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TƌaŶsĐƌipt 

I͛ǀe got a ƌeallǇ tough aĐt to folloǁ heƌe. This sǇŵposiuŵ has ďeeŶ ƌeallǇ eǆĐitiŶg. AgaiŶ, I ǁaŶt to 

thaŶk Chƌistoph foƌ iŶǀitiŶg ŵe to this. It s͛ ƌeallǇ ďeeŶ Ŷot just eǆĐitiŶg, it has ƌeallǇ opeŶed ŵǇ eǇes 

to a Ŷuŵďeƌ of diffeƌeŶt ǁaǇs iŶ ǁhiĐh legal ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶ Đould ďe ŵade ŵoƌe effeĐtiǀe ďoth 

ǁƌitteŶ aŶd oƌallǇ. But I͛d like to kiŶd of Đlose this sǇŵposiuŵ ďǇ flippiŶg that aƌouŶd aŶd suggestiŶg 

that the ďeŶefits that ǁe ĐaŶ get ďǇ ĐoopeƌatiŶg aŶd ĐollaďoƌatiŶg ďetǁeeŶ liŶguists aŶd laǁǇeƌs iŶ 

teƌŵs of iŵpƌoǀiŶg legal ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶ Đould also haǀe aŶotheƌ positiǀe affeĐt, aŶd that ǁould ďe 

to eǆpose us to pƌoďleŵs iŶ the laǁ. AŶd ŵoƌe iŵpoƌtaŶtlǇ, to poiŶt us to possiďle solutioŶs to 

those pƌoďleŵs.  

 

AŶd so the topiĐ I͛ŵ goiŶg to talk aďout todaǇ is hoǁ is studǇiŶg the disĐouƌse of poliĐe 

iŶteƌƌogatioŶ – hoǁ does that help us to uŶdeƌstaŶd the ƌisks of false ĐoŶfessioŶs aŶd to aǀoid theŵ 

aŶd aŵelioƌate theŵ.  

 

So I ǁaŶt to ďegiŶ ďǇ siŵplǇ saǇiŶg that ĐoŶfessioŶs aƌe kiŶd of the gold staŶdaƌd of ĐƌiŵiŶal 

eǀideŶĐe. TheǇ͛ƌe the aďsolute ŵost ĐoŶǀiŶĐiŶg pƌoof of guilt. I ŵeaŶ afteƌ all ǁhǇ ǁould Ǉou 

ĐoŶfess uŶless Ǉou ǁeƌe guiltǇ? Suƌe, ǁe Ŷeǀeƌ ǁould. Well, all ƌight, ŵaǇďe if ǁe ǁeƌe toƌtuƌed, 

suƌe. But aďseŶt toƌtuƌe, ǁe ǁould Ŷeǀeƌ ĐoŶfess to a seƌious Đƌiŵe ǁe hadŶ͛t Đoŵŵitted. AŶd Ǉet, 

the eǀideŶĐe is oǀeƌǁhelŵiŶg that people do falselǇ ĐoŶfess. IŶ faĐt, if Ǉou look iŶ ƌeĐeŶt Ǉeaƌs, 

post-ĐoŶǀiĐtioŶ DNA testiŶg has ƌeǀealed liteƌallǇ thousaŶds of Đases iŶ ǁhiĐh the ǁƌoŶg peƌsoŶ 

ǁas ĐoŶǀiĐted of a seƌious Đƌiŵe.  

 

AŶd aŵaziŶglǇ, iŶ aďout tǁeŶtǇ fiǀe peƌ ĐeŶt of those Đases, the defeŶdaŶt aĐtuallǇ ĐoŶfessed to the 

Đƌiŵe, that ǁe Ŷoǁ kŶoǁ, he didŶ͛t Đoŵŵit. So hoǁ does this happeŶ? It tuƌŶs out that ĐeƌtaiŶ 

ŵethods of poliĐe iŶteƌƌogatioŶ ĐaŶ lead iŶŶoĐeŶt people to falselǇ ĐoŶfess to Đƌiŵe. Noǁ, soŵe of 

those Đases iŶǀolǀe suspeĐts that aƌe paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ ǀulŶeƌaďle like juǀeŶiles oƌ people of loǁ ĐogŶitiǀe 

ĐapaĐitǇ oƌ the ŵeŶtallǇ ill, ďut the ŵajoƌitǇ of false ĐoŶfessioŶ Đases iŶǀolǀe people ǁith ŶoŶe of 

those ƌisk faĐtoƌs.  

 

So I ǁaŶt to illustƌate these todaǇ thƌough the tƌue stoƌǇ of seǀeŶ ŵeŶ ǁho ǁeƌe aĐĐused of a Đƌiŵe 

that theǇ didŶ͛t Đoŵŵit. AŶd ǁhat I hope to shoǁ Ǉou ďǇ the eŶd of ŵǇ talk is hoǁ aŶ 
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iŶteƌdisĐipliŶaƌǇ liŶguistiĐ aŶalǇsis of ĐoŶfessioŶs is aĐtuallǇ a ĐƌitiĐal ǁaǇ iŶ ǁhiĐh ǁe Đould pƌeǀeŶt 

aŶd ƌedƌess these kiŶds of ŵisĐaƌƌiages of justiĐe.  

 

So heƌe s͛ the stoƌǇ. IŶ JulǇ of 1997 iŶ Noƌfolk, ViƌgiŶia, UŶited States, the ďodǇ of MiĐhelle Bosko 

ǁas fouŶd iŶ heƌ apaƌtŵeŶt. She had ďeeŶ staďďed aŶd ƌaped. PoliĐe iŶteƌǀieǁed the Ŷeighďouƌs to 

see ǁho ŵight haǀe a ŵotiǀe foƌ the killiŶg. AŶd oŶe of those Ŷeighďouƌs suggested tǁo people – 

DaŶiel Williaŵs aŶd Oŵaƌ Ballaƌd. She told poliĐe that she had atteŶded a paƌtǇ ǁheƌe DaŶiel 

Williaŵs had daŶĐed iŶ ǁhat she thought ǁas a seǆuallǇ pƌoǀoĐatiǀe ŵaŶŶeƌ ǁith MiĐhelle Bosko. 

AŶd she also ƌepoƌted that Oŵaƌ Ballaƌd had ďeeŶ kŶoǁŶ to ǀisit Miss Bosko ofteŶ ǁhile heƌ 

husďaŶd ǁas aǁaǇ at sea. Based oŶ the suspiĐioŶs of the Ŷeighďouƌ, the poliĐe ďegaŶ to foĐus oŶ 

DaŶiel Williaŵs as theiƌ suspeĐt iŶ the Đƌiŵe. TheǇ did Ŷot folloǁ up heƌ huŶĐh aďout Oŵaƌ Ballaƌd. 

Had theǇ doŶe so, theǇ ǁould haǀe disĐoǀeƌed that Ballaƌd ǁas a suspeĐt iŶ tǁo otheƌ seǆual 

assaults that had happeŶed iŶ the daǇs just ďefoƌe aŶd just afteƌ the Bosko killiŶg. But ďǇ the tiŵe 

of Ballaƌd s͛ aƌƌest iŶ those Đases, the poliĐe ǁeƌe alƌeadǇ ĐoŶǀiŶĐed that DaŶiel Williaŵs ǁas the 

killeƌ, so Ballaƌd ǁas Ŷot iŶǀestigated fuƌtheƌ iŶ ĐoŶŶeĐtioŶ ǁith the Bosko Đase.  

 

Noǁ, DaŶiel Williaŵs didŶ͛t eǆaĐtlǇ fit the pƌofile of a seǆ killeƌ. He had Ŷo poliĐe ƌeĐoƌd. He had just 

gotteŶ ŵaƌƌied oŶlǇ a feǁ daǇs ďefoƌe the ŵuƌdeƌ aŶd his ǁife said that he ǁas iŶ ďed ǁith heƌ at 

the tiŵe at the killiŶg. Still, the poliĐe ĐoŶsideƌed hiŵ theiƌ pƌiŵe suspeĐt aŶd theǇ asked hiŵ to 

Đoŵe doǁŶ to the poliĐe statioŶ to help iŶ theiƌ iŶǀestigatioŶ. Williaŵs had Ŷo idea he ǁas a 

suspeĐt. He just assuŵed that he ǁas ďeiŶg asked to help solǀe his Ŷeighďouƌ s͛ ŵuƌdeƌ. So he 

aƌƌiǀed at the poliĐe statioŶ oŶ the eǀeŶiŶg, aŶd ǁas iŶteƌƌogated theƌeafteƌ ĐoŶtiŶuouslǇ foƌ oǀeƌ 

tǁelǀe stƌaight houƌs ďǇ teaŵs of offiĐeƌs aĐĐusiŶg hiŵ of the Đƌiŵe. At oŶe poiŶt he agƌeed to take 

a polǇgƌaph, ǁhiĐh he passed, ďut the iŶǀestigatiŶg deteĐtiǀe lied to hiŵ aŶd told hiŵ he had failed 

it. He ǁas also told that eǇeǁitŶesses had seeŶ hiŵ leaǀe Bosko s͛ apaƌtŵeŶt at the tiŵe at the 

ŵuƌdeƌ. This ǁas aŶotheƌ lie. Williaŵs ŵaiŶtaiŶed his iŶŶoĐeŶĐe foƌ houƌ afteƌ gƌueliŶg houƌ ǁhile 

the poliĐe iŶsisted theǇ kŶeǁ he had doŶe it aŶd theǇ Đould pƌoǀe it.  

 

Afteƌ aďout teŶ houƌs of ƋuestioŶiŶg, DeteĐtiǀe Roďeƌt GleŶŶ Foƌd took oǀeƌ the iŶteƌƌogatioŶ. Foƌd 

ǁas kŶoǁŶ as a deteĐtiǀe ǁho Đould get ĐoŶfessioŶs ǁheŶ otheƌ offiĐeƌs Đould Ŷot. Although he 



 

PROFESSOR JANET AINSWORTH: 
HOW DOES THE DISCOURSE OF POLICE INTERROGATION CREATE RISKS FOR FALSE CONFESSION? TƌaŶsĐƌipt 

 

had ďeeŶ disĐipliŶed foƌ his ƌole iŶ iŶduĐiŶg a seƌies of false ĐoŶfessioŶs iŶ aŶ eaƌlieƌ Đase. Foƌd took 

aŶ aggƌessiǀe appƌoaĐh to iŶteƌƌogatioŶ. He Ǉelled at Williaŵs, poked hiŵ iŶ the Đhest, told hiŵ he 

kŶeǁ Williaŵs ǁas a stoŶe-Đold killeƌ. AŶd if he didŶ͛t ĐoŶfess, he d͛ get the death peŶaltǇ. If he 

ĐoŶfessed, oŶ the otheƌ haŶd, Foƌd said he ǁould pƌoŵise that his life ǁould ďe spaƌed. Foƌd eǀeŶ 

suggested to hiŵ theǇ ŵight haǀe aŵŶesia ĐoŶĐeƌŶiŶg the ĐoŵŵissioŶ of the Đƌiŵe ďeĐause 

ƌeŵeŵďeƌiŶg ǁhat he͛d doŶe ǁould ďe so eŵotioŶallǇ paiŶful.  

 

As daǇlight ďƌoke, Williaŵs fiŶallǇ ĐƌaĐked aŶd agƌeed that he ŵust haǀe Đoŵŵitted the ŵuƌdeƌ. Foƌ 

oǀeƌ aŶ houƌ, Foƌd pƌodded the eǆhausted Williaŵs to ĐhaŶge details of his ĐoŶfessioŶ to ŵatĐh the 

faĐts that Foƌd kŶeǁ of the Đase. FiŶallǇ satisfied that Williaŵs͛ ĐoŶfessioŶ ŵatĐhed the poliĐe s͛ 

ǀeƌsioŶ of the faĐts. Foƌd tuƌŶed oŶ a tape ƌeĐoƌdeƌ aŶd took a tape-ƌeĐoƌded ĐoŶfessioŶ.  

 

Lateƌ oŶ iŶ ƌeǀieǁiŶg the tape, hoǁeǀeƌ, the lead deteĐtiǀe oŶ the Đase ŶotiĐed ŵaŶǇ disĐƌepaŶĐies 

ďetǁeeŶ Williaŵs͛ ĐoŶfessioŶ aŶd the autopsǇ ƌepoƌt, ǁhiĐh, ďǇ the ǁaǇ, Foƌd didŶ͛t haǀe. Foƌ 

eǆaŵple, Williaŵs said that he had hit Bosko iŶ the head ǁith a ďluŶt oďjeĐt, ďut the autopsǇ 

shoǁed Ŷo head iŶjuƌies. He Ŷeǀeƌ ŵeŶtioŶed staďďiŶg heƌ ďut that ǁas heƌ Đause of death. He said 

she ǁas aliǀe aŶd sĐƌeaŵiŶg ǁheŶ he fled the apaƌtŵeŶt, ďut ďeĐause of seƌious thƌoat ǁouŶds 

that ǁould͛ǀe ďeeŶ phǇsiĐallǇ iŵpossiďle. He said theƌe ǁas Ŷo ďlood at the sĐeŶe. The aĐtuallǇ 

ŵuƌdeƌ sĐeŶe ǁas eǆtƌeŵelǇ ďloodǇ. CleaƌlǇ, this ĐoŶfessioŶ ǁould Ŷot do. DeteĐtiǀe EǀaŶs aŶgƌilǇ 

ĐoŶfƌoŶted Williaŵs ǁith the iŶaĐĐuƌaĐies ďetǁeeŶ ǁhat he had told DeteĐtiǀe Foƌd aŶd ǁhat she 

kŶeǁ fƌoŵ the autopsǇ. AŶd Williaŵs agƌeed to ĐhaŶge his ĐoŶfessioŶ to ŵatĐh the faĐts as ƌeĐited 

ďǇ DeteĐtiǀe EǀaŶs. AŶd the seĐoŶd ƌeǀised ĐoŶfessioŶ ǁas ƌeĐoƌded. This ǁas Ŷot the last tiŵe iŶ 

this Đase that ĐoŶfessioŶ ǁould haǀe to ďe ƌeǀised as the poliĐe leaƌŶt Ŷeǁ faĐts fƌoŵ the Đase.  

 

Well, the Đase ǁas Đlosed. The poliĐe had theiƌ killeƌ. But seǀeƌal ǁeeks lateƌ, DNA aŶalǇsis Đaŵe 

ďaĐk fƌoŵ the Đƌiŵe laď aŶd the seŵeŶ iŶ the ǀiĐtiŵ s͛ ďodǇ didŶ͛t ŵatĐh Williaŵs͛ DNA. The poliĐe 

ƌepoƌt ǁas Ŷot to douďt Williaŵs͛ guilt ďut to look foƌ aŶ aĐĐoŵpliĐe ǁho ŵust haǀe Đoŵŵitted the 

Đƌiŵe aloŶg ǁith Williaŵs. TheǇ ƋuiĐklǇ settled his ƌooŵŵate, Joseph DiĐk, ǁho ǁas hauled iŶ foƌ 

ƋuestioŶiŶg. DiĐk too ǁas suďjeĐted to aŶ all-Ŷight iŶteƌƌogatioŶ, iŶĐludiŶg poliĐe lies aďout the 

eǀideŶĐe aŶd thƌeats aďout the death peŶaltǇ. Like Williaŵs, DiĐk too deŶied iŶǀolǀeŵeŶt iŶ the 
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Đƌiŵe thƌoughout the Ŷight aŶd oŶlǇ Đƌuŵďled afteƌ ŶiŶe houƌs of iŶteƌƌogatioŶ. DiĐk agƌeed to 

ĐoŶfess to the Ŷeǁ poliĐe theoƌǇ that he aŶd Williaŵs had joiŶtlǇ Đoŵŵitted the Đƌiŵe. Lateƌ oŶ, 

the Đƌiŵe laď ƌepoƌted DiĐk ǁasŶ͛t a ŵatĐh foƌ the DNA eitheƌ.  

 

Still ĐoŶǀiŶĐed that theǇ ŵust ďe guiltǇ, oƌ ǁhǇ ǁould theǇ haǀe ĐoŶfessed? The poliĐe ĐoŶĐeŶtƌated 

oŶ fiŶdiŶg a thiƌd aĐĐoŵpliĐe – the oŶe ǁho ǁould ŵatĐh the DNA. 

 

A poliĐe iŶfoƌŵaŶt put iŶto DiĐk s͛ Đell said that he had ŵeŶtioŶed seǀeƌal tiŵes soŵeoŶe Ŷaŵed 

EƌiĐ WilsoŶ, so WilsoŶ ǁas ďƌought iŶ foƌ iŶteƌƌogatioŶ. Foƌd used the saŵe iŶteƌƌogatioŶ 

teĐhŶiƋue, so it͛d ďeeŶ so suĐĐessful. AŶd afteƌ aŶ all-Ŷight iŶteƌƌogatioŶ, WilsoŶ ĐƌaĐked aŶd 

adŵittiŶg ƌapiŶg MiĐhelle Bosko.  

 

UŶfoƌtuŶatelǇ foƌ the poliĐe, the DNA aŶalǇsis eǆĐluded WilsoŶ as the ƌapist. AŶd theƌe ǁasŶ͛t eǀeŶ 

aŶǇ phǇsiĐal eǀideŶĐe – Ŷo fiŶgeƌpƌiŶts, Ŷo haiƌs, Ŷo fiďƌes. NothiŶg iŶ the apaƌtŵeŶt liŶkiŶg those 

ŵeŶ ǁith the Đƌiŵe. DiĐk s͛ defeŶse laǁǇeƌ pleaded ǁith hiŵ to ďe Đoopeƌatiǀe ǁith the poliĐe aŶd 

aŵeŶd his ĐoŶfessioŶ to add WilsoŶ aŶd a foƌth guǇ – the guǇ ǁhose DNA ǁould fiŶallǇ ŵatĐh. 

Teƌƌified ďǇ the death peŶaltǇ, DiĐk agƌeed to aŵeŶd his tape ĐoŶfessioŶ to iŶĐlude paƌtiĐipatioŶ ďǇ 

WilsoŶ aŶd a foƌth guǇ ǁho he said, ͚I just kŶoǁ his Ŷaŵe is Geoƌge. I doŶ͛t kŶoǁ his last Ŷaŵe oƌ 

hoǁ to fiŶd hiŵ.͛  So theǇ got a poliĐe sketĐh aƌtist to Đall iŶ to pƌoduĐe a sketĐh of Geoƌge. Aƌŵed 

ǁith Geoƌge s͛ sketĐh, theǇ ǁeŶt to iŶteƌǀieǁ the Ŷeighďouƌs, aŶd oŶe of theŵ said, ͚That looks a 

little ďit like a guǇ I kŶoǁ Ŷaŵed Deƌek TiĐe.͛   

 

The poliĐe ƌe-iŶteƌƌogated Joseph DiĐk, this tiŵe ǁith a photogƌaph of Deƌek TiĐe. AŶd uŶdeƌ 

pƌessuƌe, DiĐk Đaǀed aŶd said, ͚Yes, TiĐe is Geoƌge.͛  AgaiŶ, aŶ all-Ŷight iŶteƌƌogatioŶ ĐoŵŵeŶĐes ďǇ 

DeteĐtiǀe Foƌd, this tiŵe of Deƌek TiĐe. TiĐe too eǀeŶtuallǇ ĐoŶfesses. But this tiŵe, Foƌd doesŶ͛t 

ǁait foƌ the DNA eǀideŶĐe – that s͛ Ŷot ďeeŶ his fƌieŶd. IŶstead, he said to TiĐe, ͚UŶless Ǉou Đoŵe up 

ƌight Ŷoǁ ǁith the Ŷaŵes of eǀeƌǇďodǇ else iŶǀolǀed iŶ this Đase, Ǉou͛ll get the death peŶaltǇ.͛  So 

TiĐe offeƌed the fiƌst Ŷaŵes he Đould thiŶk of – tǁo otheƌ sailoƌs ǁho ǁeƌe theŶ aƌƌested oŶ that 

ďasis. Joseph DiĐk ǁas hauled fƌoŵ his jail Đell aŶd told he Ŷeeded to ƌeĐoƌd Ǉet aŶotheƌ ĐoŶfessioŶ, 

iŶĐludiŶg the Ŷeǁ aƌƌestees as ŵeŵďeƌs of the ƌape-ŵuƌdeƌ plot.  
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WithiŶ tǁo ŵoŶths, the Đƌiŵe laď deteƌŵiŶed that of the siǆ ŵeŶ jailed iŶ the Bosko Đase, ŶoŶe 

ŵatĐhed the DNA of the ƌapist. TiĐe ǁas theŶ ƌe-iŶteƌƌogated aŶd thƌeateŶed ǁith the death 

peŶaltǇ if he didŶ͛t Ŷaŵe aŶotheƌ Đo-defeŶdaŶt. He offeƌed the Ŷaŵe of JohŶ DaŶseƌ, aŶotheƌ sailoƌ 

ǁho ǁas aƌƌested oŶ that ďasis. DaŶseƌ aĐtuallǇ had phǇsiĐal pƌoof that he ǁas tǁo huŶdƌed ŵiles 

aǁaǇ at the tiŵe of the ŵuƌdeƌ aŶd the DNA didŶ͛t ŵatĐh hiŵ eitheƌ. Neǀeƌtheless, the pƌoseĐutoƌ 

deĐided to go foƌǁaƌd ǁith the Đase agaiŶst all seǀeŶ ŵeŶ.  

 

Aďout a ŵoŶth afteƌ these Đhaƌges ǁeƌe filed – Oŵaƌ Ballaƌd, ƌeŵeŵďeƌ Oŵaƌ Ballaƌd? – Oŵaƌ 

Ballaƌd ǁƌites a letteƌ to a fƌieŶd adŵittiŶg to haǀiŶg killed MiĐhelle Bosko. The letteƌ ĐoŶtaiŶed 

details of the Đƌiŵe that had Ŷeǀeƌ ďeeŶ ŵade puďliĐ. Ballaƌd s͛ fƌieŶd took the letteƌ to the poliĐe 

ǁho ďƌought Oŵaƌ Ballaƌd iŶ fƌoŵ his jail Đell foƌ ƋuestioŶiŶg. WithiŶ ŵiŶutes, he fƌeelǇ adŵitted to 

haǀiŶg killed Bosko. He told the poliĐe he had plaŶŶed the seduĐtioŶ ďut Bosko ƌesisted it, aŶd theŶ 

she staƌted sĐƌeaŵiŶg. He tƌied to Ƌuiet heƌ doǁŶ, aŶd he killed heƌ theŶ, so he ǁouldŶ͛t ďe 

ideŶtified. His ĐoŶfessioŶ ǁas iŶ faĐt ĐoŶsisteŶt ǁith his otheƌ attaĐks oŶ ǁoŵeŶ ďefoƌe aŶd afteƌ 

the Đƌiŵe. Oh, aŶd his DNA? It ǁas a ŵatĐh. SouŶds like the eŶd of the stoƌǇ, ƌight?  

 

But the poliĐe aŶd pƌoseĐutoƌ ǁeƌe uŶǁilliŶg to adŵit that theǇ͛d ŵade a ŵistake iŶ ĐhaƌgiŶg the 

otheƌ ŵeŶ. TheǇ pƌoŵised Oŵaƌ Ballaƌd that he ǁouldŶ͛t get the death peŶaltǇ if he ǁould agƌee to 

testifǇ that the otheƌ ŵeŶ had ďeeŶ iŶǀolǀed too. At fiƌst, Ballaƌd agƌeed, although he lateƌ 

ƌetƌaĐted his Đlaiŵ that aŶǇoŶe else ǁas iŶǀolǀed. It s͛ like Ǉou ďƌiŶg seǀeŶ otheƌ guǇs aloŶg iŶ a 

seduĐtioŶ, doesŶ͛t ƌeallǇ ŵake seŶse.  

 

Still, the poliĐe aŶd pƌoseĐutoƌs Đhose to ďelieǀe hiŵ ǁheŶ he said all those seǀeŶ ŵeŶ ǁeƌe his Đo-

defeŶdaŶt aĐĐoŵpliĐes aŶd theǇ Đhose to disďelieǀe hiŵ ǁheŶ he lateƌ tƌied to ƌeĐaŶt this Đlaiŵs of 

iŶǀolǀeŵeŶt.  

 

Williaŵs aŶd DiĐk ǁeƌe ƌepƌeseŶted ďǇ appoiŶted defeŶse laǁǇeƌs ǁho Ŷeǀeƌ iŶǀestigated theiƌ 

Đlaiŵs of iŶŶoĐeŶĐe. IŶstead, theǇ ǁeƌe stƌoŶglǇ adǀised to plead guiltǇ aŶd aĐĐept the life seŶteŶĐe 

iŶstead of the death peŶaltǇ. FeeliŶg as though theǇ had Ŷo ĐhoiĐe, eaĐh did so. EƌiĐ WilsoŶ aŶd 

Deƌek TiĐe, hoǁeǀeƌ, ƌefused to plead guiltǇ aŶd theǇ ǁeŶt to tƌial ǁheƌe theiƌ ĐoŶfessioŶs ǁeƌe 



 

PROFESSOR JANET AINSWORTH: 
HOW DOES THE DISCOURSE OF POLICE INTERROGATION CREATE RISKS FOR FALSE CONFESSION? TƌaŶsĐƌipt 

 

adŵitted iŶto eǀideŶĐe aŶd theǇ ǁeƌe ďoth fouŶd guiltǇ ďǇ sepaƌate juƌies despite the failuƌe of 

theiƌ so-Đalled ͚ĐoŶfessioŶs͛ to ŵatĐh the phǇsiĐal eǀideŶĐe iŶ the Đase.  

 

The ƌeŵaiŶiŶg thƌee sailoƌs iŶĐideŶtallǇ ǁeƌe Ŷeǀeƌ tƌied. Oŵaƌ Ballaƌd ǁas peƌŵitted to plead 

guiltǇ aŶd aǀoid the death peŶaltǇ.  

 

So the ƋuestioŶ I ǁaŶt to ask is hoǁ did eǀeƌǇďodǇ iŶ this Đase – poliĐe, pƌoseĐutoƌs, defeŶse 

laǁǇeƌs aŶd juƌoƌs – hoǁ did theǇ all ďeĐoŵe ĐoŶǀiŶĐed of these sailoƌs͛ guilt giǀeŶ the ďizaƌƌe 

theoƌǇ of this Đase that eight ŵeŶ, ŵost of ǁhoŵ ǁeƌe ďaƌelǇ aĐƋuaiŶtaŶĐes, soŵehoǁ got 

togetheƌ, plotted the ƌape aŶd ŵuƌdeƌ of a ǁoŵaŶ iŶ ǁhiĐh oŶlǇ oŶe guǇ leaǀes phǇsiĐal eǀideŶĐe 

aŶd lots of it, aŶd the otheƌs Ŷot a tƌaĐe of fiŶgeƌpƌiŶts oƌ haiƌ oƌ fiďƌe oƌ seŵeŶ oƌ aŶǇthiŶg.  

 

This Đase illustƌates ŵaŶǇ of the faĐtoƌs that ƌeseaƌĐh has shoǁŶ ĐaŶ lead to false ĐoŶfessioŶs. Heƌe 

aƌe soŵe of the hallŵaƌks I ǁaŶt to Đall Ǉouƌ atteŶtioŶ to that ƌeĐuƌ iŶ these Đases ǁheƌe iŶŶoĐeŶt 

people ĐoŶfess. Fiƌst, fƌoŵ the poliĐe side, the pheŶoŵeŶoŶ that psǇĐhologists Đall ĐoŶfiƌŵatioŶ 

ďias ĐaŶ distoƌt poliĐe s͛ peƌĐeptioŶs of eǀideŶĐe aŶd Đause theŵ to doggedlǇ puƌsue suspeĐts ǁho 

theǇ ought to appƌeĐiate aƌe iŶŶoĐeŶt. CoŶfiƌŵatioŶ ďias is the teŶdeŶĐǇ that ǁe all haǀe to 

iŶteƌpƌet Ŷeǁ eǀideŶĐe to ďe ĐoŶsisteŶt ǁith ǁhat ǁe alƌeadǇ kŶoǁ aŶd ďelieǀe.  

 

Let ŵe giǀe Ǉou a good eǆaŵple of aŶ eǆpeƌiŵeŶt doŶe oŶ ĐoŶfiƌŵatioŶ ďias. PsǇĐhologist Baƌďaƌa 

O͛BƌieŶ pƌepaƌed a ŵaƌked Đase of a ďuƌglaƌǇ aŶd shootiŶg of the hoŵeoǁŶeƌ. SuďjeĐts lookiŶg at 

the Đase ǁeƌe diǀided iŶto tǁo gƌoups aŶd ŵeŵďeƌs of eaĐh gƌoup ǁeƌe shoǁŶ a Đase file. That file 

ĐoŶtaiŶed eǀideŶĐe suggestiŶg that a ǁoƌkeƌ ǁho had ďeeŶ fiƌed fƌoŵ his joď ďǇ the ǀiĐtiŵ ǁas a 

good suspeĐt iŶ the Đase. SuďjeĐts iŶ oŶe gƌoup ǁeƌe asked afteƌ ƌeǀieǁiŶg the file, ͚Who s͛ Ǉouƌ 

pƌiŵe suspeĐt? ,͛ aŶd theǇ all piĐked the fiƌed ǁoƌkeƌ. The otheƌ gƌoup saǁ the saŵe Đase file, theǇ 

ǁeƌe just Ŷot asked that ƋuestioŶ. TheŶ ďoth gƌoups ǁeƌe giǀeŶ a seĐoŶd paƌt of the Đase file, 

iŶĐludiŶg soŵe eǀideŶĐe suggestiŶg that the fiƌed ǁoƌkeƌ ǁas guiltǇ, soŵe eǀideŶĐe that stƌoŶglǇ 

suggested that he ǁasŶ͛t aŶd eǀideŶĐe aďout tǁo otheƌ possiďle suspeĐts.  

 

What s͛ iŶteƌestiŶg is that the pƌiŵe suspeĐt gƌoup ƌead the seĐoŶd half of the file ǀeƌǇ diffeƌeŶtlǇ 
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fƌoŵ the people ǁho ǁeƌeŶ͛t asked to Ŷaŵe the pƌiŵe suspeĐt. The pƌiŵe suspeĐt suďjeĐts 

ƌeŵeŵďeƌed ŵoƌe faĐts ĐoŶsisteŶt ǁith the ǁoƌkeƌ s͛ guilt. TheǇ eǀaluated aŵďiguous eǀideŶĐe as 

pƌoof of guilt aŶd theǇ disĐouŶted eǀideŶĐe that suggested he pƌoďaďlǇ ǁasŶ͛t guiltǇ. It s͛ a ĐlassiĐ 

Đase of ĐoŶfiƌŵatioŶ ďias. AŶd ƌeŵeŵďeƌ, these suďjeĐts had Ŷo pƌofessioŶal oƌ peƌsoŶal iŶteƌest iŶ 

ĐlosiŶg this pƌeteŶd Đase.  

 

IŶ the Đase of ƌeal poliĐe iŶǀestigatioŶs, ĐoŶfiƌŵatioŶ ďias has led to disastƌous ŵisĐaƌƌiages of 

justiĐe. IŶ this Đase, oŶĐe the poliĐe had foĐused oŶ DaŶiel Williaŵs as the ŵuƌdeƌeƌ, ĐoŶfiƌŵatioŶ 

ďias ŵade it easieƌ foƌ theŵ to just kiŶd of ƌeǁoƌk the details of the Đase oǀeƌ aŶd oǀeƌ agaiŶ, ƌatheƌ 

thaŶ ƌejeĐt that theoƌǇ aŶd staƌt all oǀeƌ agaiŶ.  

 

AŶotheƌ faĐtoƌ that ĐoŶtƌiďutes to ĐoeƌĐiǀe iŶteƌƌogatioŶs aƌe tǁo ƌelated assuŵptioŶs ďǇ poliĐe. 

Fiƌst, that liaƌs ǁill displaǇ ĐeƌtaiŶ ďehaǀiouƌal Đues that theǇ͛ƌe lǇiŶg, aŶd seĐoŶd, that the poliĐe 

ĐaŶ ďe tƌaiŶed to ideŶtifǇ those suĐĐessfullǇ. Both of these assuŵptioŶs aƌe ǀeƌǇ ƋuestioŶaďle. 

Theƌe s͛ a lot of ƌeseaƌĐh ďeiŶg doŶe ƌight Ŷoǁ, ďut the ĐuƌƌeŶt state of the ƌeseaƌĐh is theƌe is Ŷo 

ƌeliaďle ŵethod to deteƌŵiŶe ǁheŶ soŵeďodǇ s͛ lǇiŶg. AŶd seĐoŶd, ǁheŶ poliĐe had ďeeŶ tested iŶ 

douďle-ďliŶd studies, ͚CaŶ Ǉou aĐtuallǇ do this? ,͛ theǇ ideŶtifǇ liaƌs at aďout a fiftǇ-fiftǇ Đlip, that is 

pƌettǇ ŵuĐh a ĐoiŶ flip. But the thiŶg is this: past eǆpeƌieŶĐe that theǇ haǀe iŶ iŶteƌƌogatiŶg suspeĐts 

ǁho tuƌŶ out to ďe guiltǇ, ďeĐause, afteƌ all, ŵost aƌƌestees aĐtuallǇ aƌe guiltǇ, ĐoŶǀiŶĐe theŵ that 

theǇ͛ƌe ƌeallǇ, ƌeallǇ good at lie deteĐtiŶg.  

 

AŶd so, DeteĐtiǀe Foƌd, foƌ eǆaŵple, ǁas ƌeallǇ suƌe that he Đould alǁaǇs spot liaƌs. He thought all 

seǀeŶ sailoƌs ǁeƌe lǇiŶg ǁheŶ theǇ deŶied killiŶg Bosko. The oďjeĐtiǀe eǀideŶĐe suggested he ǁas 

ǁƌoŶg. Fƌoŵ the suspeĐt side, ďeiŶg iŶŶoĐeŶt itself is a ƌisk faĐtoƌ foƌ ďeiŶg ŵaŶipulated iŶ poliĐe 

iŶteƌƌogatioŶ. See, guiltǇ people kŶoǁ theǇ aƌe guiltǇ. So ǁheŶ theǇ aƌe ďeiŶg ƋuestioŶed, theǇ aƌe 

ƌeallǇ aleƌt foƌ like, theǇ͛ƌe goiŶg to tƌǇ to tƌap ŵe to ŵake aŶ adŵissioŶ, ǁheƌeas iŶŶoĐeŶt people 

aƌe usuallǇ ǀeƌǇ Ŷaiǀe. TheǇ thiŶk this is a ďig ŵistake aŶd the ŵoƌe I ĐaŶ just talk to the poliĐe, the 

sooŶeƌ theǇ͛ll figuƌe out it s͛ a ďig ŵistake aŶd I ĐaŶ go hoŵe. EǀeŶ ǁheŶ DaŶiel Williaŵs ǁas 

diƌeĐtlǇ aĐĐused of the ŵuƌdeƌ, he ďelieǀed that the tƌuth ǁould Đoŵe out aŶd set hiŵ fƌee.  
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IŶŶoĐeŶt people aƌe also susĐeptiďle to a ĐoŵŵoŶ iŶteƌƌogatioŶ taĐtiĐ ǁheƌe the iŶteƌƌogatoƌ 

ĐoŶfƌoŶts the suspeĐt ǁith supposedlǇ oďjeĐtiǀe eǀideŶĐe of guilt like a failed polǇgƌaph oƌ 

fiŶgeƌpƌiŶts fouŶd at the sĐeŶe. AŶd theǇ aƌe asked, ͚Hoǁ ĐaŶ Ǉou eǆplaiŶ this aǁaǇ if Ǉou didŶ͛t do 

it?͛ IŶ those Đases, the eǀideŶĐe ĐaŶ ďe faked ďǇ the poliĐe. Noǁ, US Đouƌts haǀe appƌoǀed the use 

of fake eǀideŶĐe ďǇ the poliĐe iŶ iŶteƌƌogatioŶ ďeĐause theǇ ƌeasoŶ, ͚Well, that ŵight ďluff a guiltǇ 

peƌsoŶ iŶto ĐoŶfessiŶg,͛  ͚Oh, I guess Ǉou͛ǀe got ŵe,͛  ďut it ǁould Ŷeǀeƌ ĐoŶǀiŶĐe aŶ iŶŶoĐeŶt peƌsoŶ 

to ĐoŶfess.  

 

But uŶfoƌtuŶatelǇ, ǁe kŶoǁ Ŷoǁ that the use of false eǀideŶĐe has ďeeŶ iŵpliĐated iŶ ŵaŶǇ of 

these Đases ǁheƌe people falselǇ ĐoŶfessed that ǁeƌe iŶŶoĐeŶt of the Đƌiŵe. OfteŶ the use of false 

eǀideŶĐe is Đoupled ǁith the suggestioŶ ďǇ the poliĐe that the suspeĐt ŵight ďe ďloĐkiŶg ĐoŶsĐious 

aǁaƌeŶess of haǀiŶg Đoŵŵitted the Đƌiŵe aŶd that appƌoaĐh is ofteŶ Đoupled ǁith poliĐe 

ŵiŶiŵizatioŶ of the ĐoŶseƋueŶĐes of ĐoŶfessioŶ, suggestiŶg that oŶĐe ǁe͛ǀe all the faĐts fƌoŵ Ǉou, 

eǀeƌǇthiŶg ǁill ďe fiŶe. We ĐaŶ get Ǉou psǇĐhologiĐal help. That s͛ all ǁhat ǁe͛ƌe ƌeallǇ iŶteƌested iŶ. 

PƌoseĐutioŶ aŶd pƌisoŶ, theǇ ǁould get adŵitted as possiďle ĐoŶseƋueŶĐes of ĐoŶfessioŶ.  

 

So if Ǉou take fake eǀideŶĐe pƌoǀiŶg guilt, these taĐtiĐs ĐaŶ ĐoŶǀiŶĐe aŶ iŶŶoĐeŶt peƌsoŶ that theǇ 

ŵust haǀe Đoŵŵitted the Đƌiŵe, eǀeŶ though theǇ haǀe Ŷo ĐoŶsĐious ŵeŵoƌǇ of doiŶg so. AŶd 

that s͛ espeĐiallǇ poǁeƌful if soŵeďodǇ s͛ ďeeŶ iŶteƌƌogated foƌ ŵaŶǇ houƌs aŶd theǇ͛ƌe sleep 

depƌiǀed.  

 

DisĐouƌse aŶalǇsis also has a ƌole to plaǇ iŶ uŶŵaskiŶg false ĐoŶfessioŶs. If Ǉou͛ƌe doiŶg a pƌagŵatiĐ 

aŶalǇsis of poliĐe iŶteƌƌogatioŶ, Ǉou ďegiŶ ďǇ siŵplǇ ƌeĐogŶiziŶg the eǆtƌeŵe poǁeƌ asǇŵŵetƌǇ iŶ 

this foƌŵ of ƋuestioŶ-aŶsǁeƌ ďetǁeeŶ the offiĐeƌ aŶd the suspeĐt. The iŶteƌƌogatoƌ ĐoŵpletelǇ 

ĐoŶtƌols the suďjeĐt ŵatteƌ, the teŵpo, the leŶgth of the ƋuestioŶiŶg aŶd is the sole judge of 

ǁhetheƌ a ƌespoŶse is satisfaĐtoƌǇ oƌ Ŷot. PoliĐe iŶteƌƌogatoƌs aƌe aĐtuallǇ tƌaiŶed to iŶteƌƌupt 

deŶials oƌ eǆplaŶatioŶs ďǇ the suspeĐt, ĐoŶditioŶiŶg the suspeĐt to aĐĐept Đoŵplete disĐuƌsiǀe 

doŵiŶatioŶ. The poliĐe ofteŶ iŶteŶtioŶallǇ ďegiŶ the iŶteƌƌogatioŶ late at Ŷight aŶd ĐoŶtiŶue it 

thƌoughout the Ŷight to ŵaǆiŵize theiƌ adǀaŶtage oǀeƌ sleep-depƌiǀed suspeĐts.  
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LiŶguistiĐ ŵiĐƌoaŶalǇsis of the disĐouƌse iŶ poliĐe iŶteƌƌogatioŶ ĐaŶ ƌeǀeal ŵaŶǇ suďtle stƌuĐtuƌal 

ŵeĐhaŶisŵs of disĐuƌsiǀe ĐoŶtƌol. CoŶtƌolliŶg, aŶd I͛ŵ Ŷot goiŶg to go iŶto the details of this, ďut 

Ǉou kŶoǁ, it s͛ thiŶgs like pƌagŵatiĐ disĐouƌse ŵaƌkeƌs like that oŶes to ĐoŶtƌol topiĐs, ŵaƌk 

digƌessioŶs, ĐhaŶge the suďjeĐt, eǆpƌess staŶĐe, ďloĐk atteŵpts ďǇ the suspeĐt to saǇ thiŶgs. 

BasiĐallǇ, it s͛ a stƌuĐtuƌe that liŶguistiĐallǇ has desigŶed to keep the Đoŵplete Ŷaƌƌatiǀe of the Đƌiŵe 

ǁithiŶ poliĐe ĐoŶtƌol.  

 

I ǁaŶt to eŶd ǁith the ĐoŶĐlusioŶ of the stoƌǇ of the MiĐhelle Bosko Đase at least as of Ŷoǁ. EƌiĐ 

WilsoŶ seƌǀed his eŶtiƌe eleǀeŶ-Ǉeaƌ seŶteŶĐe aŶd ǁas ƌeleased. DaŶiel Williaŵs, Joseph DiĐk aŶd 

Deƌek TiĐe ǁeƌe all seŶteŶĐed to lift ǁithout paƌole. TheǇ all filed uŶsuĐĐessful appellate Đlaiŵs foƌ 

ƌelief. UpoŶ his ƌelief, EƌiĐ WilsoŶ ĐoŶtaĐted the IŶŶoĐeŶĐe PƌojeĐt, the oƌgaŶizatioŶ that 

iŶǀestigates ŵisĐaƌƌiages of justiĐe. AŶd he told theŵ he d͛ ďeeŶ ĐoŶǀiĐted of a Đƌiŵe that he hadŶ͛t 

Đoŵŵitted aŶd he ǁaŶted to Đleaƌ his Ŷaŵe. AŶd he said theƌe ǁeƌe thƌee guǇs doiŶg life ǁithout 

paƌole that he thought ǁeƌe also iŶŶoĐeŶt. So the IŶŶoĐeŶĐe PƌojeĐt took oŶ the Đase aŶd theǇ 

pƌessed the goǀeƌŶoƌ of the ViƌgiŶia, a guǇ Ŷaŵed Tiŵ KaiŶe, to issue eǆoŶeƌatioŶs oƌ paƌdoŶs iŶ 

the Đase. AŶd fiŶallǇ, tǁelǀe Ǉeaƌs afteƌ DaŶiel Williaŵs had fiƌst ďeeŶ iŶteƌƌogated, the goǀeƌŶoƌ 

issued ĐoŶditioŶal ĐoŵŵutatioŶs of seŶteŶĐe to the ŵeŶ aŶd oƌdeƌed theiƌ ƌelease fƌoŵ pƌisoŶ, ďut 

he ƌefused to deĐlaƌe theŵ iŶŶoĐeŶt. As of todaǇ, theǇ still staŶd ĐoŶǀiĐted of the Đƌiŵe. TheǇ haǀe 

to ƌegisteƌ as ĐoŶǀiĐted seǆ offeŶdeƌs.  

 

This Đase illustƌates the ǁaǇ iŶ ǁhiĐh staŶdaƌd teĐhŶiƋues of poliĐe iŶteƌƌogatioŶ ĐaŶ liteƌallǇ Đƌeate 

false ĐoŶfessioŶs. Is theƌe aŶ alteƌŶatiǀe? As it tuƌŶs out, theƌe ŵight ďe. BƌitaiŶ too has seeŶ a 

Ŷuŵďeƌ of high pƌofile ĐoŶǀiĐtioŶs oǀeƌtuƌŶed ǁheŶ defeŶdaŶts͛ ĐoŶfessioŶs tuƌŶed out to ďe false. 

As a ƌesult, iŶ EŶglaŶd aŶd Wales, theǇ had poliĐe iŶteƌƌogatioŶ ƌefoƌŵ iŵpleŵeŶted to ƌeduĐe ďoth 

the ĐoeƌĐiǀeŶess of iŶteƌƌogatioŶ aŶd to tƌǇ to ƌeduĐe the adǀeƌsaƌial ĐoŶfiƌŵatioŶ ďias ďǇ the 

poliĐe iŶ the pƌoĐess. This ŵethod Đalled the PEACE ŵethod afteƌ its fiǀe steps is fuŶdaŵeŶtallǇ aŶ 

opeŶ-eŶded iŶǀestigatoƌǇ pƌoĐess, oŶe ŵuĐh less susĐeptiďle to ĐoŶfiƌŵatioŶ ďias. Does this solǀe 

the pƌoďleŵ? Theƌe s͛ ďeeŶ soŵe ƌeĐeŶt ƌeseaƌĐh oŶ the PEACE ŵethod aŶd uŶfoƌtuŶatelǇ, it looks 

like ǁhat happeŶs is all haďits aƌe haƌd to oǀeƌĐoŵe aŶd so theǇ teŶd to soƌt of ďaĐkslide iŶto oldeƌ 

iŶteƌƌogatioŶ patteƌŶs ǁheŶ theǇ doŶ͛t get ǁhat theǇ ǁaŶt.  
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But I ǁaŶt to ĐoŶĐlude heƌe, fiŶallǇ ƌeallǇ ĐoŶĐlude, ǁith Ŷo eǆtƌa-ĐuƌƌiĐulaƌ aĐtiǀitǇ. This stoƌǇ that 

I͛ŵ telliŶg Ǉou todaǇ – I tell Ǉou ďeĐause I thiŶk it s͛ a ƌeŵiŶdeƌ that laǁ aŶd ĐƌiŵiŶologǇ ƌeallǇ 

despeƌatelǇ Ŷeed the iŶsights aŶd kŶoǁledge that soĐial sĐieŶĐe ĐaŶ ďƌiŶg to ďeaƌ to pƌeǀeŶt 

ŵisĐaƌƌiages of justiĐe. AŶd uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of huŵaŶ ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶ is iŶĐoŵplete ǁheŶ it doesŶ͛t 

iŶĐoƌpoƌate the iŶsights of liŶguistiĐs aŶd psǇĐhologǇ. That s͛ ǁhat ǁe͛ǀe ďeeŶ saǇiŶg all daǇ ďasiĐallǇ 

is Ǉou Ŷeed this stuff iŶ oƌdeƌ to ƌeallǇ ŵake ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶ ǁoƌk effeĐtiǀelǇ. AŶd it s͛ eǆaĐtlǇ this 

kiŶd of iŶteƌdisĐipliŶaƌǇ appƌoaĐh that ǁe͛ǀe ďeeŶ heaƌiŶg aďout all daǇ that I͛ŵ suggestiŶg ĐaŶ lead 

to kiŶd of a ƌeseaƌĐh gƌouŶded puďliĐ poliĐǇ iŶ pƌaĐtiĐe aŶd ultiŵatelǇ to a ŵoƌe just aŶd huŵaŶe 

ǁoƌld. 


