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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Pursuant to recommendations by the Illinois Governor’s Commission on Capital Punishment,

in 2003 the Illinois legislature passed legislation regarding lineup instructions and lineup

construction, and further charged the Illinois State Police with conducting a year-long pilot program

to test the effectiveness of the sequential, double-blind procedure in the field.  This recommendation

was based upon a body of research experiments on eyewitness identification showing that photo

array identifications conducted by the sequential, double-blind method produced fewer false

identifications than the simultaneous, or traditional, photo array procedures.  Though the protocols

for the sequential double-blind procedure are not yet standardized, this method generally involves

showing the photos one at a time rather than side-by-side, with the witness required to make a

decision on each photo before viewing the next one.  The “double-blind” component requires that

the lineup be conducted by an administrator who does not know which photo or live participant is

the suspect and which are the fillers or “foils.”  

Researchers generally have attributed the reduction in false identifications associated with

the sequential method to elimination of “relative judgement,” which is described as comparing the

photos to each other rather than to the witness’s memory and then picking the one closest to the

offender, even if it is not the actual offender.  Some researchers later attributed the reduction to a

higher standard of judgement employed by witnesses viewing a sequential lineup.  There is now

some agreement among researchers that both of these factors lead to the lower rate of false

identifications associated with the sequential photo arrays in the research experiments.  

The experiments also show that the sequential, double-blind method results in a loss of

accurate identifications when compared to the simultaneous method.  The research experiments
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further indicate that there are five categories in which the sequential, double-blind method may not

be superior to the simultaneous procedure and may even produce a higher rate of false

identifications: (1) child witnesses; (2) older witnesses; (3) cross-racial identifications; (4) multiple

perpetrators; and (5) suspects who do not match the description because of a change in appearance.

In 1999, the Department of Justice assembled a task force on eyewitness identification,

which produced a research report, Eyewitness Identification: A Guide for Law Enforcement.  This

report did not advocate adoption of the sequential, double-blind method but instead recommended,

among other things, further study of the sequential, double-blind method.  Since that time, a handful

of jurisdictions has adopted the method for law enforcement lineups based upon the research

experiments, but none have conducted a field study of the procedure to determine if it produces a

lower rate of false identifications compared to simultaneous lineups.  The Illinois Pilot Program is

the first field study to collect data on the sequential method according to the scientific protocol, the

first field study to concurrently collect data for comparative purposes on simultaneous lineups and

the first field study to examine both photo arrays and live lineups. 

Three Illinois law enforcement jurisdictions of differing sizes participated in the pilot

program: the Chicago Police Department, the Joliet Police Department and the Evanston Police

Department.  The Illinois State Police appointed this author as the Program Director.  Dr. Roy

Malpass of the University of Texas, El Paso, a well-recognized expert in the area of eyewitness

identification, agreed to act as advisor to the Program and to analyze the data.  Another well-known

expert, Dr. Ebbe Ebbesen of the University of California, San Diego, also agreed to consult and to

analyze the data independently.  Other eyewitness identification experts were consulted throughout

the course of the Pilot Program.   
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 The Program Director trained approximately 476 officers from the three jurisdictions on the

procedures, in addition to holding training sessions for prosecutors and public defenders.  The year-

long data collection began in late 2004, resulting in data on approximately 700 photo arrays and live

lineups from both simultaneous and sequential procedures from the three jurisdictions.    

The Illinois Pilot Program sought to determine whether the sequential, double-blind method

of identification was superior to the simultaneous method, by measuring whether and to what extent

the sequential, double-blind method resulted in a lower rate of known false identifications when

compared to the simultaneous method, and to assess any costs in terms of loss of accurate

identifications and implementation issues.  The Illinois Pilot Program used filler identifications as

the measure of known false errors, and used suspect identifications as an indication of accurate

identifications.  Unlike classroom studies, the errors in suspect identifications in both simultaneous

and sequential lineups are often unknown in real life and therefore represent an unknown component

inherent in every field study.  Nevertheless, suspect identifications have been accepted by the social

scientists as a useful measure of accurate identifications for purposes of field studies.  Hence, a

recent Minnesota field study on sequential lineups relied upon the same measures as the Illinois Pilot

Program.  Moreover, many suspect identifications recorded in the Illinois Pilot Program were

corroborated by independent evidence and no suspect identifications were repudiated by forensics

during the course of the study.  

The Pilot Program showed a substantially lower overall rate of known false identifications

than that predicted by the research experiments.  This low rate of known false identifications is

consistent with field data collected in other jurisdictions, including data collected over a five-year

period in New York City.  The reason for the low rate of filler identifications is unknown.  Probable
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cause, legislatively-mandated model instructions and other real-life factors may contribute to the

lower rate of filler identifications in the Illinois data when compared with the classroom

experiments.  A Minnesota collection of field data also showed a low rate of filler identifications,

leading the analyst to conclude that the data suggests “increased protection for innocent suspects”

in real life. 

There has been some speculation that poor fillers in the field lead to easy identification of

suspects, but the anecdotal evidence and current research discounts this theory.  There also has been

some speculation that the police “lead” witnesses to suspect identifications, lowering the rate of

filler identifications.  There is no evidence to support this theory.  Moreover, if this were the cause

of the low filler rate, the rate of “no identifications” also should be significantly lower for

simultaneous lineups, rather than the 10% differential seen in the Illinois data.  Perhaps future

studies will determine the actual reasons for the low filler rate in the field.

 Surprisingly, the Illinois data did not bear out the research experiments that sequential,

double-blind lineups produce a lower rate of known false identifications.  Instead, the sequential,

double-blind procedures resulted in an overall higher rate of known false identifications than did the

simultaneous lineups.  When broken down among the three jurisdictions, Chicago and Evanston,

which both conduct photo and live lineups, experienced a higher rate of filler identifications with

the sequential, double-blind procedures; Joliet, which conducts only photo arrays, showed no

statistical difference in the filler identification rates of the two methods, although the absolute

number of filler identifications was slightly higher in Joliet’s simultaneous photo arrays.  All three

jurisdictions showed a loss of suspect identifications using the sequential, double-blind method,

comparable to the loss of actual known accurate identifications observed in the research
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experiments.  In other words, the Illinois data showed that the sequential, double-blind lineups, when

compared with the simultaneous method, produced a higher rate of known false picks and a lower

rate of “suspect picks.”   

The Pilot Program also revealed implementation issues, in which the sequential procedure

and the blind administrator presented separate challenges.  The sequential procedure was relatively

easy with photo arrays, but more difficult with live lineups.  The sequential procedure proved

particularly difficult with live lineups in multiple perpetrator cases, resulting in a mid-program

suspension of sequential lineups with multiple perpetrators.  This implementation issue proved

significant because multiple offender cases ultimately accounted for 40% of the cases in the Pilot

Program.  

The suspect’s position in the sequential presentation also raised concerns over whether the

procedure had converted to a “show up” if the suspect was identified early in the process, or if it

resulted in a lower judgement criterion as the witness’s options narrowed if the suspect appeared

later in the presentation.  There were concerns over the unknown effect of the suspect standing alone

rather than with other members of a lineup.  Witnesses’ requests for second rounds of the sequential

presentation also raised issues of the effectiveness of the sequential procedure and its use of relative

judgment.         

Finding blind administrators proved to be a challenge for law enforcement, creating delays

in investigations and inconveniences to witnesses.  The delays in the investigations adversely

affected relationships between the investigator and the victims and witnesses.  Some victims and/or

witnesses complained about the wait for a blind administrator and threatened to leave, causing the

investigators to switch to the simultaneous procedure in those instances.  The delays also



-vi-

occasionally caused concern over the limited time permitted law enforcement before charging a

suspect who is in custody.      

The delays in investigations also caused concerns about additional police time in the stations,

particularly in light of the continuing efforts to increase police resources on the streets.  The concern

over police resources may be amplified as law enforcement continues to develop technology which

allows officers to conduct identification procedures and other functions from the car in order to

increase officer time on the street.  In fact, finding blind administrators for identification procedures

in the Pilot Program which occurred outside the police station (such as in hospitals, witnesses’

homes or on the street) presented special challenges.  The officers overall found that the blind

administrator concept was contrary to their focus on collaboration and information-sharing.  This

discomfort with the process led Joliet to change their protocol several months into the program to

promote more collaboration between the blind administrator and the case investigator.   

A survey of the officers who participated in the Pilot Program revealed that the majority did

not perceive the sequential, double-blind procedures as superior to the simultaneous procedures, and

that the vast majority preferred not to use the sequential, double-blind procedures.  The overall

sentiment expressed by the officers after the Program ended was that a witness who can identify the

offender can do so under either procedure. The officers who would continue to use the sequential,

double-blind procedures cited liability and perception issues as the main reasons, but still expressed

concern over the blind administrator aspect.     

The concerns of Illinois law enforcement echo the concerns expressed in the Minnesota field

study using blind administrators for a sequential presentation of lineup photos.  As a result of these

concerns, the Minnesota program has “de-emphasized” blind administrators.  The jurisdictions
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which adopt the sequential, double-blind procedures also make the use of the blind administrator

recommended but not mandatory.     

The data collected from the Pilot Program also shed light upon other aspects of eyewitness

identification.  The data showed that witnesses who knew the offender were overwhelmingly likely

to identify the suspect and did not once make a known false error (i.e., a filler identification).

Witnesses identifying a stranger were more likely to identify a filler than were witnesses who had

prior familiarity with the offender.  Analysis also showed that the rates of suspect and filler

identifications did not vary according to age or cross-race.  This appears to conflict with the

classroom studies showing that cross-racial identifications are problematic.  The data also showed

no difference between identification rates when injury or violence occurred, nor any difference when

a weapon was present or absent, contrary to the studies showing “weapon focus.”  

This Report concludes with 10 recommendations for areas of further exploration: 

(1) instructions; (2) technology; (3) training; (4) witness certainty; (5) blind administrators; 

(6) sketches; (7) reporting and record keeping; (8) expanded field studies; (9) filler selection

programs; and (10) study of additional lineup methods.  

The Pilot Program has contributed significantly to the area of eyewitness identification and

undoubtedly will promote a meaningful continuing dialogue on this important subject.  In

conjunction with the release of this Report, Loyola University School of Law is hosting a conference

on April 20-21, 2006, New Policies, New Practices: Fresh Perspectives on Eyewitness

Identification, at which experts and practitioners from around the country will gather to dialogue on

the issues raised by this Report, as well as other eyewitness identification issues.
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