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OUTCOME INFORMATION AND INTERROGATION EVALUATION 

 

Abstract 

This study has focused on the effect of already knowing the outcome of a police interrogation on 

evaluating the quality of this police interrogation. The hypothesis was that an interrogation is judged 

more positively when the interrogation results in a true confession than when it leads to a false 

confession. The study examines the effect of outcome information (e.g. receiving information that the 

suspect is guilty, receiving information that the suspect is innocent, or not receiving any information 

about guilt at all) on how people evaluate the quality of a police interrogation. An online study was 

conducted where participants got to view a video of a real-life interrogation. Afterwards, participants 

judged the general quality of the interrogation and the planning, preparation, explaining, engaging, 

accounting, questioning skills and the characteristics of the interrogator. As predicted, the participants 

who were informed that the suspect was innocent, thought that every aspect of the interrogation was 

worse than participants who were informed that the suspect was guilty did. In addition, the results 

showed that participants who were informed that the suspect was guilty attributed the outcome of the 

interrogation to the performance of the interrogator, the strength of the evidence and the intentions and 

personality of the suspect. Participants who were informed that the suspect was innocent attributed the 

outcome of the interrogation mainly to the performance of the interrogator. This shows that when an 

interrogation has a good outcome (true confession), people attribute this to all the aspects of the 

interrogation, and when an interrogation has a bad outcome (false confession), people attribute this to 

the performance of the interrogator. Ultimately, this study showed that the outcome bias has an 

influential role in evaluating police interrogations.  

 

Keywords: outcome bias, police interrogations, Russel Williams, outcome information, confessions. 
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Examining how outcome knowledge can impact assessments of interrogation quality? 

Imagine a marathon runner. During a year the marathon runner has two marathons. He finishes his 

first marathon in two and a half hours and ends on the ninth place. A few months later he has the 

second marathon, again he finishes in two and a half hours. Only this time he ends on the second 

place. It is easy to think that the marathon runner did better in the second marathon (because he 

finished on a higher position) than in the first one. However, the marathon runner ran both marathons 

in exactly the same time. Hence, the outcome can influence human decision making.    

  The example of the marathon runner illustrates that people can judge others based on the 

outcome of an event, this is called the outcome bias (Baron, & Hershey, 1988). According to Tversky 

and Kahneman the outcome bias is one of the many biases that people can possess (as cited in Hilbert, 

2011). The outcome bias is a systematic error in which people judge a process or action based on the 

already known outcome of an event (Baron, & Hershey, 1988). The quality of behaviour is evaluated 

as good or bad, in line with the outcome (Gruppen, Margolin, Wisdom, & Grum, 1994). This results in 

judging the quality of an event as better when the outcome is better and judging the quality of an event 

as worse when the outcome is worse.     

 People often make use of emotional responses in decision making (Martino, Kumaran, 

Seymour, & Dolan, 2009). Especially when people do not have enough information to judge 

something or when something is too complex to comprehend, we make use of efficient rules of thumb. 

(Martino, Kumaran, Seymour, & Dolan, 2009). When efficient rules of thumb are used in decision 

making and the decision is successful, we call this a heuristic (Gilovich, Griffin, & Kahneman, 2002). 

The main reason that people make use of heuristics is that it saves effort, but this comes at a cost of 

accuracy in decision-making (Gigerenzer, & Gaissmaier, 2011). According to Haselton, Nettle and 

Andrews (2005), people use heuristics because they are efficient, and because during evolution, 

heuristics were highly effective for survival. However, when the decision making is not successful, we 

call it a bias (Gilovich, Griffin, & Kahneman, 2002). People are mostly unaware of their biases. In the 

case of the outcome bias, the bias is not that the outcome is taken into account in decision making, 
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because this can be very useful. But the outcome bias is solely using the outcome of something to 

make a decision, thereby neglecting other factual information, processes or behaviours (Baron & 

Hershley, 1988). The outcome bias should not be mistaken with the hindsight bias. The hindsight bias 

is a form of bias in which people have the feeling after an event that they knew all-along what was 

going to happen (Hawkins, & Hastie, 1990). The hindsight bias causes people who already know the 

outcome of a situation to overestimate the probability of that outcome to occur (Bornstein, & Emler, 

2001).  The outcome bias merely states that the knowledge of an outcome can influence the judgement 

of quality of actions, processes, or behaviours (Baron, & Hershey, 1988).    

 In current literature, many studies have focused on the hindsight bias. In a study from Fischhof 

(1975) it was found that when people are aware of the outcome of an event, they find this outcome 

more probable in hindsight, whereas people without the outcome knowledge found the outcome less 

probable. In addition, studies from Lassiter (2010) and Casper, Benedict, and Perry (1989) found that 

the hindsight bias is also present in judgements about testimonies. In these studies, they found that 

knowing the outcome of a testimony heightened the perceived probability of this outcome (e.g. being 

guilty or being innocent) to occur in hindsight.       

 Fewer studies have examined the influence of the outcome bias. These studies have shown 

that outcome bias is present in decision making. A study from Baron and Hershey (1988) shows that 

the outcome bias is present in conditions of uncertainty. In their study participants had to judge the 

quality of the decision, and the competence of the decision maker on decisions about medical matters 

and monetary gambles. In advance the participants received the outcome of the decision. It was found 

that a more favourable outcome led to a more positive evaluation of the quality of the decision maker 

and the decision, than a negative outcome. In addition, a study from Rosenzweig (2007) found that the 

success of companies is too often evaluated based on their outcomes. This means that if a company is 

making a lot of profit, people tend to see a company as an excellent company. However, this 

judgement is solely based on the outcome, whereas the quality of work is not considered in the 

judgement. Later it seemed that a lot of those excelling companies, who made a lot of profit, went 

bankrupt. This shows that the outcome does not always result from good performance or quality of 

work. Furthermore, a study by Gino, Moore, and Bazerman (2009) showed that the outcome bias is 



5 

OUTCOME INFORMATION AND INTERROGATION EVALUATION 

present in legal judgements. This study found that participants judged behaviours as less ethical and 

punished behaviours harsher when the behaviours led to an undesirable outcome, even when the 

participants thought these behaviours were acceptable before knowing the outcome. This shows that 

outcome information can influence the judgements of people more than the process or behaviours that 

led to the outcome.           

 A situation where legal judgements are made, are police interrogations. Evaluating whether 

the interrogator did a good job should depend on the process of the interrogation and not on the 

outcome. However, if it is the case that people evaluate an interrogation as more successful when the 

suspect confessed, this might lead the interrogator to focus on getting a confession. However, if a 

confession is seen as a good outcome, and the confession is false, then the outcome of the 

interrogation does not reflect the quality of the interrogator and the interrogation. Although it may be 

hard to believe that people confess to something that they did not do, research showed that 20 to 25% 

of prisoners in the United States between 1977 and 2003 that were exonerated by a DNA check had 

confessed during an interrogation (White, 2003). To examine whether knowing the outcome has an 

influence on evaluating a police interrogation, this study will focus on the effect of the outcome bias 

on evaluating the quality of a police interrogation.  

Police interrogations  

  The main goal of an interrogation is to obtain knowledge about a crime from a person the 

police think, is related to the crime (Memon, Vrij, & Bull, 2003). These days a controversial technique 

called the Reid-technique is still used in most of the interrogations in the United States (Kassin, 

Drizin, Grisso, Gudjonsson, Leo, & Reclich, 2009). In this technique, interrogators deliberately give a 

false description of the situation, for example by pretending to be on the suspects’ side (Jacobs, & 

Jackson, 2017). This technique involves nine steps to make the suspect confess the crime (Kassin, 

Drizin, Grisso, Gudjonsson, Leo, & Redlich, 2009). The problem with this technique is that it is so 

called ‘guilt-presumptive’ and coercive (Kassin, Drizin, & Grisso, Gudjonsson, Leo, & Redlich, 

2009).  Since this guild-presumptive aspect does not contribute to a good interrogation, multiple 

studies advise to look at the interrogation method that is used in the United Kingdom (Walsch, & Bull, 
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2015; Hartwig, Granhag, & Vrij 2005; Kassin, Drizin, Grisso, Gudjonsson, Leo, & Redlich, 2009). 

This interrogation method is called PEACE (Preparation and Planning, Engage and Explain, Account, 

Closure, and Evaluate) (Memon, Vrij, & Bull, 2003). This interrogation method was developed to 

overcome several bad points of commonly used interrogations. These aspects are a lack of preparation, 

a poor technique (mainly since the interrogation is performed in haste) , the assumption of guilt, 

coercive, persistent or repetitive questioning, failure to establish relevant facts and exertion of too 

much pressure (Clarke, & Milne, 2001).        

 Researchers suggest that these bad points can be overcome by being open minded through 

showing a positive attitude towards the suspect and show a genuine respect for the suspect (Baldwin, 

1993; Gudjonsson, 2003; Holmberg & Christianson, 2002; Memon et al., 2003; Vrij, 2003; 

Williamson, 1993, as cited in Hartwig, Granhag, & Vrij, 2005). In addition to that, there are other 

characteristics of a good interrogation. The interrogator should be well prepared, use open-ended 

questions, and no deceit or trickery in the form of creating fake evidence or exaggerating the 

seriousness of the offence. (Hartwig, Granhag, & Vrij, 2005). In a study of Walsh and Bull (2015), it 

was found that a good interrogation should also gradually disclose evidence to the suspect, because 

then a more comprehensive account is obtained. In addition, when interrogators gradually disclose 

evidence, instead of disclosing all the information early in the interrogation process, the follow up 

questions are less focused on the evidence. The study of Walsh and Bull (2015) shows that when the 

follow up questions are less focused on the evidence, the investigator is prevented from making the 

suspect accept a guilt narrative. These aspects are taken into account in the PEACE-method. The 

PEACE interrogation method is focused on fact finding instead of being confession-driven. Research 

acknowledges that this method, is very effective (Kassin, Drizin, Grisso, Gudjonsson, Leo, & Redlich, 

2009). 

 By using the PEACE method, false confessions are elicited less frequently, than in techniques 

that assume that the suspect is guilty (Kassin, Appleby, & Perillo, 2011).    

 To get an accurate and complete account, it is important to stay away from confession-driven 

interrogation techniques. However, if people judge an interrogator to be better when he manages to 

obtain a confession, than it may be very difficult for an interrogator to maintain an information-
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gathering approach. Thus, as long as there is an outcome bias it may be difficult to avoid confession-

driven interrogations.   

This study  

  This study evaluates whether the outcome bias is present in evaluating the quality of an 

interrogation. It is studied whether people tend to evaluate the interrogations based on the outcome 

(true confession or false confession) instead of the behaviour of the interrogator. In this study 

participants will evaluate the quality of an interrogation in a real case. The interrogation that will be 

shown is a video fragment about a Canadian air force Colonel, called Russel Williams. Russel 

Williams is suspected of killing and assaulting multiple women. He was brought into interrogation 

since tire tracks that were found around the house of the latest victim matched his car. All the 

participants viewed the same interrogation, but prior to their evaluation they were informed about 

different outcomes of the interrogation. Specifically, three different conditions were developed. In the 

first condition people were informed that the suspect had confessed and was found guilty. In the 

second condition people were informed that the suspect confessed but was eventually found innocent. 

The third condition is a control condition, in which no information about guilt is given at all. It was 

expected that an interrogation would be judged more positively when the interrogation was believed to 

have resulted in a true confession than when it was believed to have led to a false confession.  

 In addition, there may be a difference in factors that participants attribute the success of the 

interrogation to. Therefore, it is explored whether participants attribute the success of the interrogation 

more to the strength of the evidence, the personality/intentions of the suspect, or the performance of 

the interrogator. In addition, it was examined whether there were differences in attribution between the 

different conditions (informed about guilt, informed about innocence). No predictions were formulated 

for the effect of attribution between the three factors and between these two conditions, but the 

responses are examined for exploratory purposes.  

Method 

Design and Participants  

             For the experiment, a between-subjects design was used with three conditions (informed about 
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guilt, informed about innocence, no information). The participants were randomly assigned to one of 

the three conditions through the software program Qualtrics.  

              Based on a power analysis (β = .2 d =.25), it was calculated that 159 participants were needed 

for the study. Eventually 92 students (57 women, 35 men) ranging in age from 18 to 64 (M = 24.5, SD 

= 9.28) participated in this study. Of these 92 respondents 70.7 % were Dutch, 22.8 % were German 

and 6.5% had a different nationality. In addition, of these 92 respondents 1.1% did not complete any 

formal education, 38.2% completed secondary education, 21.3% completed some college, but no 

degree, 32.6% got a bachelor’s degree, 2.2% got a master’s degree, and 4.5% got a professional 

degree.  Beforehand all participants agreed with an informed consent, the informed consent can be 

found in Appendix A.  The participants were recruited by using an online platform called SONA, 

where students could receive course credits in exchange for participating in different studies. In 

addition, the study was shared with relatives and familiars. Inclusion criteria for participating in this 

study were that participants had to be at least 18 years old and were able to understand English 

language.  

                Participants were excluded when the control questions indicated that they did not 

sufficiently understand the task or made no serious effort in performing the study. Of the 92 

participants, 3 did not fully understand what was said in the video. Therefore these 3 participants have 

been excluded from the data. Furthermore, it was checked whether participants took at least 14 

minutes to complete the survey, because this would indicate that the participants did watch the video 

entirely and could therefore properly fill in the questionnaires.  None of the remaining 89 participants 

were excluded based on this criterium. Of the 89 participants, 31 received no information about guilt 

at all (control), 22 were informed that the suspect was guilty, and 36 were informed that the suspect 

was innocent.  

Materials 

  Independent variables. The independent variable was outcome knowledge (informed about 

guilt, informed about innocence, no information). The independent variable was manipulated by 

informing the participants per condition differently about the outcome of the interrogation before and 
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after watching the interrogation. The information that was given to the different conditions (informed 

about guilt, informed about innocence, no information) can be found in Appendix B.  

  Dependent variables. The dependent variable was the evaluation of the outcome bias, which 

is measured through questionnaires. The questionnaires made use of a Likert Scale (1 = strongly 

disagree, 7 = strongly agree), statements would be given, and participants could give an indication 

about the degree that they agreed with the statement.      

 The general questionnaire aims at getting a general overview of the opinion from the 

participants about the quality of the interrogation and the interrogator. The general questionnaire 

contained five questions, of which two were reversed, and had a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.94 An example 

of an item from the general questionnaire is the following: ‘This interrogation is an example of good 

police work’.             

 The questionnaire about P, E, A is a questionnaire about how people rated the quality of 

Planning and Preparation, Engaging and Explaining and Accounting from the interrogator. P, E, and A 

are all themes from the PEACE interview-model. Therefore, this questionnaire is based on research of 

Clarke and Milne (2001) about an evaluation of the PEACE questionnaire. The planning and 

preparation part of the questionnaire contained three items with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.83. An 

example of an item from Planning and Preparation is the following: ‘The interrogator was 

knowledgeable about the case’. The engaging and explaining part of the questionnaire contained four 

items with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.73. An example of an item from Engage and Explain is the 

following: ‘The interviewer could explain the purpose of the interview professionally’. The accounting 

part of the questionnaire contained four items, of which two were reversed, and had a Cronbach’s 

alpha of 0.62. An example of an item from Account is the following: ‘The interrogator encouraged the 

suspect to give his own version of events’      

 Next, there was a specific questionnaire about characteristics and questioning skills. This 

questionnaire is partly based on the PEACE-interview model (Clarke, & Milne, 2001).  The 

questioning skills part of the questionnaire contained five items, of which three were reversed, and had 

a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.66. An example of an item from the questionnaire about questioning skills is 
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the following: ‘The interrogator inappropriately interrupted the suspect’. The characteristics part of 

the questionnaire also contained five items, of which two were reversed, and had a Cronbach’s alpha 

of 0.78. An example of an item from the questionnaire about characteristics is the following: ‘The 

interrogator was open-minded’.         

 In addition, there was a questionnaire about attribution of the success of the interrogation. 

These questions were examined for exploratory purposes. An example of an item from the 

questionnaire about attribution is the following ‘ I think the outcome of the interrogation will mainly 

be due to the strength of the evidence’.        

 Ultimately the questionnaire contained questions about demographic variables (age, gender, 

highest level of completed education).         

 The participants in all conditions, received the same questions. All the questions can be found 

in Appendix C.  

Video. This study made use of an online software program called Qualtrics. Qualtrics is an 

environment wherein studies can be designed and disseminated. In this program the video of the police 

interrogation and the questionnaires were uploaded. The program transforms the study in an online 

website, which gave participants the opportunity to access the study through an online electronic 

device. The video that was uploaded in Qualtrics was a modified video of the interrogation of Russel 

Williams (CBC news, 2014).  This case was selected for this study because it is considered to be a 

good interrogation (CBC News, 2014). In addition, this case was selected since the materials were 

publicly available online. In this study the video was cut to 11.5 minutes. In the modification of the 

video fragment a short part of an interrogation can be seen. The interrogator tries to find out whether 

the suspect is guilty by questioning the suspect and confronting him with evidence that they found 

(e.g. fingerprints, tire tracks).  Details about the murder were left out to be able to create a plausible 

story for why the suspect falsely confessed (informed about innocence condition). This was done by 

leaving out information about where the body was found or about what Russel Williams did to the 

victim, since this would indicate that the suspect is indeed guilty. In addition, the names in the 
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materials were altered to prevent participants from recognizing this case.  During the survey the video 

was accessed through YouTube (Mansveld, 2018).  

Procedure  

  The participants were provided with a link to the study. After they clicked on the link they had 

to sign an informed consent by marking a check box. Next, the participants would read an introduction 

story to the interrogation that they were going to watch. In addition, participants either read that the 

suspect in the interrogation was later found guilty (informed about guilt condition), that the suspect 

was later found innocent (informed about innocence condition), or no information about his guilt was 

provided (control condition). Next all participants watched the same modified video-fragment of the 

interrogation. The video fragment shows that Russel Walling (altered name) confesses to the crime of 

killing Jessica Leal (altered name). After watching the video, participants in the informed about guilt 

condition again received information about why the suspect was guilty, participants in the informed 

about innocence condition again received information why the suspect was innocent, and participants 

in the control condition again received no information about the suspect’s guilt. All then filled in the 

same types of questionnaires in which they rated the quality of the interrogation and interrogator. After 

filling in the questionnaires, all conditions would receive the same debriefing. Since the information 

about the real-life case of Russel Williams was manipulated in the informed about innocence 

condition, where information was provided that Russel Williams eventually was not guilty of 

murdering Jessica Lloyd, the debriefing explained the true nature of the case. Namely, that Russel 

Williams was in reality found guilty of murdering Jessica Lloyd. Eventually the participants received 

information about the purpose of this study.  

Results 

Hypothesis testing  

              It was expected that an interrogation would be judged more positively when the interrogation 

results in a true confession than when it leads to a false confession. This was examined through 

different components of a questionnaire that were filled in by the participants. The average scores and 

standard deviations on all the components of the questionnaire can be found in table 1.  
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Table 1. 

 Means and standard deviations of questionnaire per condition. 

 Guilty Innocent Control  

General questions 5.67 (1.22) 3.29 (1.33)a  5.35 (1.09) 

Planning and  

Preparation questions 

6.14 (0.83) 4.89 (1.22)a 5.73 (0.88) 

Explaining and 

Engaging questions 

5.71 (1.16) 4.82 (0.94)a 5.52 (0.82) 

Accounting questions 4.92 (1.05) 3.79 (1.08)a 4.91 (1.07) 

Questioning skills 

questions 

4.37 (0.96) 

 

3.51 (0.88)a 4.69 (0.93) 

 

Characteristics 

questions 

5.36 (0.92) 

 

3.87 (1.02)a 

 

5.34 (0.87) 

 

a = condition differs significantly from other conditions, p < .05 `                 

             The general questions are about the quality of the interrogation and the interrogator in general. 

An alpha level of .05 was used for all statistical tests. A one-way analysis of variance showed that the 

effect of condition on the average score of the general questionnaire was significant F(2, 86) = 34.95, 

p < .001, ƞ² = 0.45. A post hoc Bonferroni test indicate that the average score on the general questions 

was significantly lower in the informed about innocence condition compared with both the informed 

about guilt condition (p < .001) and the control condition (p < .001).  In line with the hypothesis, it 

was found that the participants in the informed about innocence condition evaluated the quality of the 

interrogation of less quality than the participants in the informed about guilt condition and the control 

condition. In addition, this result shows that the average score of the informed about innocence 

condition represents a negative evaluation of the interrogation, whereas, the average scores of the 
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control condition and the informed about guilt condition show a positive evaluation of the 

interrogation. No significant difference was found between the informed about guilt condition and the 

control condition (p > .999). 

             A one-way analysis of variance showed that there is a significant difference between the 

conditions (informed about guilt, informed about innocence, control) in average scores on the planning 

and preparation questions F(2,86) = 11.25, p < .001, ƞ² = 0.21. The post hoc Bonferroni test indicate 

that the average score on the planning and preparation questionnaire was significantly lower in the 

informed about innocence condition compared to the informed about guilt condition (p < .001) and the 

control condition (p = .002). In further support of the hypothesis, it was found that the participants in 

the informed about innocence condition thought that the interrogator was less prepared and was less 

capable of planning than the participants in both the informed about guilt and the control condition 

thought he was. No significant difference was found between the informed about guilt and control 

condition (p = .24).  

               Considering the explaining and engaging questions, a one-way analysis of variance showed 

that there is a significant difference between the conditions F(2,86) = 7.22, p < .001, ƞ² = 0.14. The 

post hoc Bonferroni test indicate that the average score on the explaining and engaging questions was 

significantly lower in the informed about innocence condition compared with both the informed about 

guilt condition (p = .002) and the control condition (p = .006). In support of the hypothesis this shows, 

that the participants in the informed about innocence condition thought that the interrogator was not 

explaining the purpose of the interrogation, and socially engaging in the interrogation as well as the 

participants in both the informed about guilt and the control condition thought the interrogator did. No 

significant difference was found between the informed about guilt and control condition (p > .999). 

                  For the questions on accounting, a one-way analysis of variance showed that there is a 

significant difference between conditions F(2, 86) = 11.73, p < .001, ƞ² = .21. The post hoc Bonferroni 

test indicate that the average score on the account questions was significantly lower in the informed 

about innocence condition compared with both the informed about guilt condition (p < .001) and the 

control condition (p < .001). In line with the hypothesis, it was found that the participants in the 

informed about innocence condition thought that the interrogator was less able to get a complete 
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account of the events from the suspect as the participants in both the informed about guilt and the 

control condition thought the interrogator did. In addition, it can be seen that the informed about 

innocence condition represents a negative evaluation of accounting, whereas the informed about guilt 

and control condition represent a positive evaluation of accounting. Again, no significant difference 

was found between the informed about guilt and control condition (p > .999).    

           For questioning skills, a one-way analysis of variance showed that there is a significant 

difference between conditions F(2, 86) = 14.69, p < .001, ƞ² = .26. A post hoc Bonferroni test indicate 

that the average score on the questioning skills are significantly lower in the informed about innocence 

condition compared with both the informed about guilt condition (p = .001) and the control condition 

(p < .001). In further support of the hypothesis, it was found that the participants in the informed about 

innocence condition evaluated the questioning skills of the interrogator significantly more negative 

than participants in both the informed about guilt and the control condition. No significant difference 

was found between the informed about guilt condition and the control condition (p = .33). 

              For the characteristics of the interrogator, a one-way analysis of variance showed that there is 

a significant difference between conditions F(2, 86) = 26.43, p < .001, ƞ² = .38. A post hoc Bonferroni 

test indicate that the average score on the characteristics of the interrogator are significantly lower in 

the informed about innocence condition compared with both the informed about guilt condition (p < 

.001) and the control condition (p = < 001). In line with the hypothesis, this shows that the participants 

in the informed about innocence condition evaluated the characteristics, for example, the self-

confidence of the interrogator, significantly more negative than participants in both the informed about 

guilt and the control condition. In addition, it can be seen that the informed about innocence condition 

represents a negative evaluation of interrogator characteristics and the informed about guilt and control 

condition represent a positive evaluation of interrogator characteristics. No significant difference was 

found between the control condition and the informed about guilt condition (p > .999). 

Exploratory analyses  

              Finally it was examined to what degree people attributed the outcome of the interrogation to 

the strength of the evidence, the personality/intentions of the suspect, and/or to the performance of the 
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interrogator. Overall people attributed the outcome mostly to the performance of the interrogator (M= 

5.03, SD= 1.44), secondly to the strength of the evidence (M= 4.59, SD= 1.84) and the least to the 

personality/intentions of the suspect (M= 3.79, SD= 1.34). The means and standard deviations of all 

conditions on the separate items can be found in table 2. 

Table 2.  

Means and standard deviations of attribution items per condition. 

 Guilty Innocent Control  

Strength of the 

evidence 

5.32 (1.56) 3.83 (1.89)a 5.03 (1.64) 

Personality/intentions 

of the suspect 

4.41 (0.28) 3.58 (0.22)ag 3.65 (0.24) 

Performance of the 

interrogator 

5.06 (0.25) 5.00 (0.31) 5.01 (0.27) 

a = condition differs significantly from other conditions, p < .05 

ag = condition differs significantly only from the guilty condition, p <.05 

                  Between group comparisons were performed to examine whether there was a difference 

between the informed about innocence condition and the informed about guilt condition in attribution 

of the outcome of the interrogation to the strength of the evidence t(56) = 3.09, p < .003, ƞ² = 0.15. 

This shows that when participants are informed that the suspect falsely confessed, they attributed the 

outcome of the interrogation less to the strength of the evidence, than participants who were informed 

that the suspect was guilty.    

          An additional independent samples t-test was performed to examine whether there is a 

difference between the informed about innocence condition and the informed about guilt condition in 

attribution of the outcome of the interrogation to the personality/intentions of the suspect t(56) = 2.19, 

p = .03, ƞ² = 0.08. This shows that when participants are informed that the suspect falsely confessed, 

they attributed the outcome of the interrogation less to the personality/intentions of the suspect than 
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participants who were informed that the suspect was guilty.  

            A last independent samples t-test was performed to examine whether there is a difference 

between the informed about innocence condition and the informed about guilt condition in attribution 

of the outcome of the interrogation to the performance of the interrogator t(56) = -0.13, p = .89. This 

shows that there is no difference in attributing the outcome to the performance of the interrogator 

between the participants who were informed that the suspect was guilty and the participants who were 

informed that the suspect was innocent.      

                                                                          Discussion 

Major findings 

            This study was designed to examine how outcome knowledge impacts assessments of 

interrogation quality. It was expected and confirmed that the quality of the interrogation and the 

performance of the interrogator is judged more positively when the interrogation results in a true 

confession than when it leads to a false confession. In this study, the general questionnaire examined 

the overall quality of the interrogation and the interrogator. Results show that participants in the 

informed about guilt condition evaluated the overall quality of the interrogation and the interrogator as 

better than participants in the informed about innocence condition. Furthermore, participants thought 

that all the aspects of the interrogation and interrogator that were examined (preparation, planning, 

engaging, explaining, accounting, questioning skills, interrogator characteristics), were better when 

they were provided with information beforehand that the suspect was guilty (true confession) or when 

participants received no information at all, than when information was provided that the suspect was 

innocent. In addition, the difference between conditions on the general questionnaire, the accounting 

questionnaire, the questioning skills questionnaire, and the characteristics questionnaire was between 

positive (above 4) and negative evaluations (below 4).    

            This is in line with the results of multiple studies on outcome bias (Baron, & Hershey, 1988; 

Gruppen, Margolin, Wisdom, & Grum, 1994; Gino, Moore, & Bazerman, 2009) who argue that 

outcome bias is still widely represented in evaluations. In a study on judging ethical behaviours it was 

found that outcome information influences one’s judgments of other’s acting ethical (Gino, Shu, & 
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Bazerman, 2010). In the current study these results are reflected in the fact that participants in the 

informed about innocence condition evaluated the questioning skills and the characteristics of the 

interrogator as worse than the other two conditions did. This could be seen as judging the ethical 

behaviours and characteristics of the interrogator as worse when information was provided that the 

suspect was innocent. Furthermore, findings suggest that there is an influence of outcome bias on the 

different parts of the PEACE model, even though the interrogation was a good example of how a 

PEACE-interrogation should go. This means that people who receive information that the suspect is 

wrongly accused, might pay less attention to focus on the process of the interrogation, and instead pay 

too much attention on the bad outcome. This is in line with research of Henriksen and Kaplan (2003) 

who observed that outcome knowledge is likely to distort our thinking on the quality of a process.  

             In addition, there were no significant differences between not receiving any information about 

guilt at all and receiving information that the suspect is guilty (informed about guilt condition, control 

condition). One possible explanation is that participants in the control condition assumed that the 

suspect was guilty as the suspect confesses to the crime. This could explain that no differences were 

found between participants who received no information on guilt at all and participants who received 

information that the suspect was ultimately found guilty.  

             Findings of the studies from Deslauriers-Varin, Lussier, and St-Yves (2011) and Gudjonsson 

and Petursson (1991) suggest that police evidence is the main reason to confess and that therefore the 

interrogator does not have much influence in the confession of a suspect. However, in the exploratory 

analyses it was found that overall people attributed the outcome mostly to the performance of the 

interrogator, then to the strength of the evidence and the least to the personality/intentions of the 

suspect. These results show that people tend to overestimate the influence of the interrogator, 

particularly when an interrogation leads to a false confession. When an interrogation leads to a false 

confession, participants attribute this failure mostly to the performance of the interrogator. When an 

interrogation leads to a true confession, the outcome is attributed to the strength of the evidence, the 

personality/intentions of the suspect and the performance of the interrogator. This further supports the 

hypothesis that the quality of an interrogation is judged more positively when the interrogation results 

in a true confession, since the outcome is then attributed to all aspects of the interrogation, than when 
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it leads to a false confession, because then participants mainly attribute the bad outcome to the 

performance of the interrogator.  

               Typically, there is a true link between a false confession and a bad interrogator or a bad 

interrogation. False confessions are often elicited by interrogator performance (Kassin, 2008). This is 

confirmed by a study from Bedau and Radelet (1987) who found that behavioural missteps of 

interrogators are often the cause for false confessions. However, in this study the effect of the true link 

between a false confession and a bad interrogator was controlled for by confronting participants with 

the exact same interrogator behaviour. Therefore, the differences between conditions in this study are 

most likely the result of an outcome bias.      

Limitations and Future research 

           The results of this study cannot test whether the effect of the outcome bias is the same when the 

suspect does not confess during the interrogation. It could be that the presence of outcome bias in 

evaluating an interrogation is stronger when the suspect falsely confessed. Therefore, it is possible that 

a different effect of outcome bias is found on evaluating the quality of a police interrogation when the 

suspect does not confess and appears not guilty (good outcome), and when the suspect does not 

confess and appears guilty (bad outcome). This issue is addressed in work in progress on outcome bias 

(Tukkers, 2018). 

           Next, the generalizability of this study might be limited. First, since the questionnaire was filled 

in online, it could not be checked whether the participants watched the video in its entirety. The only 

thing that could be checked was the amount of time that people spent on the survey. For further 

research it is therefore advised to set up a control mechanism on the video that is displayed online. 

This control mechanism can restrict people from skipping through parts of the video to make sure the 

video is watched in its entirety.   

            Second, most of the participants were adolescents.  The average age of the participants was 

24.5. In addition, of these 89 participants, 54 were female and 35 were males. Furthermore, since the 

study was distributed on social media and a student credit program, it is likely that mainly adolescents 

participate in the study. Therefore, in future research the study could be distributed on multiple 
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platforms to obtain a more mature population.       

            In addition, this study made use of an interrogation based on the PEACE-interrogation method. 

The interrogation was considered an outstanding interrogation (CBC news, 2014). However, when 

using an example of the REID interrogation method, a different effect of the outcome bias might be 

found. Based on the results of this study, it is predicted that using the REID method would still lead to 

a positive evaluation of the quality of the interrogation and interrogator in the condition where 

participants are informed that the suspect is guilty.  However, it is predicted that the evaluation of the 

quality of the interrogation and the interrogator will be more negative when no information about guilt 

is received at all, since it is likely that participants in the control condition base their evaluations more 

on the content of the interrogation. The study using the REID technique as example could use the 

same conditions and manipulations as this study used but change the video example to an example of a 

REIDD interrogation method. Using the REID interrogation technique as an example would be 

interesting since this is still a commonly used interrogation technique in the United States. (Buckley, 

2000).                      

            Since no significant differences were found between the condition where people were informed 

about guilty and the condition that received no information about guilt at all, it is advised to alter the 

information that is provided to the control condition. In future research, information could be provided 

that the guilt is not established yet, in contrast to not providing any information about guilt at all. 

When this altered information is given, it could make participants in the control condition less prone to 

think that the suspect is guilty.   

            Nowadays, research is mainly focussed on the effect of the outcome bias in evaluating and 

judging (Baron, & Hershey, 1988; Gruppen, Margolin, Wisdom, & Grum, 1994; Gino, Moore, & 

Bazerman, 2009), however, future research should also focus on factors that diminish the effect of 

outcome bias in evaluating and decision making. Stanovich and West found that decision making and 

evaluating can be improved by switching cognitive functioning systems, from system 1 which is our 

intuitive system that acts fast, automatic and effortlessly, to system 2 which is our reasoning system 

that is slower, conscious, explicit and logical (as cited in Milkman, Chugh, & Bazerman, 2009). 

According to Milkman, Chugh, and Bazerman (2009) switching systems can be done by making an 
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overview of the predictor variables of either a good or bad outcome and transfer these into a linear 

model or formula. In addition, this study found that switching from system 1 to system 2 could be 

done by taking an outsiders perspective. Gigerenzer, Hoffrage, and Kleinbölting found that taking an 

outsiders perspective reduce the overconfidence of decision makers considering their knowledge (as 

cited in Milkman, Chugh, & Bazerman, 2009). However, studies that apply these strategies to enhance 

decision making are currently lacking. Future research may therefore profit from creating conditions 

wherein participants have to switch between cognitive systems before evaluating an interrogation, to 

see whether the effect of the outcome bias can be diminished.  

Conclusions 

            This study shows that the outcome bias is present in evaluating police interrogations. 

Therefore, in this study it is shown that police interrogations might be judged based on their outcome. 

These results can give input to future researches who should focus on diminishing the effect of the 

outcome bias and thereby enhancing the decision-making process of people. In addition, these insights 

can be used to make police officers become aware of such outcome biases and therefore take actions to 

reduce such biases. Furthermore, the results can be used to revise practices in police academies. For 

example, by making police academies aware that not only successful interrogations should be shown, 

but also good interrogations that led to the wrong results. In this way police officers learn to judge 

interrogations regardless of the outcome and can therefore be encouraged to be more careful in 

interpreting quality of interrogations. The ultimate situation would be that evaluations of police 

interrogations are based on the quality of the interrogation-process instead of the result of that process.  
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Appendix A.  

Informed consent 

 

Thank you for taking part in this study. 

This study examines how people evaluate suspect interrogations. You are going to watch a video clip 

that shows part of a real police interrogation with a person who is suspected of murder. Next, you will 

be asked to complete a questionnaire about the interrogation. There are no right or wrong answers to 

the questions, so please answer these questions truthfully. The study will take approximately 20 

minutes to complete. 

By marking the bullet point you consent to take part in the study and you agree to the following terms: 

Your participation is confidential. The data will be analysed and reported at group level only, without 

identification of individuals or institutions. Your participation is voluntary. You may terminate your 

participation at any time without explanation.  
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Appendix B. 

Manipulation texts 

 

Information general 

In January 2010, a young Canadian Woman, Jessica Leal, went missing. During the investigation, the 

police found distinctive tire tracks next to her house. Hence, the police set up a traffic control in search 

for matching tires. A few days later, a 46-year old man, Russel Walling, was stopped and it was found 

that the tires of his car matched the tracks that were found near Jessica’s house. Russel was taken in 

for interrogation. Although he denied the allegations at first, he eventually confessed to murdering 

Jessica.  

 

Information before the video – guilty 

The police found strong evidence pointing towards his guilt. Shortly after the interrogation, Jessica’s 

body was found. All evidence at the crime scene subscribed Russel’s involvement.  

You will now see a video showing part of the police interrogation with Russel. The video takes 11 

minutes. You can pause the video if you must, but it is of utmost importance to watch the entire 

videoclip. Please watch the video carefully. After watching the video, click ‘→’.  

 

Information after the video – guilty 

In accordance with Russel’s confession, the police found strong evidence pointing towards his guilt. 

Two days after the interrogation, Jessica’s body was found in a park nearby her house. It turned out 

she was raped and murdered. DNA traces on her body and at the crime scene matched with Russel’s 

DNA. Further tests revealed that the tire tracks and the footprints outside her house, indeed matched 

Russel’s car and boots. In addition, his finger prints were found at the backdoor of Jessica’s house and 

the police found Jessica’s underwear hidden in a drawer in Russel’s house.  

 

Information before the video – Innocent (false confession) 

Strikingly, Russel’s confession turned out to be false as Jessica appeared to be alive. A week after the 

interrogation, Jessica turned up at the police station explaining that she took off for a short while due 

to personal circumstances. She came back when she found out that the police were looking for her. 

You will now see a video showing part of the police interrogation with Russel. The video takes about 

11 minutes. You can pause the video if you must, but it is of utmost importance to watch the entire 

videoclip. Please watch the video carefully. After watching the video, click ‘→’. 

 

Information after the video – Innocent (false confession) 

During the interrogation it becomes clear that Russel and Jessica had a complicated affair. Jessica 

wanted to make their relationship public, but Russel refused because of his marriage. At the night of 

Jessica’s disappearance, Russel and Jessica met at her house, got heavily intoxicated and started 

fighting. The excessive drinking in combination with Russel’s anxiety medication left him with a lack 

of memory of the evening. Hence, the drugs, fighting and memory loss in combination with the subtle 
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manipulations of the interviewer made Russel one of several famous cases of false confessions in 

modern times. The fact that Jessica was missing and the evidence that the police forged against him, 

confused Russel and made him believe that het must have committed the alleged crime.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



28 

OUTCOME INFORMATION AND INTERROGATION EVALUATION 

Appendix C 

Questionnaires 

General questionnaire 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Strongly 
disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither 
agree 
nor 
disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

agree Strongly 
agree 

1) The interrogation 
was of high quality. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2) The interrogator did 
a good job. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3) the interrogation 
went bad. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4) this was a bad 
example of how an 
interrogation should be 
done. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

5) This interrogation is 
an example of good 
police work.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Planning and preparation questionnaire 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Strongly 
disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither 
agree 
nor 
disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

agree Strongly 
agree 

1) The interrogator was 
knowledgeable about 
the case. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2) The interrogator 
prepared well for the 
interview.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3) the interrogator knew 
what he was doing. 

 

 
 

Engaging and 

explaining 
questionnaire 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 Strongly 
disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither 
agree 
nor 
disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

agree Strongly 
agree 

1) The interrogator 
could explain the 
purpose of the 
interview clearly. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2) The interviewer 
could explain the 
purpose of the 
interview 
professionally.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3) The interrogator was 
successful in bonding 
socially with the 
suspect. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4) The interviewer 
explained that the 
interview is an 
opportunity for the 
suspect to give his 
account.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Accounting questionnaire 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Strongly 
disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither 
agree 
nor 
disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

agree Strongly 
agree 

1) The interrogator 
failed to explore new 
information.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2) The interrogator 
asked inappropriate 
questions.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3) the interrogator 
encouraged the 
suspect to give his own 
version of events. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4) The interview 
followed a logical 
structure. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Questioning skills questionnaire 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Strongly 
disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither 
agree 
nor 
disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

agree Strongly 
agree 

1) The 
interrogator 
inappropriately 
interrupted the 
suspect.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2) The 
interrogator 
asked 
suggestive 
questions 
(questions that 
already imply 
what answer is 
expected, 
therefore 
influencing the 
suspect).  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3) the 
interrogator 
made good use 
of open-ended 
questions. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4) The 
interviewer 
made good use 
of closed-ended 
questions. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

5) The 
interrogator 
talked too 
much. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Interrogator characteristics questionnaire 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Strongly 
disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither 
agree 
nor 
disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

agree Strongly 
agree 

1) The 
interrogator 
showed 
self-
confidence.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2) The 
interrogator 
was open-
minded.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3) the 
interrogator 
was 
inflexible. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4) The 
interrogator 
did not 
respond to 
new 
information. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

5) The 
interrogator 
attentively 
listened to 
the 
suspect.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Attribution questionnaire 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6) I think the outcome 
of the interrogation will 
mainly be due to the 
strength of the 
evidence. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

7) I think the outcome 
of the interrogation will 
mainly be due to the 
performance of the 
interrogator 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

8). I think the outcome 
of the interrogation will 
mainly be due to the 
personality/intentions of 
the suspect.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 


