
Psychology and Law 

Psychology and law is an extremely broad topic area that includes many basic and 
applied research areas; applied topics in mental health, memory, and jury behavior; and 
evaluation of laws and legal processes. Due to the diversity of topics within these areas, 
conclusive definitions that satisfy everyone in the field remain elusive. However, to 
incorporate this diversity, Ogloff and Finkelman (1999) defined the field as “the scientific 
study of the effect the law has on people and the effect people have on the law” (p. 3). 

This section provides a concise presentation of the field, including an overview of 
human interactions with the law, tensions between psychology and the law, and a brief 
history of the field. This section also presents a description of the basic roles of 
psychologists in the legal system, career options, and overviews of some prominent 
research areas in psychology and the law. The section concludes with a discussion of 
additional current and future research areas in psychology and the law. 

Human Interactions with the Law 

In line with general psychological approaches across fields, psychologists who study 
psychology and the law emphasize the behavior, cognition, emotions, and experiences 
of individuals involved in the legal system. Of course, all individuals within reach of the 
United States legal system are involved to some degree. The involvement appears 
evident for police officers, lawyers, judges, defendants, corrections officers, trial 
consultants, and others who work in or are assessed by the legal system. Some 
relationships within the legal system are less evident.  

Tensions between Psychology and the Law 

The science of psychology exists in a state of tension with the legal system in many 
ways (Ogloff & Finkelman, 1999). Fundamentally, the goals and processes of 
investigation in science differ substantially from those of investigation in the law. First, 
science is inductive. Researchers examine data from many field studies, correlational 
studies, and experiments and draw tentative, probabilistic conclusions. The law wants 
an answer that is, at least in criminal law, beyond a reasonable doubt.  

Roles of Psychologists in the Legal System 

There are several general roles for psychologists in the legal system, and many specific 
careers exist in psychology in the law (Bottoms, et al., 1004). More generally, 
psychological researchers can impact the law in a variety of ways. Basic researchers, 
scientists who seek general or basic knowledge for its own sake, and applied 
researchers, scientists who study practical problems, can significantly influence the 
legal system. Although these basic and applied approaches appear to be different, they 
exist as two ends of the same continuum. Basic researchers inform the legal system by 



increasing the available knowledge on topics such as memory, human cognition, and 
social influence. Although research on the effects of different retention intervals on the 
recall of word lists does not appear to address issues in psychology and the law, such 
research contributes to the general body of knowledge related to memory.  

History of Interactions between Psychology and the Law 

Questions of potential interactions between psychology and the law existed long before 
the founding of the United States or the establishment of a separate United State legal 
system. For example, Francis Bacon (1857) expressed concerns that inappropriate 
psychological motives held by some actors in the legal system could compromise the 
system. He suggested that the law should consider natural human tendencies when he 
said “revenge is a kind of wild justice, which the more Man’s nature runs to, the more 
ought the law to weed it out” (p. 46). Centuries passed between Bacon’s statement and 
the formal involvement of psychologists in the law.  

Prominent Research Areas in Psychology and the Law 

Practical problems drive many research areas in psychology and the law. Because legal 
investigators have used both simultaneous and sequential lineups when asking 
witnesses to identify suspects, researchers have evaluated the effectiveness and the 
inherent risks in each approach (Steblay, Dysart, Fulero, & Lindsay, 2001). Despite this 
consistent practical emphasis, researchers in psychology and the law also engage in 
theory testing. For example, Pennington and Hastie (1988) hypothesized that jurors 
prefer accounts of the events in question in a trial to fit a coherent story, and they tested 
jurors’ responses to trial materials that followed the chronological (i.e., story) order of 
the crime and trial materials organized in the order of the witnesses called. Jurors were 
more likely to decide verdicts in favor of the side (i.e., prosecution or defense) that 
presented materials in chronological order (Pennington & Hastie, 1988). Researchers 
may also utilize theory from other areas of psychology. For example, eyewitness 
researchers borrow from general memory research to explain the ways that viewing 
books of mug shots can retroactively interfere with the original memory of the face of a 
perpetrator (Wells et al., 2006). 

Eyewitness Testimony 

Across many topics, eyewitness testimony remains a vivacious research area. The 
American Psychology-Law Society lists more than 1,400 references on the topic from 
1883 and 2006. Eyewitness testimony research established roots as a research area in 
psychology over 100 years ago in Germany.  

Repressed Memory 

Repression is a psychological construct with roots in Freudian ego defenses, and 
repression has existed in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 



(DSM) through prior versions and into the current DSM-IV-TR in the diagnostic criteria 
for dissociative amnesia. Repression emerged into prominence in psychology and the 
law in the 1980s and 1990s with questions about repressed memories.  

Pretrial Publicity 

Questions regarding pretrial publicity center on the tension between two guaranteed 
rights in the United States. The First Amendment to the Constitution allows freedom of 
the press, and the Sixth Amendment provides each defendant the right to a speedy trial 
before an impartial jury. When the press publicizes details of an ongoing investigation 
(e.g., prior convictions of the defendant, particular pieces of evidence, or a confession), 
the media expose potential jurors to these details.  

Interrogation and Confession 

Interrogation rooms remain some of the most secretive locations in the United States 
legal system. Police undertake interrogation to discover the truth about a crime. Police, 
along with society at large, want guilty people to confess and innocent people to resist. 
The stakes are particularly high because a confession is even more powerful than 
eyewitness testimony in a criminal trial (Kassin & Gudjonsson, 2004). A confession 
increases the likelihood of guilty verdicts even when the confession is coerced through 
threats or promises and even when judges admonish (i.e., instruct) jurors to ignore the 
confession (Kassin & Gudjonsson, 2004).  

Jury Decision Making 

The jury has been one of the most mysterious forces in United States law. Critics have 
leveled extensive allegations that juries are unpredictable, unrepresentative of the 
population of the United States, biased, and irresponsible. Research into jury decision 
making has shed light on many phenomena in criminal and civil legal systems, but 
many questions remain.  

Future Directions in Psychology and Law 

The field of psychology and the law continues to grow in depth and in breadth. 
Psychologists seek new ways to develop the topics described here. For example, as 
their understanding of juries grows, psychologists will continue to investigate more 
complex issues in jury decision making such as the structure of complex trials, other 
sources of extralegal influence on jurors’ comprehension, and the ways that proposed 
legal reforms can affect jury behavior. New areas will also continue to emerge. 
Psychologists will step further into questions about the law at the end of life. How do 
people choose someone to make their legal decisions in case of medical 
incapacitation? How should physicians, psychologists, and attorneys assess the 
integrity of the decisions of an older adult or a person with medically induced cognitive 
disabilities? The social context will also drive research areas. The prominence of 



criminal profiling in the media may continue to drive interest and increase research 
attention in research, practice, and education. The areas described in this 
section elucidate only part of the story, and the field’s rapid growth has not showed 
signs of slowing. 

Summary 

This section offered a concise overview of the field of psychology and the law. The 
effects of the legal system extend to citizens and noncitizens alike, and the power of the 
law to proscribe behavior suggests that it will be a central research topic for psychology 
into the indefinite future. Although the methods and goals of psychological science differ 
from those of the law in many important ways, researchers and lawmakers share similar 
goals. Broadly speaking, they want a more accurate and efficient legal system that 
better fits what psychologists have learned about human behavior. Students in this field 
have a wide variety of careers from which to choose. The dynamic history of the field 
attests to the potential for rapid change and the significant influence of productive 
individuals such as Loftus, Kassin, Greene, and Bornstein, to name only a few. The 
topic areas briefly described previously elucidate some possible areas, but the field is 
expanding rapidly, and new ideas and innovative research from today’s students will 
shape the future of the discipline. 
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