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Abstract

A large body of evidence in-
dicates that people attribute
unwarranted causality (influ-
ence) to a stimulus simply be-
cause it is more noticeable or
salient than other available
stimuli. This article reviews
recent research demonstrating
that this illusory-causation phe-
nomenon can produce serious
prejudicial effects with regard
to how people evaluate certain
types of legal evidence.
Specifically, evaluations of
videotaped confessions can be
significantly altered by presum-
ably inconsequential changes
in the camera perspective
taken when the confessions are
initially recorded. Videotaped
confessions recorded with the
camera focused on the sus-
pect—compared with video-
tapes from other camera points
of view (e.g., focused equally
on the suspect and interroga-
tor) or with more traditional
presentation formats (i.e., tran-
scripts and audiotapes)—lead

mock jurors to judge that the
confessions were more volun-
tary and, most important, that
the suspects are more likely to
be guilty. Because actual crimi-
nal interrogations are custom-
arily videotaped with the
camera lens zeroed in on the
suspect, these findings are of
considerable practical signifi-
cance.

Keywords
illusory causation; videotaped
confessions; bias

In 1935, Koffka noted that objects
that stand out in our visual field, or
are the focus of our attention, are
more likely than less conspicuous
objects to be judged the originators
of a physical event, even when there
is no objective basis for such a con-
clusion. For example, when placed
in a darkened room, people judge
that a widening gap between two
pinpoints of light is caused by the
one that they happen to be looking
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at regardless of whether it is actu-
ally the one moving.

This phenomenon, referred to as
illusory causation (McArthur,
1980), is not limited to cases involv-
ing interactions among simple
physical objects. Research indicates
that it affects people’s causal attri-
butions for more complex social in-
teractions as well. In the first sys-
tematic demonstration of illusory
causation in the social domain,
Taylor and Fiske (1975) had ob-
servers view a casual, two-person
conversation. The vantage point of
the observers was varied by seat-
ing them in different locations
around the two interactants. After
the conversation ended, observers
rated each interactant in terms of
the amount of causal influence he
or she exerted during the ex-
change. The results revealed that
greater causality was attributed to
whichever person observers hap-
pened to be facing, which, of
course, was determined by their
seating position—an entirely inci-
dental factor that logically should
have had no bearing on their
causal judgments.

Misidentifying which of multi-
ple points of light is moving in a
darkened room, or even overesti-
mating the causal influence of a
particular participant in a “getting
acquainted” interaction, I daresay,
is not an error in judgment that is
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likely to keep us awake at night. Is
the illusory-causation phenome-
non, then, simply an intriguing
psychological quirk that has essen-
tially no impact on matters of true
substance? I posed this question
nearly 20 years ago, and the an-
swer provided by two decades of
subsequent research is both sur-
prising and disturbing.

RELEVANCE OF ILLUSORY
CAUSATION FOR OUR
SYSTEM OF JUSTICE

As of May 2002, the Death Pen-
alty Information Center had docu-
mented 101 cases in which death-
row inmates (from 24 states) were
set free because new evidence (e.g.,
DNA test results) conclusively es-
tablished their innocence. In many
instances, the cause of such wrong-
ful convictions can be traced back
to the interrogation phase of crimi-
nal investigations (Dwyer, Neu-
feld, & Scheck, 2000).% There is now
incontrovertible proof that false
confessions are sometimes ex-
tracted from detained crime sus-
pects during this critical stage of
the judicial process. Numerous le-
gal scholars, criminal-justice practi-
tioners, political leaders, and so-
cial scientists have called for the
videotaping of all police interroga-
tions as a solution to the problem
of some innocent people being in-
duced to incriminate themselves
when confronted by standard po-
lice interrogation tactics. Those
who advocate videotaping interro-
gations argue that the presence of
the camera will deter the use of co-
ercive methods to induce confes-
sions and will provide complete
and objective records of the inter-
rogations so that judges and jurors
can evaluate thoroughly and accu-
rately the voluntariness and verac-
ity of any confessions.

Under certain circumstances, I
have no doubt that the videotape
method, compared with more tra-
ditional methods of evidence pre-
sentation, can improve assessment
of the voluntariness and reliability
of confessions. Certainly, if interro-
gators use obviously assaultive co-
ercion, any reasonable observer will
recognize the illegitimacy of the con-
fession. However, such third-degree
intimidation has been replaced by
nonassaultive psychological manip-
ulation that is not always recog-
nized as coercive but, as research
has shown, can nonetheless lead to
false admissions of guilt (cf. Kassin
& Kiechel, 1996). In this age of psy-
chologically oriented interrogation
techniques, videotaping interroga-
tions and confessions may not be a
surefire preventive against convict-
ing the truly innocent. In the
United States and in many other
countries (such as Canada, Austra-
lia, and the United Kingdom), vid-
eotaped interrogations and confes-
sions are typically recorded with
the camera focused on the suspect.
Positioning the camera in this man-
ner seems straightforward and log-
ical because trial fact finders pre-
sumably need to see directly what
the suspect said and did to best as-
sess the voluntariness and veracity
of his or her statements.

The illusory-causation phenom-
enon, however, suggests the alarm-
ing possibility that the default cam-
era perspective taken when recording
criminal confessions (i.e., focused
on the suspect) could have an unin-
tended prejudicial effect on trial
participants’ subsequent evaluations
of the voluntariness of the confes-
sions. More specifically, observers
of a videotaped confession re-
corded with the camera focused on
the suspect, compared with the
same confession recorded from a
different camera perspective,
might be more likely to judge the
confession as voluntary (i.e., attrib-
utable to the suspect). Inow describe
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a systematic program of research
that indicates that this is not simply
a possibility; it is in fact a reality.

EVIDENCE FOR A BIASING
EFFECT OF CAMERA
PERSPECTIVE ON
EVALUATIONS OF
VIDEOTAPED CONFESSIONS

The research (Lassiter, Geers, Han-
dley, Weiland, & Munhall, 2002;
Lassiter, Geers, Munhall, Handley,
& Beers, 2001; Lassiter, Geers, Mun-
hall, Ploutz-Snyder, & Breiten-
becher, 2002) proceeded in three
stages. Stage One focused on estab-
lishing the existence and robust-
ness of the camera-perspective bias
in videotaped confessions. Stage Two
examined the extent to which the
bias generalized to more real-world
contexts. Finally, Stage Three in-
vestigated the mechanisms hy-
pothesized to underlie the biasing
effect of camera perspective.

Summary of Stage One
Experiments

Stage One of the research com-
prised eight studies that were, for
the most part, relatively simple in
their design and in the stimulus ma-
terials used. The mock confessions
that were constructed for five of the
experiments were designed to be
composites of various elements that
have been documented to occur in
real interrogations or that police
manuals advise should occur. None
of the stimulus tapes resulting from
these staged interrogations and con-
fessions lasted longer than 5 min.
(Leo, 1996, reported that interroga-
tions of this length are not typical,
but they do occur.) For the remain-
ing three experiments, the confes-
sion stimulus was developed from
the transcript of an actual police in-
terrogation and was approximately
30 min in duration.
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Seven of the experiments in
Stage One employed only continu-
ous (rating scale) measures of par-
ticipants’” judgments because such
ratings often exhibit greater sensi-
tivity than dichotomous responses
and because they are amenable to
more powerful statistical analyses.
(In a true courtroom, judgments con-
cerning voluntariness and guilt
would ultimately be rendered in a
dichotomous fashion. However, at
this point the primary concern was
to detect the bias, if it actually ex-
isted. Issues of external validity
could always be addressed later—
and were in Stage Two.) Finally, all
participants in the Stage One ex-
periments were college students re-
cruited from introductory psychol-
ogy courses.

Consistent with the largely in-
nocuous instances of illusory causa-
tion described earlier, the Stage One
experiments revealed that video-
taped confessions recorded with the
camera focused on the suspect—
compared with videotapes from
other camera points of view (i.e., fo-
cused equally on the suspect and in-
terrogator or focused solely on the
interrogator) or with more tradi-
tional presentation formats (i.e., tran-
scripts and audiotapes)—resulted in
the judgment that the confessions
were more voluntary. This biasing
effect of camera perspective proved
to be quite robust and pervasive. It
influenced not only judgments of
voluntariness, but also perceived
likelihood of guilt and sentencing
recommendations—perceived like-
lihood of guilt was greater and rec-
ommended sentences were more
severe when the suspect-focus vid-
eotape of a confession was viewed.
It generalized across confessions deal-
ing with such crimes as shoplifting,
burglary, drug trafficking, rape, and
manslaughter. It affected the judg-
ments of individuals who were nat-
urally motivated to be effortful and
critical thinkers, as well as the judg-
ments of individuals who lacked such
motivation. It was not reduced by

the opportunity for decision makers
to deliberate before rendering their
judgments, and it persisted even
when they believed they would
have to justify their evaluations to a
local judge. Finally, urging mock ju-
rors to concentrate on the content of
the confession, rather than the man-
ner in which it was presented, did
not diminish the prejudicial effect of
camera perspective.

Summary of Stage Two
Experiments

Diamond (1997) has argued that
trial simulations, at Stage One of a re-
search program, that involve rela-
tively “easy” methods (e.g., using
college-student participants and
brief stimulus materials) should be
followed up with Stage Two research
that involves more elaborate, repre-
sentative methods (e.g., using com-
munity members as participants and
extensive videotaped trials as stim-
uli). As Bornstein (1999) has noted,
courts are more likely to be receptive
to psycholegal research findings that
are of the Stage Two variety.

The Stage Two portion of this re-
search, then, comprised three ex-
periments that are notable for their,
in Bornstein’s (1999, p. 88) words,
“harder, more representative meth-
ods.” All three studies involved ex-
tensive videotaped trial simulations
that required from 3 to 5 hr of par-
ticipants’ time. In two of the exper-
iments, all participants were non-
student, jury-eligible adults recruited
from both rural and urban commu-
nities in Ohio. In the other experi-
ment, both nonstudent and student
participants were used so that a
systematic comparison of their re-
sponses could be made. In all Stage
Two studies, participants made di-
chotomous judgments (e.g., guilty
or not guilty). In addition to ad-
dressing these issues of external
validity, the Stage Two experiments
continued to explore possible ways
of preventing camera perspective
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from influencing the judgment
process of observers.

Even though these studies used
realistic, videotaped simulations of
actual trials that included the direct
testimony and cross-examination of
several witnesses, the presentation
of physical evidence, prosecution and
defense arguments, judicial rulings
on points of law, and most of the
other trappings associated with such
legal proceedings, camera perspec-
tive still swayed mock jurors’ judg-
ments. The magnitude of the bias
under these conditions was re-
markable; in one instance, the sim-
ple change from an equal-focus
confession to a suspect-focus con-
fession doubled the conviction
rate! Furthermore, this effect was
impervious to various debiasing at-
tempts. Judicial instruction empha-
sizing the need to be cognizant of
reliability and fairness concerns in
evaluating the confession and, in
some cases, directly alerting mock
jurors to the potentially prejudicial
effect of camera perspective did
not mitigate the bias. This was true
whether the judicial instruction
preceded or followed the presenta-
tion of the confession. Allowing
mock jurors to view the videotaped
confession a second time also
failed to attenuate the biasing effect
of camera perspective. Finally, gen-
der was not a significant factor,
and jury-eligible adults in their 40s
and 50s fared no better (or worse)
than their college-age counterparts.

Summary of Stage Three
Experiments

The findings of the first two stages
of research clearly demonstrated the
practical significance of illusory cau-
sation. The final stage of the research
was more theoretical in that it fo-
cused on identifying the processes
mediating this phenomenon.

Early attempts to specify a medi-
ator of illusory causation emphasized
memory processes (cf. McArthur,
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1980). Generally, it was argued that
salient information tends to be
more memorable than nonsalient
information, and this difference in
memory is responsible for the
greater causality ascribed to salient
information. Later, Newtson
(Newtson, Rindner, Miller, & La-
Cross, 1978) and McArthur (1980)
suggested that illusory causation
may have more to do with how
people initially pick up or register
information from an observed in-
teraction than with how they sub-
sequently remember that infor-
mation. That is, Newtson and
McArthur argued that the point of
view from which individuals ob-
serve an interaction influences the
initial registration or perceptual or-
ganization of information from the
ongoing interaction, which in turn
directly influences causal attribu-
tions and related judgments.

Stage Three, then, comprised four
experiments whose main purpose
was to assess the relative tenability
of the memory-mediated and per-
ception-mediated explanations of
illusory causation. Like the Stage
One studies, these experiments
used rather simple stimulus mate-
rials and participants drawn from
college populations. Because the fo-
cus of this stage of the research was
on pinning down the basic mecha-
nisms underlying the illusory-cau-
sation phenomenon, the stimuli used
in three of the experiments were
similar to those in the original
studies conducted by Taylor and
Fiske (1975)—that is, 5-min “get-
ting acquainted” conversations be-
tween two college students. The re-
maining experiment, however,
demonstrated that the same basic
effects found with these stimuli do
generalize to the kinds of video-
taped confession materials that
were used in Stage One.

The results indicated that illu-
sory causation, to paraphrase Gil-
bert (1995), is less a species of mem-
ory and more a species of perception.
That is, taken together, the four ex-

periments provided considerable
support for the notion that a per-
son’s literal point of view (which, in
these instances, was determined
completely by the camera’s perspec-
tive) affects how he or she initially
registers, or extracts, information
from an observed interaction, which
in turn affects his or her judgments
regarding the causal influence ex-
erted by each interactant.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS

Earlier in this article, I noted that
many scientific, legal, and political
experts have called for the universal
adoption of videotaping as a “quick
fix” for the problem of some innocent
people being induced to incriminate
themselves when confronted by stan-
dard police interrogation tactics. The
research I have summarized, how-
ever, indicates that the indiscriminate
application of videotaping to solve
the problem of coerced or false con-
fessions slipping through the system
could exacerbate the situation.

Am I thus recommending that
videotaped interrogation and con-
fession evidence not be used in
courts of law? No, because the re-
search does not paint an entirely
negative picture with regard to in-
troducing videotaped confessions
in the courtroom. It was found that
videotaped confessions that focused
on the suspect and the interrogator
equally generated judgments that
were comparable to those based on
more traditional presentation for-
mats—that is, audiotapes and tran-
scripts. Thus, it is clear that the vid-
eotaping procedure per se is not
inherently prejudicial. Rather, it is
the manner in which the videotap-
ing procedure is implemented that
holds the potential for bias. It ap-
pears, then, that the advantages as-
sociated with the videotape method—
for example, a more detailed record
of the interrogation is provided to
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trial participants—can be main-
tained without introducing bias if
an equal-focus perspective is taken
by the video camera.

RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Videotaping is only one of sev-
eral technologies that have found
their way into the courtroom. Com-
puter simulations, videoconferenc-
ing, and even virtual-reality tech-
nology are currently, or soon will
be, used in trial settings. As noted
by Federal Judicial Center re-
searcher Meghan Dunn, “to pre-
serve the sanctity of the legal pro-
cess, we need to know how that
technology is affecting trial partici-
pants” (quoted in Carpenter, 2001,
p- 31). For example, can videocon-
ferencing diminish the perceived le-
gitimacy of court proceedings? Do
computer simulations facilitate ju-
rors’ comprehension of complex
evidence or testimony? Does the
degree of familiarity with new
technology influence trial partici-
pants’ receptivity to evidence pre-
sented in a high-tech manner? Will
the use of virtual reality in trials
erode the objectivity that jurors are
supposed to maintain as triers of
fact? Further research is needed to
answer these and related questions
concerning the impact of technol-
ogy on American jurisprudence.
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Abstract

Much literature on group
brainstorming has found it to
be less effective than individ-
ual brainstorming. However, a
cognitive perspective suggests
that group brainstorming could
be an effective technique for gen-
erating creative ideas. Computer
simulations of an associative
memory model of idea genera-
tion in groups suggest that
groups have the potential to
generate ideas that individuals
brainstorming alone are less
likely to generate. Exchanging
ideas by means of writing or
computers, alternating solitary
and group brainstorming, and
using heterogeneous groups ap-
pear to be useful approaches

for enhancing group brain-
storming.

Keywords
brainstorming; cognitive stimu-
lation; groups; group creativity

There is a general belief in the
efficacy of collaboration for
projects involving innovation or
problem solving (Bennis & Bieder-
man, 1997; Sutton & Hargadon,
1996). Although there is some evi-
dence for the effectiveness of col-
laborative science and teamwork
(Paulus, 2000), the enthusiasm for
collective work may not always be
justified. Controlled studies of idea
sharing in groups have shown that
groups often overestimate their ef-
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fectiveness (Paulus, Larey, & Ortega,
1995). Experiments comparing in-
teractive brainstorming groups
with sets of individuals who do not
interact in performing the same
task have found that groups gener-
ate fewer ideas and that group
members exhibit reduced motiva-
tion and do not fully share unique
information (e.g., Mullen, Johnson,
& Salas, 1991). The strongest inhib-
itory effect of groups may be pro-
duction blocking, which is a reduc-
tion in productivity due to the fact
that group members must take
turns in describing their ideas
(Diehl & Stroebe, 1991).

One area in which these prob-
lems are most evident is the study
of group creativity. Most research
on creativity has examined indi-
vidual creativity because it is typi-
cally seen as a personal trait or
skill. However, today much creative
work requires collaboration of peo-
ple with diverse sets of knowledge
and skills. How can such groups
overcome the inevitable liabilities
of group interaction to reach their
creative potential? Is it possible to
demonstrate that group interaction
can lead to enhanced creativity?
Examining these questions has
been the aim of our program of re-



