, or 15 years earlier. The witness was
initially interviewed by the police immediately after the crime; this
initial interview was not shown to participants but was referenced in
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the interview. In the delay conditions (i.e., 2 years or 15 years), the
case was described as delayed because no suspect was identified. In all
conditions, the witness’s testimony varied in terms of consistency;
the witness was consistent or had contradictions, reminiscences,
or omissions. Participants rated the witness’s cognitive compe-
tence, honesty, and suggestibility on the basis of a three-factor
model of credibility (Kehn et al., 2016). Participants then took
the role of a mock juror and made final legal decisions (e.g.,
dichotomous verdict, likelihood of suspect guilt).
We hypothesized the following:

Hypothesis 1: Ratings of perceived credibility (i.e., cognitive
competence, honesty, suggestibility), conviction rates, and
likelihood of suspect guilt would decline as delay increased.

Hypothesis 2: Any inconsistency would discredit the witness,
relative to a consistent witness, as reflected in lower cognitive
competence, honesty, suggestibility, and suspect guilt ratings
and fewer convictions.

Hypothesis 3: Of the three types of inconsistencies, contra-
dictions would be the most detrimental to cognitive compe-
tence, honesty, and suggestibility.

Although prior work has examined the impact of delays in the
context of delayed disclosures of sexual misconduct, we believed
that findings would be similar in a different context, as memory may
be diminished after a delay and, thus, would result in diminished
credibility.

Method
Participants

A total of 465 undergraduate participants took part in the study in
exchange for course credit. Participants were older than 18 years to
represent a jury-eligible sample. A large number of participants
failed one (n = 137), and a small number of participants failed both
(n = 16), manipulation check questions (see the Results section of
Study la for discussion of manipulation check questions). The
majority of participants (74.4%) who failed one manipulation check
did not accurately identify the type of inconsistency present.
Participants frequently correctly identified that an inconsistency
occurred (61.8%) but did not accurately identify which type. Only
participants who failed the question regarding delay were excluded
from analyses, resulting in a total of 412 participants. This was an
adequate sample, based on an a priori power analysis, to detect a
medium effect (f= .25, a = .05, power = .80, N = 279). We further
conducted a sensitivity analysis after completion of data collection
and found that Study 1a had power of .80 to detect an effect as small
as f> .15, power of .90 to detect an effect as small as f > .19, and
power of .95 to detect an effect as small as > .20.

Participants (M,g. = 20.13 years) were primarily women (60.00%;
39.60% men; two participants did not provide gender) and Caucasian
(31.70%), East Asian (30.50%), and South Asian (21.90%).

Materials

Videos. Participants watched one of 24 videos (two versions
were created for each condition of the 3 X 4 design) of a 50-year-old
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male witness describing a crime to a prosecuting lawyer. The
witness described observing a man being assaulted and robbed late
one evening. The witness indicated that he was interviewed by the
police immediately after the crime took place, 1 day, 2 years, or 15
years before speaking with a prosecuting lawyer. The 2- or 15-year
delay occurred because a suspect had not been identified. These
delays were selected to represent delays that might occur in the real
world, at both a shorter and longer delay (Connolly et al., 2015; R. v.
Jordan, 2016; Rotenberg & Cotter, 2018). The witness’s statement
included one of four types of consistency about the weapon the
perpetrator used during the assault (alternative option in paren-
theses). The witness was consistent in his recall (in the first
interview, it was a gun [knife]; in the second interview, it was a gun
[knife]), was contradictory (in the first interview, it was a knife
[gun]; in the second interview, it was a gun [knife]), was reminiscent
(in the first interview, he did not mention a weapon; in the second
interview, it was a gun [knife]), or omitted previously reported
information (in the first interview, it was a gun [knife]; in the second
interview, he did not mention a weapon). The lawyer drew attention
to the (in)consistency (e.g., “Last time, you said the man had a knife;
now you say he had a gun?”). Two versions of the set of 12 videos
were created to counterbalance the type of weapon discussed.
Videos that mentioned only one weapon (i.e., consistent, remi-
niscence, omission) mentioned a gun in half the videos and a knife in
the other half. Videos that mentioned both weapons (i.e., contra-
dictory) were counterbalanced as to which weapon was mentioned
first. The same actor portrayed the witness in all videos. All videos
were approximately 2 min long.

Questionnaire. After viewing the video, participants first
answered two manipulation check questions. One question was
focused on the delay and asked participants to identify how long after
the initial interview and crime the second interview took place (1 day,
2 years, or 15 years). The second question asked participants if the
witness was consistent across the two interviews. Participants could
select that the witness was consistent, reported contradictory details
(contradiction), left something out of their second interview (omis-
sion), or reported something new in their second interview (remi-
niscence). This allowed us to identify whether participants recognized
if there was an inconsistency and what type was present within one
question.

The credibility scale (see Appendix) used in the present study was
adapted from the Child Credibility Assessment Scale (Kehn et al.,
2016). This scale includes an established set of questions that, when
averaged, produce a single rating for perceived cognitive compe-
tence, honesty, and suggestibility. Limited materials have been
developed to assess the perceived credibility of adults, and those
established tend to focus on specific circumstances outside the
context of the present work (e.g., Brodsky et al., 2010). It has been
theorized that adults’ credibility is assessed similarly to children in
terms of perceived cognitive competence and honesty. We thus
chose to use an adapted version of this scale to assess these factors,
while also exploring perceived suggestibility in adults. As the scale
was developed to assess the perceived credibility of children, the
only adaptation made was that references to a child or adult were
replaced with witness and interviewer. The adapted scale consisted
of 15 questions, and each question was rated on a 7-point Likert-type
scale. We averaged seven questions to produce the rating of per-
ceived cognitive competence (e.g., ability to remember and answer
questions), four questions to provide the participants’ rating of
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perceived honesty (e.g., likelihood of lying; three were reverse
coded), and four questions to provide a rating of perceived sug-
gestibility (e.g., likelihood of being influenced by individuals’
questions). This scale was developed by Kehn et al. (2016), who
conducted a confirmatory factor analysis to determine whether the
scale appropriately modeled the three factors of cognitive compe-
tence, honesty, and suggestibility.

Participants were then asked to make final legal decisions by
providing a dichotomous verdict and rating the likelihood of the
suspect’s guilt from 0% to 100%, with a higher percentage reflecting
a greater likelihood of guilt. Participants were also asked to rate their
confidence in their verdict decision on a scale from 1 to 100 as well
as to answer an open-ended question regarding the reasons for their
verdict decision. Although we had no a priori hypotheses regarding
reasons for the verdict, this question was included to provide
additional insight into participants’ decision making. Finally, par-
ticipants provided demographic information (i.e., age, sex, primary
language, nationality, ethnicity, occupation).

Procedure

This study was approved by the Simon Fraser University
Research Ethics Board (Protocol No. 20180214). We recruited
participants from undergraduate psychology courses. Participation
took place in person, in groups of up to four, although all aspects of
the study took place independently (i.e., no deliberation took place
and questionnaires were completed independently). After partici-
pants signed the consent form, each group was randomly assigned to
watch one of 24 videos on a projector screen in a mock jury room.
After viewing the video, participants answered the manipulation
check questions, completed the credibility scale, and were then
asked to pretend that the case went forward to trial and to make a
verdict decision, rate the likelihood of the suspect’s guilt, rate their
confidence in their verdict decision, explain their reasoning for their
verdict decision, and provide demographic information. Participants
were debriefed and thanked for their participation.

Coding Reasons for Verdict

Two coders read all responses, identified common categories, and
created a coding guide based on the categories. They identified 15
categories (e.g., amount of evidence presented, witness demeanor,
and witness consistency; see the online Supplemental Materials for
all categories). If multiple reasons were provided, only the first
response from each participant was used in the present analyses as it
was believed to be the participant’s most salient reason. All re-
sponses were double coded, and disagreements were discussed.
Interrater agreement was established at k¥ > .80.

Results

We first conducted one-way analyses of variance (ANOVAs) to
examine effects of the weapon order on cognitive competence,
honesty, suggestibility, verdict, likelihood of suspect guilt, and
confidence in verdict. As no significant differences were found
between responses for participants who watched videos with a knife
mentioned first and those who watched videos with a gun mentioned
first (ps > .37), we collapsed across weapon order for all subsequent
analyses.
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Participants may have been confused about which response
option accurately described the type of inconsistency they heard,
resulting in a high failure rate on one of the manipulation check
questions. Thus, we believe that only one manipulation check
question (i.e., how long ago did the crime occur?) assessed the
effectiveness of manipulations as intended. We analyzed data both
with and without participants who failed the question about type of
inconsistency. In both analyses, the conclusions were the same;
therefore, we present the results including participants who failed
the question here (see the online Supplemental Materials for pre-
sentation of results excluding those who failed the consistency
manipulation check).

First, we present the results of 3 (delay) X 4 (consistency)
ANOVAs that examined the effects of delay and consistency on
perceived cognitive competence, honesty, and suggestibility, as well
as likelihood of guilt and confidence in verdict (see Table 1 for
descriptives of delay conditions). Although we intended to examine
interactions, the present sample size does not provide adequate
power to detect interaction effects. Thus, we explored only main
effects in the present study. In some ANOVAs, the assumption of
normality or equal variances was not met, and so a Kruskal-Wallis
test was performed. In all cases, the patterns were identical to the
ANOVA test, and so the ANOVA results are reported. Then, we
present a binary logistic regression analysis of the dichotomous
verdict decision (see Table 2 for frequencies of verdict decisions in
delay conditions). See the online Supplemental Materials for post
hoc analyses and descriptives of consistency conditions.

Cognitive Competence

A significant effect of consistency was found, F(3, 397) = 16.19,
p<.001, nlz, =.11. Post hoc analyses revealed that participants found
a consistent witness to be significantly more cognitively competent
(M = 5.07) than witnesses with any type of inconsistency (ps <
.001), and types of inconsistency did not differ from one another
(PS > 797; Mconwradiction = 4-21, Momission = 4-25, Mreminiscence =
4.35). Delay did not have a significant effect on the perceived
cognitive competence of the witness, F(2, 397) = 0.71, p = .492,
np < .01

Honesty

There was an effect of consistency on perceived honesty, F(3,
399) = 7.10, p < .001, ns = .05. Follow-up tests indicated that
participants viewed a consistent witness as significantly more honest
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(M = 5.23) than a witness with any level of inconsistency (p < .01;

M ongadiction = 471, Momission = 4.64, Mreminiscence = 4.53). There

were no differences between levels of inconsistency (p > .67), nor

was there a significant effect of delay, F(2, 399) = 0.71, p = .490,
2

n, < .0L

Suggestibility

There was an effect of consistency on perceived suggestibility,
F(3,398) =4.25, p =.006, ng =.03. Post hoc analyses revealed that
participants rated a witness who had an omission (M = 4.73) as
significantly more suggestible than a consistent witness (M = 4.21;
p = .004). There were no other significant differences between
consistency conditions. There was no significant impact of delay on
participants’ ratings of witness suggestibility, F(2, 398) =0.95, p =
389, nj < .01

Dichotomous Verdict

Participants rendered a dichotomous verdict decision (guilty, not
guilty). A binary logistic regression was conducted to investigate the
impact of our independent variables on verdict decisions. Delay and
consistency were entered into the model as predictors. The overall
model was not significant, y*(2) = 4.63, p = .10.

Likelihood of Suspect Guilt

Participants also rated the likelihood of the suspect’s guilt on a
scale from 1 to 100. A significant effect of delay was found on
likelihood of suspect guilt, F(2, 397) = 5.05, p = .007, nf, = .03.
Follow-up tests showed that participants rated the likelihood of
suspect guilt lower when the witness had a 2-year delay (p = .047)
or 15-year delay (p = .011) between the crime and their interview
with the prosecutor, compared with a 1-day delay (M = 71.39).
There was no difference between the 2-year delay condition and
15-year delay condition (p = .839). There was no significant
impact of consistency, F(3, 397) = 0.06, p = .981, nf, < .01.

Verdict Confidence

Participants rated their confidence in their verdict on a scale from
1 to 100. There was a significant impact of delay on participants’
confidence in their verdict decision, F(2,395) =4.18, p =.016, r]f7 =
.02. Post hoc analyses indicated higher confidence in verdicts for a
witness retelling their story after a 1-day delay compared with a
2-year delay (p = .015). No significant difference was found

Table 1
Study la Means, Standard Deviations, and Confidence Intervals of Credibility Ratings, Likelihood of Suspect Guilt, and Verdict Confidence
1-day delay 2-year delay 15-year delay Total
Dependent variable M (SD) [95% CI] M (SD) [95% CI] M (SD) [95% CI] M (SD) [95% CI]
Cognitive competence 4.55(1.01) [4.36,4.71] 4.51 (1.11) [4.32,4.67] 4.37 (1.15) [4.20, 4.57] 448 (1.09) [4.37,4.57]
Honesty 4.89 (1.20) [4.68, 5.08] 4.72 (1.23) [5.04,4.91] 476 (1.27) [4.55, 4.98] 4.79 (1.23) [4.67,4.90]
Suggestibility 4.68 (1.13) [4.33,4.69] 4.35(1.04) [4.17, 4.53] 4.50 (1.15) [4.31, 4.70] 4.46 (1.12) [4.35, 4.56]

Likelihood of suspect guilt 71.39 (20.29)
Verdict confidence 71.67 (17.55)

[67.26, 75.48] 65.68 (22.73)
[67.61, 75.52] 64.49 (22.04)

[61.41, 69.88] 63.87 (20.59)
[50.55, 68.39] 64.56 (19.19)

[59.72, 68.03] 67.03 (21.38)
[60.77, 68.46] 66.97 (19.86)

[64.56, 69.37]
[64.71, 69.16]

Note. Participants rated cognitive competence, honesty, and suggestibility on a scale from 1 to 7. Participants rated likelihood of suspect guilt and verdict
confidence out of 100. CI = confidence interval.
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Table 2
Study 1a Frequencies (Percentage of Total Decision in Condition)
of Guilty Verdicts

1-day delay 2-year delay 15-year delay Total

108 (75.00%) 92 (66.19%) 81 (63.28%) 281 (68.36%)

between the 1-day and 15-year delay conditions (p = .168) or the
2-year and 15-year delay conditions (p = .616). There was no
significant impact of consistency on verdict confidence, F(3,
395) = 1.46, p = .226, ‘11% = .01.

Reasons for Verdict Decision

Participants were asked an open-ended question regarding rea-
sons for their verdict decision, and their first reasons given were
analyzed. Participants primarily discussed the amount of evidence
provided (e.g., not enough) and the witness’s consistency. See the
online Supplemental Materials for all categories and frequencies.

Study 1b

Given the unexpected null effects of delay on the measures of
perceived credibility as well as no observed differences between the
types of inconsistencies on our dependent variables, we sought to
replicate central elements of Study 1a in Study 1b. Study 1b was a
partial replication of Study la, in which we streamlined our con-
ditions to focus on two levels of delay and three levels of incon-
sistency. As we found no difference between 2-year and 15-year
delays in Study 1a, we focused only on the shorter delay. Study 1b
was a 2 (delay: 1 day, 2 years) X 3 (report inconsistency: contra-
diction, reminiscence, omission) between-subjects design.

Method
Participants

Two hundred eighty-eight undergraduate participants took part in
the study in exchange for course credit. This study was approved by
the Simon Fraser University Research Ethics Board (Protocol No.
20180214). Participants were older than 18 years to represent a jury-
eligible sample. Participants who did not pass the manipulation
check regarding the length of delay were removed for analysis (n =
29), but those who did not pass the manipulation check regarding the
type of inconsistency were kept as part of the final sample (n = 49).
Again, we believe that participants struggled to identify the type of
inconsistency on the basis of the options presented in the manip-
ulation check question. Thus, these participants were included, as
we believed that only one manipulation check worked as intended,
and to remain consistent with the inclusion of participants in Study
la. An additional 19 participants were removed from the final
sample, as they did not complete the study, leaving a total of 240
participants for analysis. According to a sensitivity analysis, Study
1b had power of .80 to detect an effect as small as > .20, power of
.90 to detect an effect as small as /> .23, and power of .95 to detect
an effect as small as /> .26. Participants (M,o. = 19.67 years) were
primarily women (71.55%; 28.45% men) and White (28.75%), East
Asian (26.25%), and South Asian (25.00%).

HARVEY, PRICE, AND CONNOLLY

Materials

Materials were very similar to those in Study 1a, with the removal
of two conditions: consistent statements and 15-year delay. There
were a few other changes to the materials. Participants were not
asked to generate a reason for their verdict decision in Study 1b but
were asked to select which of four options (generated from par-
ticipant responses in Study la and our variables of interest) had the
biggest impact on their verdict decision: the witness’s story, details
of the investigation, timing of the investigation, or other. As we
predicted that similar reasons for the verdict decisions would be
reported in the present study and in Study 1la, we chose to simplify
responses by providing options for participants to choose from,
rather than ask them to respond to an open-ended question.
Participants then rated their confidence in their verdict decision on a
scale from 1 to 10, rather than 1 to 100.

Procedure

The procedure was identical to that in Study 1a with the exception
that it took place online and individually. Participants viewed a
video of a witness being interviewed, completed two manipulation
check questions and an adapted version of the Child Credibility
Assessment Scale (Kehn et al., 2016), and made final legal decisions
before providing demographic information.

Results

We conducted a series of 2 (delay: 1 day, 2 years) X 3 (report
inconsistency: contradiction, reminiscence, omission) ANOVAs to
evaluate the effect of delay and inconsistency on the perceived
cognitive competence, honesty, and suggestibility of the witness,
along with likelihood of suspect guilt ratings and confidence in
verdict decisions. See Table 3 for means and standard deviations of
delay conditions. In some ANOV As, the assumption of normality or
equal variances was not met, and so a Kruskal-Wallis test was
performed. In all cases, the patterns were identical to the ANOVA
test, and so the ANOVA results are reported. Again, the present
study was not adequately powered to test for interaction effects. A
binary logistic regression examined the impact of the independent
variables on dichotomous verdict decisions. See Table 4 for fre-
quencies of guilty verdicts for delay conditions. See the online
Supplemental Materials for post hoc analyses and descriptives of
report inconsistency conditions.

Cognitive Competence

There was no significant effect of delay, F(1, 234) = 0.002, p =
962, 17 < .001, or inconsistency, F(2, 234) = 0.75, p = 476, 7 <
.001, on the witness’s perceived cognitive competence.

Honesty

There was no significant impact of delay on the perceived honesty
of the witness, F(1, 234) = 0.55, p = .46, n%, = .002. There was a
significant impact of inconsistency, F(2, 234) = 6.07, p = .002, ng =
.05. Tukey’s post hoc analyses revealed that a witness with an
omission was seen as more honest than a witness with a reminis-
cence (p < .002, d = —0.57, 95% confidence interval [CI; —0.89,
—0.24]). There were no other significant differences (ps > .18).
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Table 3
Study 1b Means, Standard Deviations, and Confidence Intervals of Credibility Ratings, Likelihood of Suspect Guilt, and Verdict Confidence
1-day delay 2-year delay Total

Dependent variable M (SD) [95% CI] M (SD) [95% CI] M (SD) [95% CI]
Cognitive competence 4.28 (0.83) [4.14, 4.43] 4.27 (0.80) [4.12, 4.42] 4.28 (0.82) [4.17, 4.38]
Honesty 4.70 (1.07) [4.51, 4.89] 4.78 (1.06) [4.59, 4.98] 4.74 (1.06) [4.61, 4.88]
Suggestibility 4.47 (1.01) [4.29, 4.65] 4.30 (0.97) [4.12, 4.48] 4.39 (0.99) [4.26, 4.51]
Likelihood of suspect guilt 66.00 (21.30) [62.20, 69.80] 70.30 (18.30) [66.90, 73.70] 68.10 (20.00) [65.50, 70.70]
Verdict confidence 6.19 (2.03) [5.83, 6.55] 6.37 (1.87) [6.03, 6.71] 6.28 (1.95) [6.03, 6.53]

Note.
and verdict confidence out of 10. CI = confidence interval.

Suggestibility

There was no significant effect of delay on the perceived
suggestibility of the witness, F(1,234)=1.77,p=.184, nf, =.007,
nor was there an effect of consistency, F(2, 234) =0.21, p = .81,

2 =.002
n; = .002.

Dichotomous Verdict

A binary logistic regression with delay and inconsistencies
entered as predictors revealed that the overall model was not sig-
nificant, ¥*(3) = 1.71, p = .636. Thus, there was no impact of delay
or inconsistencies on dichotomous verdict decisions.

Likelihood of Suspect Guilt

There was no significant impact of delay, F(1, 231) =2.87, p =
.091, ng =.01, or inconsistency, F(2,231) =0.06, p = .94, 1112) < .01,
on the likelihood of suspect guilt ratings.

Verdict Confidence

There was no impact of delay, F(1, 232) = 0.48, p = .49, n% =
.002, or inconsistency, F(2, 232) = 0.08, p = .92, nf) < .01, on
confidence in verdict.

Factors Influencing Verdict

Participants were asked to identify which of the following
contributed most to the verdict decision: the witness’s story, details
of the investigation, timing of the investigation, or other. The
majority of participants (60%) selected the witness’s story, followed
by details of the investigation (32%), timing of the investigation
(5%), and other (3%).

Table 4
Study 1b Frequencies (Percentage of Total Decision in Condition)
of Guilty Verdicts

1-day delay 2-year delay Total

88 (74.57%) 88 (75.86%) 63 (73.64%)

Participants rated cognitive competence, honesty, and suggestibility on a scale from 1 to 7. Participants rated likelihood of suspect guilt out of 100

Studies 1a and 1b Discussion

In Study 1a, we examined effects of inconsistencies and delay on
perceptions of witness credibility and suspect guilt. A witness who
showed any type of inconsistency (i.e., contradiction, omission,
reminiscence) was seen as less cognitively competent and less
honest than a consistent witness, supporting our hypothesis.
Contrary to our hypothesis, there was no significant difference in the
impact of different types of inconsistencies on perceived cognitive
competence and honesty. We predicted that contradictions would be
more detrimental to measures of perceived credibility than other
types of inconsistencies; however, this pattern was not observed.
Nor did we find that witness consistency affected perceptions of
guilt. We conducted Study 1b to explore the null findings between
types of inconsistencies and found the same pattern of results, with
the exception of a significant effect of inconsistency on honesty.
Participants found a witness with an omission to be more honest than
a witness with reminiscence. These consistent observations—no
significant effect of delay on credibility and little difference between
varying types of inconsistencies in their effect on credibility—raise
questions for our understanding of credibility and offer a pressing
motivation for additional research.

The most interesting and potentially important finding from
Studies la and 1b was that delay had no significant effect on
perceptions of witness credibility (i.e., cognitive competence,
honesty, suggestibility). An important difference between our
studies and previous studies that found a detrimental effect of delay
on credibility (e.g., Balogh et al., 2003; Ellison & Munro, 2009;
Miller et al., 2022) was that the reason for delay in the present study
was beyond the witness’s control (i.e., no suspect had been iden-
tified). It is possible that the effect of delay on perceived credibility
is impacted by the reason for delay. That is, perhaps a delay caused
by the witness impacts their credibility, whereas a delay that is
outside the witness’s control has no significant effect on their
perceived credibility. In other words, the impact of delay might be
related to perceived witness motivation rather than perceptions of
the effect of delay on memory for the event. We tested this pos-
sibility in Study 2 by examining how different reasons for a delay
impact the perceived credibility of a witness and legal decisions.

Another possible explanation for the null effect of delay on
perceived credibility in Studies la and 1b is the inclusion of an
(in)consistency manipulation. When judging a delayed report,
participants may be assessing possible memory errors, revealed
through (in)consistent reports. When consistency is addressed by
including an (in)consistency manipulation, as in Studies 1a and 1b,
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effects of delay may be fully accounted for through evaluations of
report consistency. One way to test this possibility is to remove
inconsistencies from the design. If the effect of delay on perceptions
of credibility can be accounted for with report (in)consistencies, the
negative effect should return when inconsistencies are removed
from the design. Thus, we removed the inconsistencies in Study 2.

A long delay in Study la reduced the likelihood of guilt ratings
and participants’ confidence in their verdict, relative to a delay of
only 1 day, consistent with our hypothesis. These differences were
not observed in Study 1b. Given that delay conditions were identical
in each study (i.e., 1 day, 2 years; there was no difference between
2-year and 15-year delay conditions), the removal of the con-
sistent condition in Study 1b may partially explain the differences.
In the analyses of delay main effects, all consistency conditions
were collapsed. The higher ratings in the no delay consistent
condition of Study 1a (a condition not present in Study 1b because
the consistent condition was removed) may have raised the
average ratings in the no delay condition enough to be statistically
different from the long delay in Study la. Given that this is the
only design difference between the studies, this potential dif-
ference between short and long delays should be interpreted with
caution.

As expected, in Study la, any inconsistency diminished per-
ceptions of the witness’s honesty and cognitive competence (e.g.,
Berman & Cutler, 1996). However, in both Studies la and 1b,
contradictions were not more detrimental to perceived credibility
than other types of inconsistencies. All inconsistencies had a similar
negative impact on perceived cognitive competence and honesty in
Study 1la, reminiscences negatively impacted honesty compared
with omissions in Study 1b, and omissions were the most detri-
mental to perceived suggestibility in Study la. One possible
explanation is that participants, although aware that an inconsis-
tency was present, did not recognize the type of inconsistency. To
explore this possibility, we reran the analyses with only participants
who correctly identified the type of inconsistency. This did not alter
the results; contradictions did not have a more negative impact on
perceived credibility than other types of inconsistencies. A second
possibility relates to the subject of the inconsistent detail, the
weapon. Participants may have believed that the witness should
have been able to remember weapon type, and any type of
inconsistency about such a central detail may have been seen as
equally damaging.

Although an inconsistent witness was discredited relative to a
consistent witness, consistency did not impact final legal decisions.
The null effect of consistency on verdict may be a result of the
threshold at which participants decided guilt. The strength of a
variable needed to affect dichotomous verdict decisions will vary as
a function of how close participants are to the threshold to convict.
For instance, if a participant is 60% sure that the suspect is guilty and
a consistent witness raises this to 70% certainty, it is still not close
enough to threshold to convict to change the dichotomous decision
from acquit to convict. Although inconsistencies resulted in lowered
perceived credibility, participants may not have been close enough
to threshold to alter their dichotomous verdict decisions. Prior
research has found that triers of fact, in practice, are aware of
potential negative consequences of inconsistencies in a witness’s
testimony, but it is not a strong predictor of trial outcome (Connolly
et al., 2009). We saw similar patterns in our own data: Participants
were aware of the inconsistencies and found them harmful for the

HARVEY, PRICE, AND CONNOLLY

perceived credibility of the witness, but this did not significantly
impact their final legal decisions.

Study 2

In Studies la and 1b, the reason for the delay was failure to
identify a suspect, and delay had no significant effect on the wit-
ness’s perceived credibility. In Study 2, we explored different
reasons for delay, given the unexpected results in the first two
studies. Participants viewed a witness describing a crime they saw
and were asked to rate the witness’s perceived cognitive compe-
tence, honesty, and suggestibility as well as to make legal decisions.
The witness was interviewed immediately after the crime or 15 years
later. We included only the longer delay condition from Study 1a to
exaggerate the difference from the immediate condition, as there
were no notable differences observed between 2 and 15 years. In this
study, the reason for delay was either not provided, described as due
to the witness’s reluctance to be interviewed, or because a suspect
had not been identified by the police. This was a one-way between-
subjects design with four conditions: no reason—no delay, no reason-
delay, witness-delay, and investigation-delay.

We developed the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: There would be no significant effect of delay on
the measures of perceived credibility of the witness when the
reason for the delay was outside of the witness’s control (as was
the case in Studies la and 1b).

Hypothesis 2: A delay due to the witness’s reluctance would
have a negative effect on perceived credibility (hypothesized on
the basis of extant literature).

Hypothesis 3: When any delay was present, it would result in
fewer guilty verdicts and a lower likelihood of suspect guilt
(hypothesized on the basis of the results of Studies 1a and 1b).

Method
Participants

We recruited participants older than 18 years via the online data
collection platform, Prolific, from both the United States and
Canada, to represent a jury-eligible sample. Whereas Studies 1a and
1b used an undergraduate sample, we believe the inclusion of both
undergraduate and community participants is a benefit to the
generalizability of our findings. Thus, Study 2 used a community
sample. A total of 297 participants took part in exchange for
monetary compensation. Twenty-three participants did not complete
the study, and an additional 74 failed one or both manipulation
check questions (17 participants did not correctly identify the delay,
and 54 did not correctly identify the reason for the delay). If par-
ticipants failed any of the manipulation check questions, they were
removed, leaving a total of 200 participants for analyses. This
manipulation check failure rate is not outside the norm; Abbey and
Meloy (2017) found a failure rate ranging from 4% to 45% (M =
19.56%) for online participation based on manipulation checks
across 30 sets of data. Our failure rate of 27.01% is well within that
range. Two hundred participants was an adequate sample, based on
an a priori power analysis, to detect a medium effect (f = .25, a =
.05, power = .80, N = 180). According to a sensitivity analysis,
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Study 2 had power of .80 to detect an effect as small as f > .20,
power of .90 to detect an effect as small as f> .22, and power of .95
to detect an effect as small as f > .25.

Participants (M,g. = 33.94 years) were 45.50% women (50.50%
men, 4.00% nonbinary) and were primarily Caucasian (65.48%),
East Asian (8.12%), South Asian (3.55%), and Black (3.55%).

Procedure

This study was approved by the Simon Fraser University
Research Ethics Board (Protocol No. 30000001). Participation took
place online. As in Studies 1a and 1b, participants watched a video
depicting a witness describing a crime they saw. After viewing the
video, participants completed an adapted version of the Child
Credibility Assessment Scale (Kehn et al., 2016), made final legal
decisions (verdict, likelihood of suspect guilt), rated their confidence
in their verdict decision, provided reasoning for their verdict
decision, and provided demographic information.

Materials

Videos. Videos were adapted from the materials used in Studies
la and 1b. A video was edited to include only basic information
about what the witness saw (i.e., the crime and a description of the
perpetrator) and removed information about the prior interview and
inconsistencies between interviews. The same video was used
across all conditions, with relevant information about the delay and
reason for delay provided in both text and audio form, presented at
the beginning of the video. Participants were told that the crime
occurred either immediately before the interview or 15 years prior. If
adelay occurred, participants were either not provided with a reason,
told that the delay was due to the witness choosing to not come
forward, or told that the police had not identified a suspect.

Questionnaire. The questionnaire was identical to that used in
Studies 1a and 1b with one exception. The manipulation check
questions were updated to reflect the new design. All participants
were asked if a delay was present, and only those who reported a
delay were asked the reason for the delay. If participants identified
the presence of a delay by selecting that the crime had occurred 15
years prior (as opposed to immediately before the interview), they
were presented with a question asking why the interview was only
now taking place. Participants could select a response from the
following options: The reason for the delay was not provided; the
police had not identified a suspect until now, or the witness did not
want to be interviewed until now. Participants responded to the
manipulation check questions prior to completing the remainder of
the questionnaire. Given the addition of new variables, we asked
participants to once again provide reasons for their verdict decision
to provide additional insight into their decision making.

Coding

Coding for reasons for verdict was done as described in Study 1a.
Coders identified a total of nine categories. Interrater agreement was
established at k¥ > .80. Two coders then coded all responses and
discussed and came to an agreement on all disagreements. See the
online Supplemental Materials for all categories.

481

Results

We computed scores for cognitive competence, honesty, and
suggestibility as described in Study 1a. We first present the results of
ANOVAs that examined the effects of the reason for delay on
perceived cognitive competence, honesty, and suggestibility. When
the assumption of normality or equal variances was not met,
Kruskal-Wallis analyses were run. In all cases, the patterns were
identical, and so only ANOVA results are reported. We also present
a binary logistic regression to analyze dichotomous verdict deci-
sions and ANOVAs that analyzed the effect of reason for delay on
likelihood of suspect guilt and confidence in verdict decisions.
Means and standard deviations for the continuous variables are in
Table 5, and frequencies for the verdict decisions are in Table 6. Post
hoc analyses can be found in the online Supplemental Materials.

Cognitive Competence

There was a significant effect of reason for delay on perceived
cognitive competence, F(3, 195) =2.86, p = .038, n% =.04. Tukey’s
post hoc analysis revealed a significant difference between the no
reason—no delay and witness-delay conditions (p = .033, d = 0.52,
95% CI1[0.13, 0.90]). When the witness was the reason for the delay
(i.e., did not want to talk to the police), they were seen as less
cognitively competent compared with a witness who had no delay
before their interview. There were no other significant differences
(ps > .23).

Honesty

There was a significant effect of reason for delay on perceived
honesty, F(3, 195) = 6.53, p < .001, r]% = .09. Tukey’s post hoc
analyses revealed a significant difference between the no reason—-no
delay and witness-delay conditions (p < .001, d = 0.82, 95% CI
[0.41, 1.21]). A witness who delayed their interview was viewed as
less honest than a witness with no delay. There was also a significant
difference between the witness-delay and investigation-delay
conditions (p = .042, d = 0.48, 95% CI [0.06, 0.89]). When the
witness, rather than the investigation, was at fault for the delay,
they were seen as less honest. There were no other significant
differences (ps > .90).

Suggestibility

There was no significant effect of the reason for delay on per-
ceived suggestibility, F(3, 195) = 1.15, p = .33, n% =.02.

Dichotomous Verdict

A binary logistic regression was conducted with reason for delay
entered as a predictor and verdict decision as an outcome variable.
The overall model was significant, X2(3) =10.95, p = .012 (see the
online Supplemental Materials for full model information). Follow-
up z tests revealed a significant difference between the no reason—no
delay and investigation-delay conditions (z = 3.34, p < .001). When
the delay was due to the investigation, there were significantly fewer
convictions. The difference between the no reason—no delay con-
dition and both the witness-delay (z = 1.83, p =.067) and no reason-
delay (z = 1.73, p = .083) conditions was not significant, although
both showed a pattern of a delay resulting in fewer guilty verdicts.
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Table 5

Study 2 Means, Standard Deviations, and Confidence Intervals of Credibility Ratings, Likelihood of Suspect Guilt, and Verdict Confidence

Investigation-delay Total

Witness-delay

M (SD)

No reason-delay

M (SD)

No reason—no delay

M (SD)

[95% CI]

M (SD)

[95% CI] M (SD) [95% CI]

[95% CI]

[95% CI]

Dependent variable

[5.09, 5.37]

5.23 (0.99)

5.52 (1.10)

3.52 (1.18)
64.40 (25.20)

[4.79, 5.44]

5.11 (1.06)
5.63 (1.19)
3.34 (1.51)

55.00 (29.50)
6.00 (2.31)

[4.65, 5.30]

4.98 (1.17)
5.05 (1.23)
3.75 (1.08)

61.00 (25.90)

[5.07, 5.59]

533 (0.87)
5.48 (0.90)
3.55 (1.07)

65.50 (23.20)

[5.28, 5.69]
[5.69, 6.15]

5.49 (0.79)
5.92 (0.89)
3.44 (1.05)

73.60 (19.20)
6.66 (2.28)

Cognitive competence

Honesty

[5.38, 5.68]

[5.26, 6.00]
[2.87, 3.80]

[4.71, 5.39]
[3.46, 4.05]

[5.21, 5.75]
[3.22, 3.87]

[3.36, 3.69]

[3.17, 3.71]

Suggestibility

[60.90, 67.90]
[5.99, 6.62]

[45.90, 64.10]

[53.80, 68.20]

[5.90, 7.04]

[58.50, 72.40]
[5.18, 6.64]

[68.50, 78.60]
[6.07, 7.25]

Likelihood of suspect guilt
Verdict confidence

6.30 (2.26)

[5.27, 6.73]

6.47 (2.06)

5.91 (2.39)

Participants rated cognitive competence, honesty, and suggestibility on a scale from 1 to 7. Participants rated likelihood of suspect guilt out of 100 and verdict confidence out of 10. CI =

confidence interval.

Note.

HARVEY, PRICE, AND CONNOLLY

Likelihood of Guilt

Participants were asked to imagine that the case went to trial and
rate the accused’s likelihood of guilt from 1 to 100. There was a
significant effect of reason for delay on participants’ ratings of
likelihood of guilt, F(3, 194) = 5.24, p < .002, '1;% = .07. Tukey’s
post hoc analysis showed a significant difference between the no
reason—no delay condition and both the witness—delay (p = .037,
d = 0.56,95% CI [0.16, 0.96]) and investigation-delay (p < .002,
d=0.77,95% CI [0.34, 1.19]) conditions. When there was a delay
by fault of the witness or investigation, the suspect’s likelihood of
guilt was rated lower than when no delay was present. There were no
other significant differences (ps > .18).

Confidence in Verdict

Participants rated their confidence in their verdict decision on a
scale from 1 to 10. There was no significant impact of the conditions
on verdict confidence, F(3, 193) = 1.29, p = .28, n%, =.02.

Reasons for Verdict Decisions

Participants were also asked to provide reasoning for their verdict
decision. Coders identified themes based on open-ended responses
and then coded responses into one of nine categories. Participants
identified the witness being generally credible (e.g., general
demeanor, actions) as their primary reason for their verdict
decision (37.90%), followed by requiring additional evidence
beyond the witness (e.g., identification procedure; 11.10%) and the
delay negatively impacting the witness’s memory (10.10%). A
portion of comments was also categorized as “other” (e.g., stating
facts about the case, unclear reasons provided; 16.70%).

Discussion

When the delay was the fault of the witness, participants found
them to be less cognitively competent and less honest than when no
delay was present, consistent with our hypothesis. Also consistent
with our hypothesis, an investigation-delay resulted in fewer con-
victions, and when a reason for the delay was provided (witness or
investigation), likelihood of guilt ratings were lower than when there
was no delay. The most interesting finding was that delay dimin-
ished credibility only when the delay was a result of the witness’s
actions. A delay with no reason provided or a delay caused by the
investigation had no significant effect on the perceived credibility of
the witness.

Study 3

In the prior studies, we were underpowered for exploring in-
teractions (Studies la and 1b), and we used a one-way design
with four delay conditions in Study 2, which did not allow us to
explore interactions and compare all possible conditions. Thus, in
Study 3, we conducted a fully crossed design that was powered to
detect interactions. Study 3 investigated the impact of delay and
contextual information (i.e., reason for delay) on the perceived
credibility of a witness and legal decision making. This was a 2
(delay: immediate, 2 years) X 3 (contextual information: no details,
witness, investigation) between-subjects design. Note that we refer
to contextual information as the reason for delay and the no-details
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Study 2 Frequencies (Percentage of Total Decision in Condition) of Guilty Verdicts

No reason—no delay No reason-delay

Witness-delay

Investigation-delay Total

46 (77.97%) 28 (62.22%)

33 (62.26%)

20 (46.51%) 127 (86.50%)

condition as the control condition in our preregistration. For clarity,
we have updated these labels to better reflect the manipulations. It
is possible that our prior investigation-delay manipulation was
attributed to the witness’s actions if participants reasoned that a
suspect was not identified because the witness was not cooperative.
Thus, we altered the investigation information provided in Study 3
to state that there was confusion regarding which police force was in
charge of collecting evidence. We anticipated replicating our results
from prior studies while extending our knowledge regarding the
impact of delay on perceived credibility. We expected that only
when a delay is the result of the witness’s actions would it negatively
impact their perceived cognitive competence and honesty. However,
any salient delay (e.g., delay that has a reason provided) would
impact likelihood of guilt ratings and convict/acquit decisions.
Thus, our hypotheses were as follows:

Hypothesis 1: There would be a significant interaction between
delay and contextual information on the perceived cognitive
competence and honesty of the witness. The witness’s perceived
cognitive competence and honesty would be rated lower when
the delay was a result of the witness, compared with all no delay
conditions. In Study 2, there was some indication that the
witness-delay condition might be rated lower than the
investigation-delay and no details-delay conditions on perceived
honesty, but the comparison was not statistically significant for
cognitive competence, so this pattern remained exploratory here.

Hypothesis 2: There would be a significant interaction of delay
and contextual information on dichotomous verdict decisions.
A delay with a reason provided (i.e., witness-delay, investiga-
tion-delay) would result in fewer convictions compared with no
delay. There would be no other differences between conditions.

Hypothesis 3: There would be a significant interaction of delay
and contextual information on likelihood of guilt ratings. A delay
with a reason provided (i.e., witness-delay, investigation-delay)
would result in lower likelihood of guilt ratings compared with no
delay. There would be no other differences in conditions.

Hypothesis 4: There would be no impact of delay or contextual
information on perceived suggestibility.

Hypothesis 5: There would be no impact of delay or contextual
information on confidence in verdict.

Method

This was a 2 (delay: immediate, 2 years) X 3 (contextual
information: no details, witness, investigation) between-subjects
design. As our prior work found no significant differences between a
delay of 2 years and a delay of 15 years, we chose to use the shorter
delay in Study 3; we theorized that this might be more realistic to
participants in the given context. This study was approved by the

Simon Fraser University Research Ethics Board (Protocol No.
30002141). This study was preregistered on the Open Science
Framework (https://osf.io/jqrh7/).

Participants

Six hundred thirty-three participants, recruited online via Prolific,
took part in the present study. We collected more participants than
preregistered, to account for withdrawals and exclusions based on
manipulation checks, in order to obtain our registered usable full
sample. Twenty-three participants withdrew early from the study,
eight participants did not provide responses to all dependent vari-
ables, one participant completed the study twice, and 242 partici-
pants failed one or both manipulation checks (131 failed the
investigative details manipulation check, 61 failed the delay
manipulation check, and 50 failed both). Although we had a
greater manipulation check failure rate than anticipated in our
registered report, a failure rate of 38.72% is not outside of the range
found in online studies (i.e., 4%—45%; Abbey & Meloy, 2017). We
had a final total sample of 363 participants. A sample size of 360
participants (60 participants per condition) is adequate to detect a
small effect (Cohen’s f=.10) at > 90% power (x = .05), according
to a Superpower analysis. Our prior studies have been completed by
predominately White and female samples. It is possible that this
unbalanced sample has implications for our dependent variables, as
past work has shown that there may be gender-related differences in
credibility research (e.g., Hockett et al., 2016). Thus, for Study 3, we
balanced gender within each cell of our design. Although other
demographic factors may impact perceptions of credibility and legal
decision making, we chose to focus on balancing gender in the
present work, as it was anticipated to have the greatest potential
impact on our findings.

Participants were 50.14% female and 0.002% nonbinary. Two
participants did not report gender. Participants spoke mainly English
(92.84%); self-identified as White (53.17%), Black (15.15%), and
East Asian (12.12%); and had a mean age of 34.65 (SD = 11.72)
years. Participants were primarily Canadian (45.45%) and American
(39.12%) citizens.

Procedure

Participation took place online and was similar to that in Studies
la, 1b, and 2. After providing consent, each participant was ran-
domly assigned to one of six possible conditions. Participants
viewed a video of a witness discussing a crime they saw take place,
preceded by information regarding the time since the crime occurred
and contextual information. After watching the video, participants
were asked to complete an adapted version of the Child Credibility
Assessment Scale as well as make legal decisions regarding the guilt
of the suspect, a dichotomous verdict decision, their confidence in
their verdict, and reasoning for their verdict decision. Participants
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were asked to complete up to three questions regarding our ma-
nipulations. Finally, participants were asked to provide demo-
graphic information.

Materials

Videos. Participants viewed one of six videos. The video began
with contextual information regarding how long after the crime the
interview took place (i.e., just after the crime or 2 years later) and the
reason for a delay, when applicable, or additional information (see
the online Supplemental Materials for video transcript and condition
information). Participants in the investigation conditions, delayed or
immediate, were informed that there was confusion regarding which
police force was responsible for gathering evidence, a situation
mirroring real-world cases (e.g., Robert Pickton; The Current,
2015). Participants in the witness conditions, delayed or immediate,
were informed that the witness was reluctant to be interviewed but
was now being interviewed. In the no-details condition, no addi-
tional information was provided about the witness or police. The
immediate conditions made it clear that the interview happened
shortly after the crime, whereas the delayed conditions made it clear
that the interview happened 2 years later. Aside from this contextual
information, the video of the witness was identical to that in Study 2.
The witness was interviewed about the crime they viewed (an
assault and theft). The witness provided general details about the
crime and gave a generic description of the perpetrator. The
interview was the same across all conditions, and only the contextual
information changed.

Questionnaire. The questionnaire provided to participants was
the same as in Studies 1a, 1b, and 2 (see the online Supplemental
Materials)—an adapted version of the Child Credibility Assessment
Scale, along with questions regarding the guilt of the perpetrator.
Participants made a dichotomous verdict decision and rated the
likelihood of suspect guilt on a scale from 1 to 100. Participants
rated their confidence in their verdict decision on a scale from 1 to
100 as well as provided their most important reason for making their
verdict decision. Participants also provided demographic informa-
tion (e.g., gender, age, nationality, ethnicity, occupation).

To assess whether participants paid attention to our manipulation,
we also asked up to three questions. All responses were made by
selecting from presented options. All participants were asked when
the crime took place. Participants who selected a delay then selected
the reason for the delay and who caused the delay. Participants who
selected no delay then selected what additional information, if any,
was provided when an immediate report was given (i.e., the witness
was reluctant to be interviewed, there was confusion regarding
which police force was in charge of gathering evidence, no addi-
tional information was provided).

Coding

Participants’ responses to the open-ended question about their
verdict decision were coded as described in Study la. Coders
identified a total of seven categories. Interrater agreement was es-
tablished at k > .80. Two coders then coded all responses and
discussed and came to an agreement on all disagreements. See the
online Supplemental Materials for all categories.

HARVEY, PRICE, AND CONNOLLY

Results

Asin Studies 1a, 1b, and 2, we first computed participants’ overall
ratings of perceived cognitive competence, honesty, and suggest-
ibility from their responses to the adapted Child Credibility
Assessment Scale. We then analyzed the impact of our independent
variables on perceived cognitive competence, honesty, and sug-
gestibility with a series of 2 (delay: immediate, 2 years) X 3
(contextual information: no details, witness, investigation) ANOV As.
Similarly, we conducted a 2 (delay: immediate, 2 years) X 3 (con-
textual information: no details, witness, investigation) ANOVA on
likelihood of guilt ratings and participants’ confidence in their verdict
decisions. Tukey’s post hoc tests were used for follow-up analyses
when appropriate. We also conducted a binary logistic regression to
examine the impact of delay and reason for delay on dichotomous
verdict decisions. See Tables 7 and 8 for descriptive information.

Reason for Delay

In addition to answering manipulation check questions for pur-
poses of exclusion, participants who viewed a delayed report were
also asked to confirm why the delay happened. This was done to
determine whether our manipulation of investigation and witness
delays worked as intended. Overall, participants seemed to agree
with our interpretation of delays. Of participants in the witness-delay
condition, 90.16% responded that the witness was the reason for the
delay (4.92% responded that it was the police, and 4.92% responded
that it was “other”). Of participants in the investigation-delay
condition, 98.33% responded that the police were responsible for the
delay (1.67% responded that it was the witness). For participants in
the no-details condition, 67.21% indicated “other” for the reason
behind the delay, 29.51% indicated that it was the fault of the police,
and 3.28% indicated that it was the fault of the witness.

Cognitive Competence

We found no significant effect of delay, F(1, 357) =0.12, p =
73, nf, = .0003, or contextual information, F(2, 357) = 0.56, p =
.57, n% = .003, on the perceived cognitive competence of the
witness. Further, there was no significant interaction, F(2, 357) =
0.70, p = .50, ng = .004.

Honesty

There was a significant main effect of contextual information on
ratings of perceived honesty, F(2, 357) = 3.76, p = .02, r]g =.02.
When the witness was described as reluctant, participants rated their
perceived honesty as significantly lower compared with the no
details condition (p = .04). Although not statistically significant,
this difference between the witness and investigation conditions was
trending toward significance (p = .07). When the witness was
described as reluctant, participants rated their perceived honesty as
lower compared with the investigation condition, although this
pattern should be interpreted with caution. There was no significant
difference between the investigation and no details conditions (p =
.97). We did not find a significant main effect of delay, F(1, 357) =
1.01,p =31, Tl% =.003, or a significant interaction, F(2, 357) = 0.62,
p = .54, nf) =.003.
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Table 7

Study 3 Means, Standard Deviations, and Confidence Intervals of Credibility Ratings, Likelihood of Suspect Guilt, and Verdict Confidence

Total

No details

Investigation

Witness

[95% CI]

M (SD)

[95% CI]

M (SD)

[95% CI]

M (SD)

[95% CI]

Dependent variable M (SD)

Delay condition

[5.49, 5.73]

5.61 (0.84)
5.71 (0.89)
3.30 (0.89)

74.14 (21.94)

69.53 (21.27)
5.58 (0.78)
5.61 (1.01)
3.42 (1.01)

70.13 (24.04)

68.47 (23.26)
5.60 (0.81)
5.66 (0.95)
3.36 (0.95)

72.14 (23.07)

69.00 (22.26)

[5.50, 5.89]

5.58 (0.82)
5.77 (0.84)
3.19 (0.84)

74.49 (21.65)

69.36 (20.26)

[5.47, 5.89]

5.68 (0.81)
5.77 (0.51)
3.21 (0.85)

75.92 (20.93)

73.68 (20.52)

[5.35, 5.80]
[5.35, 5.84]
[3.17, 3.83]
[66.07, 78.03]

5.57 (0.89)
5.59 (0.97)
3.50 (0.97)

72.05 (23.35)

65.61 (22.53)
5.49 (0.81)
5.34 (1.09)
3.50 (1.09)

68.70 (24.29)

67.02 (22.60)
5.53 (0.85)
5.47 (1.03)
3.50 (1.03)

70.39 (21.78)

66.31 (22.48)

Cognitive competence

Honesty

Immediate

[5.58, 5.84]

[5.55, 5.98]

[5.55, 5.99]
[2.93, 3.49]

[3.13, 3.47]
[70.93, 77.35]

[2.91, 3.46]
[68.95, 80.04]

Suggestibility

[70.51, 81.32]

Likelihood of suspect guilt

Verdict confidence

[66.42, 72.64]
[5.47, 5.70]

[64.17, 74.55]

[5.50, 5.89]

[68.38, 78.98]
[5.36, 5.76]
[5.45, 5.97]

[59.84, 71.38]

6.59 (0.77)

5.77 (0.90)

3.37 (0.90)
71.61 (25.95)
69.51 (22.92)

5.56 (0.77)
5.71 (1.00)

3.39 (1.00)
70.07 (22.00)
68.87 (24.55)

[5.28, 5.70]
[5.06, 5.62]

Cognitive competence

Honesty

Delay

[5.46, 5.76]

[5.54, 6.00]

[3.26, 3.58]

[3.09, 3.70] [3.10, 3.65]

[3.22, 3.77]

Suggestibility

[64.96, 78.25] [66.61, 73.66]

[64.38, 75.75]

[62.43, 74.97]

Likelihood of suspect guilt
Verdict confidence

[65.06, 71.88]
[5.51, 5.68]

[63.64, 75.38]
[5.56, 5.76]

[62.53, 75.21]

[61.18, 72.85]
[5.38, 5.69]
[5.28, 5.65]

[5.50, 5.78]

5.64 (0.79)

5.77 (0.87)

3.28 (0.87)
73.05 (23.84)
69.43 (21.54)

[5.48, 5.76]

5.72 (0.79)

5.74 (0.93)

3.30 (0.93)
72.99 (21.59)
71.28 (22.66)

Cognitive competence

Honesty

Total

[5.62, 5.93]

[5.57, 5.91]

[3.24, 3.48]

[3.10, 3.51] [3.09, 3.47]

[3.29, 3.71]

Suggestibility

[68.78, 77.32] [69.76, 74.52]

[69.09, 76.89]

[66.12, 74.67]
[62.26, 70.35]

Likelihood of suspect guilt

Verdict confidence

[65.57, 73.29] [66.70, 71.30]

[67.18, 75.37]
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Participants rated cognitive competence, honesty, and suggestibility on a scale from 1 to 7. Participants rated likelihood of suspect guilt and verdict confidence out of 100. CI = confidence

interval.

Note.

Suggestibility

There was no significant effect of delay, F(1,357) =1.09, p = .32,
n3 =003, or contextual information, F(2,357) = 1.37,p = 26,0 =
.008, on the perceived suggestibility of the witness. Further, there
was no significant interaction, F(2, 357) = 0.27, p = .76, ng =.002.

Verdict

We conducted a binary logistic regression to examine the impact
of delay and contextual information on dichotomous verdict deci-
sions. We first included delay, contextual information, and an
interaction in the model, and the overall model was not statistically
significant, x2(5) = 9.73, p = .08. When the interaction term was
removed from the model, the overall model was significant, y*(3) =
9.70, p = .02. See the online Supplemental Materials for full model
information. Delay was a significant predictor of verdict decision
(p = .003). There was a higher proportion of guilty verdicts when
the report was given immediately after the crime, compared with
after a delay of 2 years.

Likelihood of Guilt

We found no significant effect of delay, F(1, 357) =2.74,p = .10,
Th% =.008, or contextual information, F(2, 357) =0.53, p = .59, n% =
.003, or significant interaction of delay and investigative details,
F(2,357)=0.14,p = .87, ng =.0008, on likelihood of guilt ratings.

Confidence in Verdict

We found no significant effect of delay, F(1, 357) =0.21, p = .65,
n% =.0006, or contextual information, F(2, 357) = 1.54, p = .22,
n% = .009, on the participants’ confidence in their verdict deci-
sions. There was also no significant interaction, F(2, 357) = 0.66,
p=.52, ng = .004.

Reason for Verdict Decision

Participants’ open-ended responses were coded into seven cat-
egories. We chose to focus on participants’ first response, as in our
prior studies, as we believed it to represent their most salient reason
for their verdict decision. Participants primarily referenced the
witness being credible (e.g., they seemed trustworthy, they provided
a good number of details; 49.31%), needing more evidence
(14.05%), or simply relying on the witness’s testimony to make their
decision (12.12%). Participants also mentioned the witness not
being credible (e.g., they seemed to be lying, they did not seem to
identify the accused; 7.99%), details of the crime itself (e.g., a threat
was made, a theft took place; 9.64%), and the length of time since
the crime happened (e.g., it happened today, it is been 2 years;
2.48%). The remaining participant responses were coded as
“other” (4.41%).

Discussion

Study 3 explored how contextual information might impact a
witness’s perceived credibility and legal decisions. To further our
understanding of this issue, we designed Study 3 to be fully crossed;
that is, the same information was provided to participants in the
immediate and delayed conditions (i.e., no additional information,
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Table 8
Study 3 Frequencies (Percentage of Total Decision in Condition) of
Guilty Verdicts

Delay
condition Witness Investigation ~ No details Total
Immediate 51 (83.61%) 51 (85.00%) 51 (83.61%) 153 (84.07%)
Delay 42 (70.00%) 44 (73.33%) 42 (68.85%) 128 (70.72%)
Total 93 (76.23%) 95 (719.17%) 93 (76.86%) 281 (77.41%)

the witness was reluctant, or it was not clear which police force had
jurisdiction)—the only difference was whether this information co-
occurred with a delay. We hypothesized, on the basis of our prior
studies, that only when the delay was the result of the witness’s
behavior would it negatively impact their perceived cognitive
competence and honesty (Hypothesis 1). This hypothesis was not
supported in the present study. We found no significant impact of
delay on the perceived cognitive competence or the honesty of the
witness. Unexpectedly, we did find a main effect of contextual
information on perceived honesty. In both the immediate and delay
conditions, when the witness was described as reluctant, they were
seen as less honest compared with the no details condition. In other
words, it was not the delay that affected perceived honesty; it was
the behavior of the witness.

We also hypothesized that any delay that was made salient with a
reason would negatively impact legal decisions. Indeed, participants
were more likely to make a convict decision when the report was
immediate rather than delayed, consistent with Hypothesis 2.
However, we found no significant effect of delay on likelihood of
guilt ratings, contrary to Hypothesis 3.

General Discussion

Prior work regarding the perceived credibility of delayed reports
has focused almost exclusively on delayed disclosure of sexual
misconduct. One may conclude, on the basis of this literature, that a
delay is detrimental to a witness’s perceived credibility. The present
work provides new and important insight that challenges this broad
conclusion. We did not find a consistent negative effect of delay on
the perceived credibility of a witness, contrary to the extant liter-
ature. Evaluating delayed reports is more complicated. The present
studies lend support to the notion that a delay that is outside of the
witness’s control does not negatively impact the credibility of the
witness and that it is the behavior of the witness, irrespective of
delay, that might be most damaging to perceived credibility.

Prior work has demonstrated a consistent negative impact of
delays on perceived credibility (e.g., Balogh et al., 2003; Franiuk et
al., 2020; Miller et al., 2022). Importantly, in prior studies, the delay
was a result of the witness’s actions. These prior findings, combined
with a null effect of delay when the delay was investigatory in
Studies 1a and 1b, led us to theorize that the reason for a delay was
important to decision makers. We hypothesized that only a delay as
a result of the witness’s actions would negatively impact their
credibility; a delay as a result of the investigation would not have a
negative impact. Our results from Study 2 supported this possibility.

In Study 2, we found a negative effect of delay on perceived
credibility when the delay was caused by a witness who avoided
attempts to be interviewed but not when the delay was caused by a

HARVEY, PRICE, AND CONNOLLY

stalled investigation. However, Study 2 described witness and
investigation behaviors only when there was a delay. As astutely
pointed out by a reviewer, this conflated delay and behavior. To
disentangle these two variables, we made Study 3 a fully crossed
design in which actions (witness reluctance or investigative com-
plications) were present in both the immediate and delayed con-
ditions. In Study 3, we found that witness reluctance diminished
their perceived honesty in the delay and no delay conditions. This
raises the question as to what is actually driving the negative effect
of witness-related delays on perceived credibility. Is it the witness’s
behavior combined with the delay, as prior work may have indi-
cated? Or is it the witness’s behavior alone, irrespective of the delay,
that hurts their perceived credibility? Our findings led us to speculate
that the actions of the witness, rather than delay per se, are what
individuals consider when making credibility decisions. Given that
past work showing different patterns of results from our present
studies has focused on sexual assault or misconduct (the present
work focused on nonsexual assault), future research is necessary to
evaluate this possibility in additional contexts.

It is possible that the present findings will not generalize to
victims, as we focused on a witness to a crime, rather than a victim as
in prior work. Although a witness displaying hesitation to imme-
diately report a crime may be concerning to participants, such
behavior may be more understandable for a victim. Therefore, the
presently observed diminished credibility of a reluctant witness may
not hold true across situations involving a reluctant victim. Perhaps
for victims, reluctance harms credibility only in combination with a
delay in reporting. Future research is necessary to understand
potential differences in the perceived credibility of a reluctant
witness compared with a reluctant victim.

It is also possible that there is something unique about witness
behavior leading to a delay in a sexual crime context that differs
from the current context, resulting in past findings of a delayed
report diminishing credibility. However, for any crime, laypersons
may focus on the behaviors of the witness, rather than the time since
the crime, when evaluating their credibility. If it is, as we suspect, a
witness’s behavior, not the delay, that diminishes their credibility in
the case of a delayed disclosure, this has important implications for
professionals in the justice system. For example, lawyers may
choose to provide explanations for a delay to reduce the negative
impact of a witness-delay, whereas this may not prove necessary
when the delay is outside of the witness’s control.

Some prior work has demonstrated differing impacts of victim-
related delays on perceived credibility (Thompson & Pozzulo,
2025). Thompson and Pozzulo (2025) demonstrated that a victim
who delayed their report because they feared retaliation from the
perpetrator or their family’s response was seen as more truthful than
a victim who delayed because they believed there was not enough
evidence. However, Thompson and Pozzulo did not include an
immediate condition with similar victim behavior. It is possible that
the behavior seen as less credible from a witness after a delay would
be equally diminishing to their credibility when there is no delay.
Future research must take this possibility into account and include
fully crossed designs when possible. Only when the same behaviors
are presented in an immediate condition and a delay condition can
we truly understand the independent and interactive effects of
behavior and delay on perceived credibility.

Still, we have demonstrated that a delay that is outside of the
witness’s control, at least in the context provided here, does not
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negatively impact a witness’s perceived credibility. Thus, our
findings indicate that participants, when evaluating the impact of a
delay, appear to focus less on the potential impact of time on
memory. If participants were focused on the impact of a delay on a
witness’s memory, we would have expected to see an impact of any
delay on the perceived credibility of the witness and, specifically, on
their cognitive competence. Given that we did not see this pattern, it
is possible that participants either are not aware of or do not take into
consideration declines in memory over time. Future research spe-
cifically exploring participants’ beliefs about the impact of time on
memory within the context of a delayed report of a crime is nec-
essary to further understand this possibility. Researchers may also
look to other work that has explored layperson beliefs about memory
to help understand how laypeople view the impact of delay on
memory (e.g., Benton et al., 2006; Simons & Chabris, 2011). From
an applied perspective, lay individuals (i.e., jurors) might benefit
from training and support on what to expect from memory reports
after a delay as well as guidance on how to approach such evidence
in evaluating for accuracy after a delay.

Our work also shows that a delay, both within and outside of the
witness’s control, can still have important implications for the case
overall. Across all studies, we found that legal decisions made after a
delay were more likely to favor the defendant (i.e., reduction of
likelihood of guilt, fewer guilty verdicts). However, participants did
not express that they considered the delay in their evaluation. Across
all studies, only a small proportion of participants mentioned the
delay (or lack thereof) when asked about their reasons for verdict
decision. This could indicate that participants considered delay in
their decision-making process, without being aware that delay
mattered. Our findings have important implications for legal
decision making. A delay can have a significant impact on a trier of
fact’s decisions, potentially without their awareness; this impact
may not be communicated in their reasoning, reducing the possi-
bility for safeguards (e.g., appeals) to act against potential bias.
When possible, efforts should continue to be made to reduce delays
in the justice system (e.g., as put forth in R. v. Jordan, 2016), to
minimize potential negative impacts from a delay alone. If a delay is
present in a case, additional safeguards to counteract negative as-
sessments may be important. For example, jury instructions, expert
testimony, or judicial education may prove beneficial to help inform
triers of fact about potential bias.

Interestingly, in Study 3, we found a main effect of delay on
dichotomous legal decisions but not on likelihood of suspect guilt
ratings. One possible explanation for this finding is the likelihood
threshold at which participants convict. If participants’ likelihood of
guilt ratings did not change across delay conditions, but convict
decisions did, as in Study 3, we might speculate that participants
used a different threshold to determine when a conviction was
appropriate. For example, immediate condition participants may
require a likelihood of guilt to be 80% or higher in order to convict,
whereas delayed condition participants may require a likelihood of
guilt to be 90% in order to convict. To investigate this possibility, we
examined the average likelihood of guilt rating for participants who
convicted for immediate and delay conditions across all studies,
although this was not included in our preregistration. Participants
who convicted in the immediate conditions had a slightly higher
average likelihood of guilt rating across all studies (M =79.70, SD =
13.06) than those in a delay condition (e.g., collapsed across 2 years
and 15 years; M =77.97, SD = 14.68), although this difference was
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not statistically significant, #856) = —1.83, p = .07. This pattern
might indicate a lower threshold for conviction for a delayed report,
as the average likelihood of guilt rating was lower for participants
who convicted in delayed conditions compared with immediate
reports. If a lower threshold for a conviction was used in delay
conditions, as indicated by the pattern described earlier, this may
explain why in Study 3, we found a difference in conviction rates but
not a difference in likelihood of guilt ratings. However, future
research is necessary to better understand whether, and why, dif-
ferent thresholds exist.

Limitations

Studies 1a, 1b, and 2 had a primarily female sample. Some prior
work on perceived credibility has demonstrated gender-related
differences (e.g., Hockett et al., 2016). To control for this, we
balanced gender in Study 3. We also acknowledge that the effect
sizes found in the present work are small, which may limit the
practical relevance of our findings. However, given that we showed
consistent effects across all studies, these findings enhance our
understanding of how witnesses are evaluated and decisions are
made when a report of a crime is delayed. Further, even a small
effect may be just enough to bring triers of fact closer to or away
from conviction threshold, leading to a change in trial outcome.
Thus, our findings have important applied implications.

In the present work, participants were presented with a small
amount of information regarding the report of a crime via a video
and were asked to make decisions. Triers of fact would receive
additional information through a trial and investigation, observe a
live witness, and face real consequences for their decisions (e.g.,
sentencing someone to prison) that were not present for the current
participants. The current work offers an initial step into the
investigation of reasons for delay on decision making, but future
work imitating a real-world context (e.g., full trial) is necessary to
better understand the findings.

We attributed our unexpected findings in Study 3, compared with
the first studies, to the fully crossed design. The inclusion of a
reluctant witness in an immediate condition demonstrated that
perhaps participants are focused on the behavior of the witness, not
the behavior of the witness in conjunction with a delay, when
making credibility assessments. However, other differences in
Study 3 may explain the unexpected findings. In the witness
conditions in Study 3, the witness was described as being reluctant,
whereas in Studies la, 1b, and 2, the witness was described as
resisting attempts to be interviewed. The investigation reason
provided in Study 3 was that there was confusion over which police
force had jurisdiction rather than that a witness had not been
identified, as in Studies 1a, 1b, and 2. Finally, our initial studies had
a primarily female sample, whereas Study 3 was almost even across
male and female participants.

Although a strength of the present work was the new contexts
under which we explored delayed reports, our work differs from
prior research that has focused on a sexual assault context. It is
unknown whether the same findings regarding delays outside of a
witness’s control will replicate in a sexual assault context. Future
research is necessary to explore this possibility. Further, prior
research has primarily relied on exploring credibility evaluations of
the alleged victim. Here, we explored perceptions of a witness.
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There may be important differences in how the motivations of
victims and witnesses are evaluated.

Conclusion

Overall, the set of studies provides novel insight into how delayed
reports of a crime are assessed and challenges past assumptions
regarding delayed reports. When a delay is outside of the witness’s
control, it does not appear to negatively impact their perceived
credibility. However, the behavior of the witness does have the
potential to negatively impact their perceived credibility, irre-
spective of delay. Any delay may also impact legal decisions, in a
way that favors the defendant. This present work introduces an
important new consideration into the discussion of how to anticipate
effects of delays in criminal proceedings.
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Appendix

Credibility Assessment Scale

Factor

Question

Cognitive competence

Ability as a witness

Ability to remember and answer questions
Accuracy in describing/reporting events
Adequacy in recounting events
Communication skills

Ability to recall events

Reliability of memory

Honesty Honesty

Likelihood of reporting things that did not really happen
Likelihood of lying
Likelihood of making up the event

Suggestibility

Likelihood that accuracy is affected by stress

Likelihood of being influenced by individuals’ questions
Likelihood of forgetting to report things that really happened
Likelihood of being misled by the individual asking questions

Received August 30, 2023
Revision received April 11, 2025
Accepted April 21, 2025 =


https://doi.org/10.1002/acp.1803
https://doi.org/10.1002/acp.1803
https://doi.org/10.1002/acp.1803
https://doi.org/10.1002/acp.1803
https://doi.org/10.1002/jip.1421
https://doi.org/10.1002/jip.1421
https://doi.org/10.1002/jip.1421
https://doi.org/10.1002/acp.832
https://doi.org/10.1002/acp.832
https://doi.org/10.1002/acp.832
https://doi.org/10.1177/0093854810373587
https://doi.org/10.1177/0093854810373587
https://doi.org/10.1177/0093854810373587
https://doi.org/10.1080/10926771.2021.1912873
https://doi.org/10.1080/10926771.2021.1912873
https://doi.org/10.1080/10926771.2021.1912873
https://doi.org/10.1080/10926771.2021.1912873
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2003.tb01903.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2003.tb01903.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2003.tb01903.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2003.tb01903.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2003.tb01903.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2003.tb01903.x
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/85-002-x/2018001/article/54979-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/85-002-x/2018001/article/54979-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/85-002-x/2018001/article/54979-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/85-002-x/2018001/article/54979-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/85-002-x/2018001/article/54979-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/85-002-x/2018001/article/54979-eng.htm
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0022757
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0022757
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0022757
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0022757
https://sencanada.ca/content/sen/committee/421/LCJC/reports/Court_Delays_Final_Report_e.pdf
https://sencanada.ca/content/sen/committee/421/LCJC/reports/Court_Delays_Final_Report_e.pdf
https://sencanada.ca/content/sen/committee/421/LCJC/reports/Court_Delays_Final_Report_e.pdf
https://sencanada.ca/content/sen/committee/421/LCJC/reports/Court_Delays_Final_Report_e.pdf
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/robert-pickton-case-torments-former-detective-lori-shenher-1.3223349
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/robert-pickton-case-torments-former-detective-lori-shenher-1.3223349
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/robert-pickton-case-torments-former-detective-lori-shenher-1.3223349
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/robert-pickton-case-torments-former-detective-lori-shenher-1.3223349
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/robert-pickton-case-torments-former-detective-lori-shenher-1.3223349
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11896-024-09664-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11896-024-09664-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11896-024-09664-z
https://doi.org/10.1891/VV-D-19-00129
https://doi.org/10.1891/VV-D-19-00129
https://doi.org/10.1080/17470218.2013.856451
https://doi.org/10.1080/17470218.2013.856451
https://doi.org/10.1080/17470218.2013.856451
https://doi.org/10.1080/17470218.2013.856451
https://doi.org/10.1080/17470218.2013.856451
https://justiceresearch.dspacedirect.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/8fc796b7-2551-4a4b-b979-98052a338a92/content
https://justiceresearch.dspacedirect.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/8fc796b7-2551-4a4b-b979-98052a338a92/content
https://justiceresearch.dspacedirect.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/8fc796b7-2551-4a4b-b979-98052a338a92/content
https://justiceresearch.dspacedirect.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/8fc796b7-2551-4a4b-b979-98052a338a92/content

	Differential Impacts of Investigation and Witness Delays on Layperson Perceptions of Witness Credibility
	The Present Studies
	Study 1a
	Method
	Participants
	Materials
	Videos
	Questionnaire

	Procedure
	Coding Reasons for Verdict

	Results
	Cognitive Competence
	Honesty
	Suggestibility
	Dichotomous Verdict
	Likelihood of Suspect Guilt
	Verdict Confidence
	Reasons for Verdict Decision


	Study 1b
	Method
	Participants
	Materials
	Procedure

	Results
	Cognitive Competence
	Honesty
	Suggestibility
	Dichotomous Verdict
	Likelihood of Suspect Guilt
	Verdict Confidence
	Factors Influencing Verdict

	Studies 1a and 1b Discussion

	Study 2
	Method
	Participants
	Procedure
	Materials
	Videos
	Questionnaire

	Coding

	Results
	Cognitive Competence
	Honesty
	Suggestibility
	Dichotomous Verdict
	Likelihood of Guilt
	Confidence in Verdict
	Reasons for Verdict Decisions

	Discussion

	Study 3
	Method
	Participants
	Procedure
	Materials
	Videos
	Questionnaire

	Coding

	Results
	Reason for Delay
	Cognitive Competence
	Honesty
	Suggestibility
	Verdict
	Likelihood of Guilt
	Confidence in Verdict
	Reason for Verdict Decision

	Discussion

	General Discussion
	Limitations
	Conclusion
	References
	Credibility Assessment Scale


